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 CHAPTER 1 

 War After the Cold War 

 How has war been fought since the end of the Cold War? In this chapter 
we argue that the way war has been waged has changed, and with 
two important exceptions, war has not conformed to Western methods 
of combat. Indeed, even the groups involved and the tactics they use 
have changed. But in the 1990s and even aft er 9/11, policymakers and 
 commanders have not fully grasped the importance of these changes. 
And as the insurgency in Iraq demonstrates, to not understand how 
war has changed can have dire consequences. 

 No More War 

 Th e twentieth century was ravaged by three global wars—World War I, 
World War II, and the Cold War—each extremely costly in blood and 
treasure. Aft er each came the hopeful refrain—“no more war.” Aft er each, 
national leaders hoped that new disputes among nations could be settled 
through impartially negotiated agreements brokered by new or revived 
world bodies—the League of Nations and the United Nations (UN). Indeed, 
both the League and the UN hoped to chart a new course for the world, 
one in which the idealism of the eighteenth-century philosopher Immanuel 
Kant would be realized. In  Perpetual Peace  Kant called for a world legisla-
ture, a “universal republic” based on a “universal code,” that would extricate 
states from “constantly [being] menaced by war.”   

 Following World War I, the war to end all wars, the League was created 
to fulfi ll Kant’s vision. Th e opening lines from its 1924 charter proclaimed: 
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 Th e High Contracting Parties, in order to promote international co-operation 
and to achieve international peace and security by the acceptance of obliga-
tions not to resort to war, by the prescription of open, just, and honorable 
relations between nations, by the fi rm establishment of the understandings of 
international law as the actual rule of conduct among Governments . . . agree 
to this Covenant of the League of Nations.   

 Sadly, this vision would remain unfulfi lled. Instead, ugly surprises fol-
lowed in the 1920s and 1930s, culminating in the great bloodshed of World 
War II. Again, in its aft ermath, another international organization—the 
United Nations—promised to “save succeeding generations from the 
scourge of war.”   

 From its inception the UN failed to approach, let alone to achieve, those 
loft y aspirations. Instead, four decades of Cold War ensued, until the col-
lapse of the moribund Soviet regime in 1991 brought an end to the Cold 
War and renewed hope that this would be the end to modern war. A new 
world order was immediately declared imminent, one in which the resort 
to war would quickly wane. As President George Bush told the Congress on 
March 6, 1991: 

 Now, we can see a new world coming into view. A world in which there is the 
very real prospect of a new world order. In the words of Winston Churchill, 
a “world order” in which “the principles of justice and fair play . . . protect 
the weak against the strong. . . .” A world where the United Nations, freed 
from cold war stalemate, is poised to fulfi ll the historic vision of its found-
ers.   

 Th e optimism was once again misplaced. War did not end. Instead, the 
1990s left  a terrible legacy of violence, bloodshed, and destruction in its 
wake. However, these wars were diff erent. Indeed, the wars of the 1990s, 
with the exception of Desert Storm, were a complete departure from the 
modern understanding of armed combat as it was practiced in the twenti-
eth century. 

 Bloody Mogadishu 

 Th e front cover of  Newsweek  read: “Fire Fight from Hell.”   Th e  Los Angeles 
Times  described it as the “horror in Mogadishu . . . a bloody military opera-
tion” that culminated with “dozens of cheering, dancing Somalis dragging 
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the body of a U.S. soldier through the city’s streets.”   And the  New York 
Times  showed its readers chilling pictures sent out by a handful of West-
ern journalists in Mogadishu and “television footage on CNN that showed 
a frightened, wounded Blackhawk helicopter pilot.”   Th ese were the press 
reports, at once staggering and terrifying, that followed a sixteen-hour 
shootout between elite American professional soldiers and fi erce Somali 
warriors in the urban canyons of Mogadishu on October 3–4, 1993. 

 Accompanying the front-page story in the  New York Times  was one 
of those photographs you can never forget. Such graphic images become 
 symbolic not just of a specifi c event but of an entire intervention or war. 
Th e photo   was of a dead U.S. soldier surrounded by raging Somalis kick-
ing and spitting on the corpse. Th at picture, which appeared in newspapers 
across the globe, was a horrifying harbinger of war in the aft ermath of the 
Cold War. 

 In the wake of these graphic newspaper reports, many asked the same 
question—how could this happen? For Washington policymakers, Somalia 
was inexplicable and unimaginable. Operation Restore Hope had been the 
Bush administration’s attempt to bring food and a semblance of order to 
the violent chaos in Somalia. Th e situation the United States found itself 
mired in was hardly what it had expected. Th e desperate sixteen-hour 
 mêlée  of October 3–4 was not how the humanitarian eff ort was supposed 
to turn out.   

 When President Bush deployed troops to Somalia in his fi nal days in the 
White House, it was not to take part in the carnage that had ripped that 
country apart. He sent American soldiers to do “God’s work.” Others in his 
administration referred to the operation as the “Immaculate Intervention.”   
Th e mission was clear, said Bush’s national security adviser, Brent Scow-
croft , and it was “not to get into a war.” 

 In Washington the objective was purely humanitarian—to feed the hun-
gry, heal the sick, and restore order. Indeed, the Somali intervention was to 
be the model for using military forces in the post-Cold War world. It was 
a peace operation in which the objective was not to fi ght war but to stop it. 
Order would replace chaos through the presence of U.S. forces, and then 
the aid workers and doctors could move in to begin the rebuilding process. 

 Th ese loft y goals, however, turned out to be a fi gment of Washington’s 
imagination. In Somalia in 1993 there could be no such thing as a purely 
humanitarian intervention. Rather, if the United States were to rescue the 
victims of that carnage it would have to tame the very clan militias that were 
responsible for dismembering Somalia. And simply put, that meant combat. 
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 Th e October 3–4 battle in Mogadishu pitted two very diff erent combat 
methods and traditions against each other. On the one hand, the American 
forces deployed to Somalia were modern soldiers, heirs to Western military 
traditions established by Karl von Clausewitz, the Prussian veteran of the 
Napoleonic wars. On the other hand, the Somalia forces were tribal war-
riors, heirs to their own clan system of warfare, with tactical, command, 
control, and organizational traditions that were very diff erent from their 
Western foes. 

 To understand both perspectives and how these perspectives infl uenced 
the way these combatants fought, it is necessary to understand their tra-
ditions. For the Western soldiers Clausewitz’s famous book  On War , writ-
ten from his own experiences  , remains the classic exposition on modern 
war for modern armies.   Clausewitz prescribed both a purpose and a set 
of specifi c methods for conducting war. According to the distinguished 
military historian, John Keegan, “two institutions—state and regiment—
circumscribed” Clausewitz’s approach.   Th e state set the purpose for war 
and had sole responsibility for its conduct, and military power was a tool 
or instrument of the state. For Clausewitz, war was a serious means to a 
serious end, a part of political intercourse, and therefore always subject to 
political design and oversight by the state. 

 According to Clausewitz, a modern armed force had a clear organiza-
tion, chain of command, and doctrine of combat for fi ghting war. Th e more 
formally structured the army, the more eff ectively it would be able to fi ght. 
And the style of fi ghting was based on doctrine, a set of rules for organiz-
ing and employing military power.  On War  established the Western and 
modern way of war. From Waterloo to Desert Storm to Operation Iraqi 
Freedom, cohesive, disciplined, and professional armies have followed his 
precepts to victory. 

 If Clausewitz set the purpose and organizational form of modern war-
fare, others sought to restrict its practice through the use of elaborate rules 
that defi ned acceptable behavior by soldiers and armies toward each other 
and toward civilians during war. And it is through these regulations that 
war was rationalized to prevent the indiscriminate carnage that personifi ed 
European strife in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries. 

 In the forefront of that eff ort was Hugo Grotius. A humanist and Dutch 
patriot, Grotius lived at the time of Europe’s Th irty Years’ War, dying 
three years before the 1648 Treaty of Westphalia brought to an end one of 
history’s most destructive clashes. Of that experience he wrote “I saw in the 
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whole of the Christian world a license of fi ghting at which even barbarous 
nations might blush.”   

 In the midst of slaughter, Grotius, the “Father of International Law,”  
 produced  Th e Rights of War and Peace , which is considered the inaugural 
text of the law of nations. He asserted that law inheres in each aspect of 
international relations—war, peace, truce, neutrality—and states ought to 
be bound by the rules that go with each. Th e law should inform the state of 
the conditions that make war necessary and just; what the privileges and 
obligations are for the victors, vanquished, and neutrals; when reprisals and 
punishments are called for; how prisoners and civilians are to be treated; 
and what formalities are to be followed in initiating and terminating war.   

 Post-Grotian generations have held steadfastly to his major themes. War 
must be subject to rules, and its place in international politics strictly cir-
cumscribed. In the modern period this has been most clearly enshrined in 
the Geneva and Hague conventions and in all subsequent guidelines. 

 In contrast, the Somali clan warriors that took on Task Force Ranger in 
1993 either did not agree with or had never heard of Clausewitz and Grotius. 
Th e form of warfare they practiced had little in common with the principles 
set down by the founding fathers of modern Western warfare and inter-
national law. And it was not the fi rst time that Western soldiers had been 
surprised by a form of fi ghting that the anthropologist Harry Turney-High 
called “primitive warfare” in his 1949 book on the practice of war in tradi-
tional societies.   

 Turney-High examined in detail the conduct of combat by tribes, clans, 
and other traditional social units. His very frank and forthright study 
focused on why and how they fought, and described warfare in dozens 
of diff erent premodern societies. What he found through his own fi eld 
research and that of other ethnographers was that traditional societies “val-
ued war and the warrior far more than does . . . [modern] man.” Indeed, he 
argued that traditional societies “considered war the most important part 
of their being.”   

 Traditional warfare as observed by Turney-High was pervasive and 
very diff erent from its modern, predominantly Western, counterpart. It 
did not refl ect the Clausewitzian paradigm or Grotian limitations. Tribal 
and clan chieft ains did not employ war as a cold-blooded and calculated 
policy instrument to achieve stated policy objectives. Rather, it was fought 
for a host of social-psychological purposes and desires, which included 
conquest, prestige, ego-expansion, honor, glory, revenge, vengeance, and 
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vendetta—motivations that could be remote in time and place and to the 
Western observer could appear obscure, idiosyncratic.   

 And the methods by which traditional warriors fought likewise did not 
coincide with their modern counterparts. Instead, Turney-High observed 
that tribal war-fi ghting organizations were loose with no formal “order of 
battle” inventory of units and capabilities. Th ere were no dress uniforms or 
parade drills on grassy fi elds. Combat detachments refl ected local tribal and 
clan structures, and were commanded by leaders for local, even personal, 
objectives. Warrior chieft ains had no formal military education or training. 
Th ey followed no formal doctrine. Th eir knowledge of war derived from 
that found in cultural traditions and customs. And those customs were 
oft en rampant with legendary accounts of violence, fi ghting, and the van-
quishing of enemies as normal and noble activities. Th ese accounts served 
as guides—tribal doctrine of a sort—to be followed and emulated.   

 Traditional warfare operations, as observed by Turney-High, were pro-
tracted in scope and duration, with few, if any, grand or decisive battles. 
Operations were irregular and not conventional in form. Indeed, it was 
folly for traditional warriors to take on modern soldiers in head-on fi ghts. 
However, if traditional forces fought their way—with raids, skirmishes, 
ambushes, or surprise attacks—they could more than hold their own 
against modern counterparts. Moreover, since they did not move over great 
distances and therefore had simpler needs, traditional warriors and their 
leaders drew support from local populations and did not require the logis-
tics system of modern armies. 

 Moreover, unlike its modern counterpart, traditional warfare was not 
subject to international legal rules that circumscribed what could and 
could not be done against enemy combatants and even noncombatants. 
Th rough numerous examples, Turney-High revealed that the opposite was 
the case: prisoners, he wrote, could be subject to a host of warfare rituals 
that included torture, head hunting, scalping, and cannibalism. Noncom-
batants could also suff er such fate. Th ey could also be treated with a cour-
tesy and care that puzzled and unnerved their Western counterparts, with 
tribal warriors going to great lengths to remove noncombatants from the 
fray. Th e rules of war in traditional societies, Turney-High observed, were 
quite diff erent.   

 In sum, soldiers and warriors are not the same. Th ey come from diff er-
ent traditions, fi ght with diff erent tactics, see the role of combat through 
diff erent eyes, are driven by diff erent motivations, and measure defeat and 
victory by diff erent yardsticks. As the U.S. forces found out in Somalia, 
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these diff erences can present a formidable challenge. And as demonstrated 
in Somalia, when soldiers engage warriors, a clear understanding of how 
the two are diff erent is essential. But such knowledge is not easily acces-
sible. While governmental and private-sector strategic studies institutes 
produce treatises on the force structure, capabilities, and military doc-
trine of modern armies, no such information exists for the fi ghting forces 
of clans and tribes. Th us, a major theme of this book is the assessment of 
how, where, when, and why modern warriors—terrorists, insurgents, and 
militias—fi ght. 

 Not Like Yesterday 

 Somalia was a shock to the U.S. military because, simply put, it was not 
the kind of combat they planned to fi ght. Less than three years earlier, in 
Operation Desert Storm, the American armed services had preformed bril-
liantly. And in the United States, Desert Storm embodied the Pentagon’s 
way of war: Clear aims and well-defi ned means; an asymmetrical and vastly 
inferior enemy; technological superiority and massed armies; and speedy 
maneuver coupled with fi repower-intensive operations. For the United 
States, Operation Desert Storm was a textbook example of the military doc-
trine found in the war-fi ghting texts of each of the armed services. And in 
its aft ermath, the military planned for future wars that were a mirror image 
of this highly successful operation with doctrine, training, procurement all 
geared for this type of operation. 

 Indeed, in the mid-1990s the Pentagon was preparing to fi ght two 
nearly simultaneous major regional contingencies (MRCs) that were Des-
ert Storm look-alikes. Th ese MRCs were to be fought in the Persian Gulf 
again against Iraq, or possibly Iran, and on the Korean Peninsula against 
the armies of Pyongyang. Th is was preparation for war as the American 
military had long studied it, practiced it, and carried it out. In 1973, the 
military historian Russell Weigley captured the essence of that approach 
in his book  Th e American Way of War .   In a recent article, Max Boot 
 summarized its essentials: 

 Th e American way of war . . . has come to refer to a grinding strategy of attri-
tion: the strategy employed by Ulysses S. Grant to destroy Robert E. Lee’s 
army in 1864–65, by John J. Pershing to wear down the German army in 1918, 
and by the U.S. Army Air Force to pulverize all the major cities of Germany 
and Japan in 1944–45. In this view, the Civil War, World War I, and World 
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War II were won not by tactical or strategic brilliance but by the sheer weight 
of numbers—the awesome destructive power that only a fully mobilized and 
highly industrialized democracy can bring to bear. . . . Much the same meth-
ods characterized the confl icts in Korea and Vietnam, though with decreasing 
levels of success. . . . Th e fi rst Gulf War was much more successful. . . . It still 
fi t the traditional, fi repower-intensive mode: more than fi ve weeks of relent-
less bombing was followed by a massive armored onslaught.   

 In 1993 however, as Somali warriors were shooting down Blackhawk 
helicopters over Mogadishu, Secretary of Defense Les Aspin released 
his blueprint for the post–Cold War U.S. military. Titled the  Bottom-Up 
Review , the preparation of this report began shortly aft er the Clinton 
administration assumed the reigns of government.   President Clinton, 
like his predecessor President George Bush, believed that the world was 
entering a new world order, one in which the functions of military power 
were changing. It was peacetime, thought the new occupant of the White 
House. And in that changed international setting, soldiers, sailors, airmen, 
and marines would be deployed in low-scale, multilateral operations such 
as peacekeeping, humanitarian assistance, and disaster relief. Th us, from 
Clinton’s perspective, the new job for the military was to help build the 
new world order. 

 Th ese peacetime roles for the military received due consideration in the 
Pentagon during the months of deliberation that went into Aspin’s  Bottom-
Up Review.    However, the senior military leadership of the Pentagon also 
told the defense chief that while it was all well and good to use a small part 
of the force for these peacetime missions, he had better be ready for real 
war, possibly two of them, that could happen at the same time. Th is was 
blunt speaking and Aspin received the message loud and clear. By the time 
it was published, the central premise of the  Bottom-Up Review  was the need 
to ensure that the United States had the necessary force structure to fi ght 
two MRCs. 

 Aspin gave fi rst priority to deterring regional confl icts from occurring. 
If that failed, the new post-Cold War blueprint “envisioned that combat 
operations would unfold in four main phases.” Th e fi rst phase would halt 
the invasion and “stabilize the front,” while the second focused on a “build 
up of combat forces . . . in preparation for a combined-arms counterof-
fensive.” Th is would then set the stage for key phase “a large-scale, air-land 
counteroff ensive to defeat the enemy decisively by attacking his centers 
of gravity, retaking territory he had occupied, destroying his war-making 
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capabilities, and achieving other operational or strategic objectives.” Phase 
four returned to the status quo and U.S. forces returned home. 

 Th e world may have changed dramatically with the end of the Cold War, 
but war itself remained the same for the Pentagon. Th ere was little disagree-
ment among the senior U.S. military leadership over their view of future 
war: Th e major protagonists were states, and victory came through over-
whelming military force. However, one very vocal exception was the com-
mandant of the Marine Corps, General Charles Krulak. He asserted that 
war in the future would be very diff erent from Desert Storm, and he said 
so indefatigably. In an essay entitled “Not Like Yesterday,” Krulak warned 
that such conventional thinking could lead to military misfortunes for the 
United States.   

 To make his point the Commandant called attention to ancient Rome. 
He told the story of Proconsul Quintilius Varus who, in  a.d.  9, led three 
powerful legions across the Germanic border to suppress tribal rebellion. 
Th ree years earlier Varus had been given the same mission. And he “deci-
mated them—sending more than 20,000 men, women, and children back 
to Rome as slaves.”   Varus expected to do the same this time. Aft er all, the 
Roman army was by far the premier military power of the day. 

 However, this time his adversary did not intend to fi ght the Roman way. 
Instead of coming out on to the plain where the legion could employ the 
shock power of its superior cavalry and lethal accuracy of its bowmen, these 
tribal warriors lured the Romans into marshes and forests, neutralizing 
Roman superiority. Now the legion had to fi ght on tribal terms. According 
to Krulak, “Th e legionnaires were hacked to death. At the end of the third 
day, hemmed in by forests and marshes, the columns were exterminated 
almost to a man.”   As for Varus, before his head was posted on a Roman 
pike, he was “heard saying over and over again,  Ne Cras Ne Cras ,” which 
translates to ‘not like yesterday’. . . . And it wasn’t like yesterday.”   

 War, Krulak argued, changes, and Varus and his legions had failed to 
change with it. In fact they had not even considered change a possibil-
ity. Why? Because, asserted Krulak, the Roman general’s “outlook toward 
warfare was colored by the successes he’d had before, by his past experi-
ences. Nothing would change in his mind.”   Krulak argued that in the last 
decade of the twentieth century the conduct of war was changing and the 
United States would have to adapt to the notion that war would diff er from 
 yesterday. 

 Krulak identifi ed some of the elements that were causing this change 
in the twentieth century: “the disintegration of the Soviet republics and 
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Yugoslavia, the tragedies in Somalia and Rwanda, and the confl ict in Liberia 
signify the trend toward splintering nations along ethnic, racial, religious, 
and tribal lines. Th is suggests not only crises within nations but a greater 
degree of general instability.”   Th e confl icts that the U.S. Marine Corps, 
Krulak’s own service, would fi nd themselves fi ghting in would not be the 
“son of Desert Storm,” warned the commandant. “It will be the stepchild 
of Chechnya. Our most dangerous enemy will not be doctrinaire or pre-
dictable. . . . Instead [they] will challenge us asymmetrically in ways against 
which we are least able to bring strength to bear—as we witnessed in the 
slums of Mogadishu. Moreover, as demonstrated in the recent [August 
1998] bombing of our east African embassies, it will not limit its aggression 
to our military.”   

 Within that context, Krulak singled out “the rise of non-state actors,” 
and this is the focus of this book. Th e four categories of non-state actors 
that we discuss are 1) insurgents; 2) terrorists; 3) militias; and 4) criminal 
organizations. Th e terms non-state actor and non-state armed group refer 
to groups that challenge the authority of states, challenge the rule of law, 
use violence in unconventional, asymmetrical, and indiscriminate opera-
tions to achieve their aims, operate within and across state boundaries, use 
covert intelligence and counterintelligence capabilities, and have factional 
schisms that aff ect their ability to operate eff ectively.   

 Th ese types of armed groups exist both within traditional societies and 
separate from them. Th e spectrum of non-state actors is broad and includes 
groups such as al-Qaeda in addition to tribes, clans, and kin groups. It was 
a non-state armed group that Task Force Ranger faced in Somalia, and it 
was a non-state armed group that blew up the embassies in east Africa. 
Non-state armed groups continue to plague Russia in Chechnya, and it 
was a non-state armed group that carried out the 9/11 attacks in the United 
States in 2001. Indeed, political violence, confl ict, and war since the end of 
the Cold War has repeatedly pitted states against non-state armed groups. 
Moreover, a number of developments in the 1990s, which are discussed 
in more depth later, served to enhance the power and capacity of armed 
groups to attack the state. 

 Armed groups—insurgents, terrorists, militias, and criminal organizations—
have found innovative ways to use force in unconventional and asymmetric 
ways, and as such they represent nontraditional security challenges that are 
unlike the conventional ones presented by states. As is discussed in more 
detail later, non-state armed groups challenge states and  conventional 
 militaries at three levels: individually, working in cooperation with other 
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non-state armed groups, and in cooperation with corrupt political elements. 
For a nation’s military and security services, armed groups pose diverse 
analytical and operational challenges that aff ect how a state threatened by 
an armed group understands, targets, and moves to counter it. An appre-
ciation of these realities is imperative because, like their nation-state coun-
terparts, armed groups can execute violent strikes that can have a strategic 
impact on their state adversaries. But gaining such an understanding is not 
easily acquired. 

 Understanding War: A New Approach 

 As we argued at the beginning of this chapter, war since 1990 has, with the 
exception of Desert Storm and the fi rst phase of Operation Iraqi Freedom, 
been diff erent from the modern Western understanding of armed combat. 
But the policymakers and military commanders of modern states —including 
the United States—have oft en failed to grasp this new battlefi eld. Indeed for 
the policymakers the perception is the reverse — that conventional warfare 
prevails and thus that the United States is more than adequately prepared to 
dominate the future face of war. 

 To take one example, in 1993 neither Task Force Ranger (TFR) nor the 
policymakers that sent them to Somalia knew enough about the Somali 
clans and their methods of fi ghting to prevail, and tragedy ensued. Nor 
did policymakers appreciate the extent to which the clans were cooperat-
ing with another fl edgling non-state armed group — al-Qaeda — which has 
become the center of the twenty-fi rst century war on terror. Th e Western 
peacekeeping forces that entered Bosnia in the 1990s as part of the UN 
eff ort to stop the carnage were equally uninformed about the ethnic militias 
they confronted, and as a result they were taken by surprise by the wide-
spread ethnic violence. Likewise, in Kosovo, NATO was perplexed by the 
operational dynamics of the Kosovo Liberation Army (KLA). And it has 
not just been the West that has an insuffi  cient understanding of such mat-
ters. Th e Russians, apparently having learned little in Afghanistan, failed 
to appreciate the Chechen concept of warfare, and they have been paying a 
steep price for it since the mid-1990s. 

 Th e one recent exception has been the U.S. intervention in Afghanistan 
following 9/11. By aligning with tribal elements grouped under the Northern 
Alliance, U.S. special operations forces, with the assistance of precision 
air support, routed the Taliban and al-Qaeda. Th is non-state armed group 
developed out of Afghan tribal groups, but in the aft ermath of their victory 
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against the Taliban, U.S. policymakers and soldiers have struggled with how 
to work with other tribal groups in Afghan society: they understand that 
they must marginalize the power of tribal warlords and fi nish off  surviving 
Taliban and al Qaeda forces as part of the Afghan nation-building process, 
but they are straining with the complexities of how to achieve this goal. 

 Events in Iraq since the end of the conventional war in April 2003 have 
likewise demonstrated the threat that armed groups pose for conventional 
forces. In this guerrilla phase of the Iraq confl ict, media headlines carry 
almost daily reports of more and more violent attacks carried out using 
mortar and rocket strikes, ambushes, sniper attacks, assassinations, and 
suicide operations. And it is abundantly clear that the United States did 
not anticipate these developments and has struggled to identify and defeat 
those carrying out these attacks. 

 Th is study starts and ends with the questions: where, why and, most 
important, how has war been fought since the end of the Cold War? It 
describes and explains non-Western ways of war from the perspective of 
the patterns that can be deduced and the policy implications that can be 
identifi ed, as well as the lessons that can be learned and the changes that 
can be made. 

 Of course, these questions—where, why, and how   war occurs—are the 
enduring questions in international relations. Long ago Th ucydides sought 
to answer them, as have many of the classical philosophers.   Over time, 
modern academics have also provided detailed, complex, and technical 
answers. For example, Quincy Wright, in his pioneering study, put forth 
a multifactor model to explain the origins, causes, and conduct of war at 
diff erent points in time.   Likewise, since the 1960s J. David Singer, Melvin 
Small, and others have compiled an enormous body of empirical research 
to document the factors associated with war. Th e Correlates of War Proj-
ect has generated a number of books and articles that identify generaliza-
tions about the causes and conduct of war.   Many other social scientists, 
too numerous to note here, have also compiled impressive inventories and 
complex explanations of why governments go to war.   

 Th is study examines these same enduring questions about war. However, 
it does so in a manner more accessible than these highly specialized and 
technical academic treatises. Instead, we have produced a primer, a basic 
guide, for those seeking an understanding of war today, to include U.S. pol-
icymakers, their advisers, and operational planners. It is this audience that 
the book seeks to inform. And it is this group who need to know the most 
about the methods that  “ nontraditional ”  military organizations used in 
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the wars of the 1990s and will be using in the twenty-fi rst century. And the 
vital questions about these non-state armed groups are the most basic: How 
do they fi ght? What concepts of war do they follow? What tactics do they 
employ? And how do third parties — both states and other armed groups 
like al-Qaeda — assist them? In the 1990s, policymakers and military com-
manders did not have a clear grasp of these matters, and it showed in policy 
debacles. Th e same has remained true since 9/11, as the insurgency in Iraq 
illustrates. 

 War, as Clausewitz wrote two centuries ago, is not a constant. John 
Keegan, in his 1976 volume  Th e Face of Battle , chronicled its evolution 
from the Hundred Years ’  War to the latter half of the twentieth century.   
In doing so, he mapped out the emergence of war ’ s modern Western varia-
tion: organized and politically directed violence between the armies of two 
or more states. Th ey alone controlled the means of organized and purpose-
ful violence. 

 But except for Desert Storm and the war-fi ghting phase of Operation 
Iraqi Freedom, this has not been the case since the end of the Cold War. 
Armed confl ict has changed. Wars are now fought within states and trans-
nationally. And these confl icts have pitted states against non-state armed 
groups—ethnic, tribal, clan, religious, and communal warriors. In this book 
we will explain the emergence of this cast of non-state actors as challengers 
to states in asymmetrical and unconventional paramilitary operations by 
answering the following questions: 

 ■   How should the wars since 1990 be defi ned and categorized?  
 ■   For what reasons were these wars fought between state and non-state actors?  
 ■   How were these wars fought, and what operational approaches were employed 

by the non-state armed groups engaged in them?  

 Our starting point is chapter 2  , which proposes that answers to some of 
our questions can be found in the culture and traditions of those non-state 
armed groups who engaged in war since the end of the Cold War. Culture 
and tradition—those norms, values, institutions, and modes of thinking in 
a given society that survive change and remain meaningful to successive 
generations—infl uences and shapes how ethnic, tribal, clan, religious, and 
communal movements think about and fi ght war. 

 T. E. Lawrence grasped the importance of understanding traditional 
societies in order to understand how they fi ght when, in World War I, he 
was ordered to organize the Hijaz in Arabia to fi ght the Ottoman army. 
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Knowledge of Arab war-fi ghting traditions as well as their culture and 
mores equipped Lawrence to accomplish his mission. He noted aft er it was 
over “When I took a decision, or adopted an alternative, it was aft er study-
ing every relevant factor.” For Lawrence these included “Geography, tribal 
structure, religion, social customs, language, appetites, and standards.”   
 Seven Pillars of Wisdom  provides insight into how to go about understand-
ing the operational approach of those who engage in irregular warfare. Th e 
bottom line, as we shall see, is to pay close attention to the cultural and 
anthropological foundations of traditional peoples and societies. Th us, 
with Lawrence’s contributions to this understanding as a prelude, chapter 2 
provides a framework for assessing the war-fi ghting methods of those non-
state armed groups that engaged in the wars since 1990. 

 Chapter 3 fi lls in the details of that framework by introducing the rel-
evant terms and concepts required in order to decipher why and how non-
state armed groups fi ght. In order to understand their approach to war, it is 
necessary to become familiar with these basic concepts. Th ey provide the 
lens through which to understand the formation, organization, and behav-
ior of traditional peoples as they relate to the use of force and the conduct 
of war. 

 Th ese two chapters provide the backdrop for the Somalia, Chechnya, 
Afghanistan, and Iraq case studies that follow. Each case study consists of 
three sections: an assessment of the origins and causes of the confl ict, a 
review of the war itself, and a delineation of how the war was fought by the 
non-state armed groups involved in the confl ict. 

 Following the case studies, the fi nal chapter, the coda, will identify 
 patterns and trends from these wars and the lessons to be learned, and the 
implications for policymakers at the state and international organization 
levels will be highlighted. 
   





 One of Lawrence’s Raiding Parties 
 Reproduced with kind permission from the I mperial   War   Museum, UK.  
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 CHAPTER 2 

 Assessing Enemies 

 To provide military commanders with an understanding of an enemy’s 
style or way of war, intelligence specialists are taught to use “military 
capabilities analysis.” Th is approach is widely employed to assess how 
conventional military forces intend to fi ght, but it is of little help 
in uncovering how tribes and clans conduct warfare. To understand 
unconventional warfare a new approach is needed—one that is 
anchored in the historical, anthropological, and traditional cultural 
narratives of modern warriors. Only through such an investigation 
will the answer to how non-state armed groups fi ght be found. 

 Mogadishu Again 

 As President Bush’s “Immaculate Intervention” in Somalia turned into 
bloody chaos during the summer of 1993, the new Clinton administration 
sent Task Force Ranger to take into custody one of the principal perpetra-
tors of that carnage, Mohammad Farah Aidid. Th e Task Force consisted of 
elite Rangers along with a derring-do Army outfi t—the highly secretive 1st 
Special Forces Operational Detachment-Delta (popularly known in the 
movies as Delta Force). 

 Th e situation on the ground in Somalia had rapidly disintegrated. In 
December 1992, the introduction of 28,000 heavily armed U.S. Marine 
Corps “peacekeepers,” the military muscle for Operation Restore Hope, 
imposed and enforced a halt to the bloodshed. Th eir withdrawal in 
May 1993, with the concurrent handing over of the Somali operation 
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to UNOSOM II, a thirty-two-country multinational UN peacekeeping 
force with a small U.S. military component (fewer than 1,400), drastically 
changed the balance of forces on the ground. 

 UNOSOM II, as discussed in more detail in chapter 4, was assigned 
three missions: disarm the clan militias, rehabilitate Somali political insti-
tutions, and build a secure environment throughout the country. Th is man-
date threatened the clan warlords, particularly Aidid, whose power derived 
from the brutal use of force. Aidid’s rejoinder was to escalate the violence. 
On June 5, his clan warriors slaughtered a contingent of Pakistani soldiers. 
When the shooting stopped, twenty-four lay dead and another fi ft y were 
wounded. 

 Th e commander of UNOSOM II, Turkish General Cevik Bir, and the 
UN’s special representative to Somalia, retired U.S. Navy Admiral Jonathan 
Howe, wanted Aidid tracked down and apprehended, but UNOSOM II did 
not have the military muscle to do so. So Howe urged the Pentagon to send 
forces specially trained for such operations, a Quick Reaction Force (QRF), 
to do the job. Th e Clinton administration sent Task Force Ranger. 

 Among its core fi ghting elements were members of the 75th Ranger Reg-
iment’s Th ird Battalion. Rangers are a special breed of soldier. Th eir motto, 
“Rangers Lead the Way,” sums up a fi ghting legacy attained on innumer-
able battlefi elds. Th ey wear black berets, which they are quick to tell you 
are earned, not issued. Th e offi  cers and soldiers of the regiment, all volun-
teers, are taught to expect the unexpected. Th ey must successfully complete 
highly demanding qualifi cation courses. Today, the regiment, consisting of 
three 580-man battalions, can be on its way to any of the world’s hot spots 
within eleven hours of receiving the call.   

 But what did the Rangers sent to Somalia know about the combat envi-
ronment they were to fi ght in? Did they understand the war-fi ghting tradi-
tions of the clan warriors they would encounter in the ramshackle buildings 
and alleys of Mogadishu? What assessments were they given of the warfare 
practices of the militias who had turned Somalia into the ninth circle of 
Dante’s inferno? Did they know how those clans would engage them and 
how they would react to Task Force Ranger’s operations? According to a 
hard-charging colonel from the 75th Regiment who was intimately familiar 
with the operation, the answer to those questions was “very little.”   He said 
that as he was helping Task Force Ranger form up he “had similar ques-
tions about the Somalis and what was actually known about them.” He said 
he “did not have the foggiest notion about that part of the world.” But his 
instincts told him it was going to be diff erent. Th e colonel had had enough 
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experience with other cultures to realize that not everyone thought the 
same way the United States military did about war, peace, and the use of 
force. 

 Th e colonel then recounted how he “asked the intelligence specialists 
within the 75th Ranger Regiment what they knew about the Somali clans, 
their warlord leaders, and ways of fi ghting.” How would they act and react 
to the combat operations the Rangers were planning to execute? How were 
they organized and what was their order of battle? What kind of military 
doctrine did they follow? What were their leaders like? 

 Th e colonel was asking all the right questions, but the information that 
would have provided him with the answers was lacking. Even the intel-
ligence specialists in the Ranger regiment and in the broader U.S. intelli-
gence community did not have the answers. Why not? 

 Sun Tzu’s Contribution to Planning 

 All too oft en nations use force and go to war without a clear understanding 
of the enemy they are about to fi ght. Harvard historian Ernest May, in his 
book  Knowing One’s Enemies , on intelligence assessments before both world 
wars, provides ample confi rmation of this proposition. Th e governments 
who began fi ghting in August of 1914 had no such understanding of how that 
war would actually be fought before they unleashed the opening artillery 
barrages. Once the shooting started all of their preconceptions turned out to 
be terribly wrong. According to May, “planning offi  cers and policy-makers 
shared all the [same] mistaken suppositions about what war might be like.” 
And their counterparts in the run-up to World War II did no better: “In the 
1930s they were as wrong . . . about the proclivities of other governments.”   

 At the end of his exhaustive study, May implores future planners and 
decisionmakers to “Ask constantly, who are ‘they’ and who are ‘we’ before 
engaging in the conduct of war.”   His advice was absolutely on course. But 
he was reminding the policymakers, planners, and analysts of something 
that history should already have told them. Sun Tzu, the great  Chinese 
theorist of war, provided the same counsel in the fourth century  b.c.  in 
his book,  Th e Art of War . He wrote during the Warring States period of 
 Chinese history: a time of incessant combat and intrigue, a time when the 
states employed all the techniques and tricks of warfare, from the more 
benign to the most insidious, in order to conquer each other. 

 In that setting, Chinese rulers created a great demand for strategists 
who could craft  innovative war-fi ghting strategies.  Th ese architects of war 
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were graduates of a harsh academy. Th ose who were triumphant attained 
great wealth and fame, while those who failed suff ered harsh consequences 
that included being sawn in half, boiled, minced, or torn apart by horses. 
And one of the most gift ed and profi cient of the strategists of war was 
Sun Tzu. 

 In the opening paragraph of his classic, Sun Tzu cautions that war is seri-
ous business, of “vital importance to the state. . . . It is mandatory that it be 
thoroughly studied.” Elsewhere he added his most famous piece of advice—
“Know the enemy and know yourself; in a hundred battles you will never be 
in peril.” Th is famous vignette is illustrative of the central theme that runs 
throughout  Th e Art of War.  Knowledge and understanding of the adversary 
is imperative and includes what modern military theorists refer to as the 
operational level of war.   

 According to the  Joint Doctrine Dictionary  of the U.S. Department of 
Defense, 

 Th e operational level links the tactical employment of forces to strategic objec-
tives. Th e focus at this level is on operational art—the use of military forces 
to achieve strategic goals through the design, organization, integration and 
conduct of strategies, campaigns, major operations, and battles. Operational 
art determines when, where, and for what purpose forces will be employed.   

 Th roughout his text, Sun Tzu focused on the importance of knowing the 
enemy’s operational art before engaging him in combat. For example, in the 
chapter on intelligence estimates he tells us to appraise your foe’s  doctrine. 
Why? Because it will reveal how he is organized to fi ght. In another  section—
“Employment of Secret Agents”—Sun Tzu discusses how to acquire that 
information. He calls it “foreknowledge.” 

 Th e intelligence services that support modern armies are steeped in 
Sun Tzu’s maxims. Indeed, they spend a great deal of time and energy 
analyzing and evaluating the operational approach to warfare of poten-
tial foes. Answers to questions posed above about war-fi ghting methods, 
force structure, capabilities, and military doctrine—all operational-level 
 matters—are what intelligence practitioners must provide to  commanders. 
Th ese intelligence specialists seek to develop an understanding of when, 
where, how, and under what conditions potential enemies will either give 
battle or refuse to do so. Th ey assess how foes will deploy forces, commit or 
withdraw from combat, and sequence successive tactical actions to achieve 
 strategic  objectives. 



ASSESSING ENEMIES 21

 In modern military thinking, strategy deals with war and tactics with 
specifi c battles and engagements. Th e operational level lies between the two. 
It entails broader dimensions of time and space, and a wider perspective 
beyond immediate combat or battle, but it is not so far removed from 
the battle that it loses sight of how individual units should be deployed. 
At the operational level, commanders aim to shape events in order to create 
the most favorable conditions for fi ghting. 

 Operational-level analysis reveals the enemy’s style of warfare. In mod-
ern times, style revolves around two interdependent components—fi re-
power and maneuver. Movement or maneuver allows a commander to 
bring fi repower to bear on the enemy, while the protection of fi repower 
permits the commander to move his forces in the face of the enemy. 

 Sun Tzu referred to understanding an enemy’s style of warfare as 
knowledge of his shape. Know your enemy’s shape but conceal your own 
through deceptive stratagems, he counseled. Th us, to provide command-
ers with an understanding of an adversary’s operational-level approach 
and style of warfare—his shape—intelligence specialists of modern 
 militaries are taught to use special methodologies and analytical tools. 
Th ese approaches are subsumed under the rubric “Military Capabilities 
Analysis.” 

 Military Capabilities Analysis 

 Military Capabilities Analysis is the methodology taught to budding U.S. 
military intelligence analysts at the Pentagon’s Joint Military Intelligence 
College (JMIC). Th e Pentagon established the school, initially known as 
the Defense Intelligence School, in 1962 to educate a cadre of specialists 
for the Defense Intelligence Agency (DIA), which had been launched the 
previous year. 

 In 1980, the U.S. Congress authorized the school to award a masters 
degree in the Science of Strategic Intelligence (MSSI), and the following 
year the Pentagon reorganized the institution as the Defense Intelligence 
College, placing additional emphasis on its research and analysis mission. 
Attending were active-duty and reserve military personnel from each of the 
armed services, as well as civilians from the Department of Defense and 
other federal agencies. 

 In 1993, JMIC received its new name and  a new mission statement, which 
declared that the goal of the college was to be “the Intelligence Commu-
nity’s Center of Excellence for educating military and civilian intelligence 
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offi  cers who are able to satisfy intelligence requirements as full partners 
in safeguarding and advancing the nation’s interests.”   Th is was no mean 
task: with the adoption of DOD Directive 5105.21 in 1997, the Defense Intel-
ligence Agency was assigned thirty-one intelligence-related responsibilities 
and functions. Th ese included supporting all U.S. military commands in 
the planning and conduct of operations.   

 Among the tomes produced by the JMIC for teaching future specialists 
their craft  is the  Handbook of Intelligence Analysis.    It is the basic text—the 
good book—used in the college’s Post Graduate Intelligence Program, 
as well as for the Senior Enlisted Intelligence Program. A central part of 
the volume is concerned with Military Capabilities Analysis. Th is is the 
methodology taught to those analysts who will be charged with assessing 
the operational style—shape for Sun Tzu—of adversaries that American 
 soldiers may have to fi ght. 

 A close look at what military capabilities analysis entails provides clues 
as to why Task Force Ranger had so little understanding of the operational 
art of General Aidid and his clan warriors. Moreover, as the other case 
studies depict, it was not just in Somalia that modern armies have failed to 
know their enemy and have encountered such diffi  culties when engaged by 
traditional warriors. 

 Th e purpose of military capabilities analysis is to answer two fundamen-
tal questions: One, will hostile armed forces attack and, if so, where? Two, 
what military capabilities will they bring to the battle and how will they 
use them? To answer the fi rst question, the analyst scrutinizes the enemy’s 
actions by “analyzing his troop movements.” Answers can also be obtained 
by reading his “encrypted messages.”   

 Th e second question is more knotty. It necessitates, in Pentagon speak, a 
net assessment of the foe’s war-fi ghting capabilities and operational art. In 
layman’s terms—how will he fi ght and with what arms? 

 Th e  Handbook of Intelligence Analysis  provides a number of templates—
guidelines—for ferreting out the answers, the most important of which are 
those concerned with an enemy’s doctrine and order-of-battle. From the 
viewpoint of conventional warfare, this is a very structured and impres-
sively thorough approach to assessing an enemy’s war-fi ghting capabilities. 
But in the realm of unconventional warfare, these analytic tools are of little 
use for assessing warlords and their militia fi ghters. 

 Military Capabilities Analysis was designed to conduct assessments of 
modern militaries such as that of the United States. It is a classic example 
of mirror imaging: assume that the way you do things is the way that others 
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will, too. Take the issue of doctrine. Enemies are assumed to have a clear 
and formal set of guidelines for fi ghting a war. Th ey are all written down 
in manuals. Th e analyst learns that deciphering a foe’s doctrine is an inte-
gral part of the Intelligence Preparation of the Battlefi eld (IPB) for those 
U.S. forces he or she will someday be assigned to help. In assessing the doc-
trine of enemy forces, analysts explain to their commanders how rivals will 
deploy and employ forces for various operations. Th e handbook notes that 
doctrine spells out the “enemy’s ability to move to contact, attack, defend, 
and operate in special conditions.”   

 Th e doctrinal template is appropriate for assessing “combat by major 
fi eld forces.” How is such information garnered? One way is to acquire a 
copy of the adversary’s manual. Th is is oft en easier said than done because, 
unlike the Pentagon, most militaries do not post their doctrine on the Inter-
net. But there are other more nefarious ways of acquiring this information: 
spies and espionage. If that is not possible, observing various deployments 
and training exercises through spy satellites, and studying past operations, 
can be used to deduce a depiction of doctrine. 

 Th e doctrinal template assumes that a formal set of guidelines exists. But 
what if there are no such guidelines? And what if there are no deployments 
and exercises to observe? Th e  Handbook of Intelligence Analysis  is silent on 
how to overcome these limitations. 

 Another key component of Military Capabilities Analysis, according 
to the JMIC text, is the order-of-battle template. Th is template consists of 
three categories of concepts that will, when fl eshed out, produce a system-
atic picture of an enemy’s operational art: 

 Order-of-Battle Components 

  Primary   Secondary   Tertiary  
 Composition Tactics Biographic 
 Disposition Training Unit History 
 Strength  Eff ectiveness Uniforms 
  Logistics Insignia 

 Th e particulars for each of the elements listed under the three categories 
of the template are highlighted in the handbook. Th e focus is on the order-
of-battle for modern conventional forces. Th is framework is employed to 
assess them quantitatively and qualitatively. Both are important for deter-
mining how and how well an opponent will fi ght. 
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 Composition, the fi rst of the primary order-of-battle components, is 
concerned with “how a land force is organized and arrayed on the fi eld 
of battle.” An important aspect of composition is unit identifi cation. Th e 
assumption is that “War is organized violence, and organization requires 
paper, forms, and documents.”   Th ese assumptions presuppose that there 
is a standardized nomenclature for the armed force under examination. 
Examples noted in the handbook—all of modern armies—meet this stan-
dard. Th e same is true for naval and air forces. Of all the elements of order-
of-battle, composition lends itself to quantitative measurement—“bean 
counting.” 

 Th e second primary component, disposition, addresses the physical-
geographical location of enemy military units and the extent to which they 
pose a threat. Here also the template assumes that the forces deployed are 
modern military forces infl uenced in specifi c ways by terrain, climate, and 
weather. Th ese factors, says the handbook, channel combat forces and their 
movements in specifi c ways. In other words, a division of ten thousand men 
accompanied by tanks and artillery can swift ly move across open terrain, 
but do not expect them to do so if they encounter mountains or forests. 

 Th e third primary component  is the strength of enemy forces. Th is is 
measured by “the number of people in uniform,” as well as by “the number 
of key weapons and equipment.”   

 In sum, composition, disposition, and strength are all quantitative mea-
sures that add up the personnel, units, weapons, and machines of modern 
conventional armies. But what if the enemy does not fi t into this frame-
work? What if his personnel wear no uniforms? What if his units do not 
take the form of battalions and brigades? What if he uses only easily con-
cealed light weapons and has no tanks, aircraft , or naval vessels? And what 
if he does not carry out annual fi eld exercises? Th en what? How do you take 
the measure of that enemy? Again, the  Handbook of Intelligence Analysis  
provides no guidance. 

 Th e order-of-battle template next turns to the “secondary” matters of 
tactics, training, eff ectiveness, and logistics. Here also the framework’s 
modern warfare bias comes through loud and clear. What kind of tactics is 
the intelligence offi  cer to access? According to the  Handbook of Intelligence 
Analysis  the important tactics are conventional and nuclear ones. 

 Next, the training and eff ectiveness factors focus the future intelli-
gence analyst on conventional forces. Explaining how an adversary trains 
is important, according to the JMIC textbook, because it is a window into 
“doctrine, mission, organization, and military equipment” used to  “prepare 
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individuals and units for combat.”   As one reads on it is clear that the 
 handbook’s focus is only on the training of modern forces. 

 Consider the following excerpt: “Modern skills (nuclear power,  aviation, 
electronics, and the like) require even more extensive individual  training. . . . 
Unit training readies commanders and troops for unit operations. . . . In 
peacetime, training follows a cycle—a program of prescribed exercises 
accomplished in a set order. Training cycles are of military importance.”   

 And “Knowledge of a military unit’s training can help us predict its eff ec-
tiveness,” according to the handbook. “Time is a vital training element—
eff ectiveness is directly related to time spent training.”   Also, the study of  
how an enemy trains reveals data on the logistics process. Hence, the mes-
sage to the future intelligence specialist is clear. Being able to observe how 
others train and learning how oft en they do so will result in an assessment 
of their combat potential and how they will fi ght. 

 Th e fi nal, “tertiary,” category of the order-of-battle template focuses on 
issues of biography, unit history, uniforms, and insignia. According to the 
text, “Biographic information, when combined with military operations 
information, can give us indications of future actions. Wars are fought by 
individuals, each with diff erent capabilities and skills. Biographic infor-
mation can help us to exploit these diff erences.”   Th e same is true of “the 
past actions of military units,” which makes perfect sense as long as such 
information exists on the opposing force. However, for those who practice 
what Turney-High called primitive warfare, no such biographic and unit 
histories about the way they fought in the past are likely to be available to 
the intelligence analyst. At least not in the way such information has been 
compiled by modern militaries. 

 The “Otherness of Others” 

 If Military Capabilities Analysis is of little help to the intelligence offi  cer 
charged with discovering how warlords and their followers fi ght, then what 
can help? Th ere is no easy answer to this conundrum. However, a good 
starting point for guidance on this thorny matter is to consult the works 
of the late Professor Adda Bozeman. Her many books and articles exam-
ined world politics through the lenses of history, culture, anthropology, and 
comparative civilization.   

 Bozeman was one of academe’s most accomplished post-World War II 
scholars of these critical subjects. She published several seminal books 
about the history, culture, politics, and statecraft  of international relations 
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including:  Politics and Culture in International History; Th e Future of Law 
in a Multicultural World; Confl ict in Africa: Concepts and Realities; How to 
Th ink About Human Rights; and Strategic Intelligence and Statecraft : Selected 
Essays .   

 In these impressive volumes, as well as in numerous scholarly essays and 
papers, Bozeman provides several enduring themes of relevance for the 
intelligence offi  cer assigned to assess the operational art of the war-fi ghting 
units of ethnic, tribal, and religious warriors. And perhaps one of the most 
important themes is one that re-emerged in the latter half of the 1990s to 
challenge mainstream thinking about world politics and international rela-
tions in the aft ermath of the Cold War: “culture matters.”   

 Bozeman believed that the study of history and anthropology could lead 
to no other conclusion than that culture was important. She fi rst said so in 
1960 in  Politics and Culture in International History  by challenging the argu-
ment, popular then and now in Western intellectual circles, “that certain 
ideas and institutions, fi rst tested and defi ned in Europe and North America, 
had a universal appeal.” She strongly demurred. Th ere was no  universality. 
Th e notion of it had come about because “indigenous patterns of life and 
thought became blurred during the centuries of European supremacy, 
when they were integrated in the Occidental scheme of things.”   Th at was 
only temporary, Bozeman asserted. It did not take root because, “Th e world 
order that the Occidental nations projected . . . is not easily compatible with 
the traditional local orders . . . in Africa and Asia [and elsewhere].” Conse-
quently, as European domination retreated, so did the notion that Western 
ideas served for non-Western peoples as “the exclusive mainsprings of their 
political attitudes and actions.” Rather, writes Bozeman, “they returned to 
their own pasts . . . to resurrect their realities and myths . . . to reinstate their 
native modes of thought and behavior.”   

 Th is reawakening of tradition, and return to the historical and anthro-
pological roots upon which it was founded, was the subject matter of  Poli-
tics and Culture in International History.   Bozeman presented “a selection 
of records from a spectrum of civilizations” to illustrate a “panoramic view 
of recorded cultural traditions.”   In eff ect, the theme of her fi rst major text 
was straightforward—only by recognizing “the otherness of others” can 
one comprehend the twists and turns of international history from ancient 
to modern times. And the method for doing so was “through exploration of 
the historic sources of all signifi cant patterns of political thought and behav-
ior” of a particular nationality or cultural grouping. Only through such an 
approach could one know that culture’s view of “peace, war, unity, authority 
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and freedom or what other values and institutions . . . it has  recognized as 
major structural principles.”   

 Bozeman makes extensive use of historical, anthropological, and cul-
tural studies to describe the values, traditions, and institutions of civiliza-
tions stretching from the ancient Near East to the modern age. Instead of 
universal values she found that “disparate political systems presently rep-
resented the world” and asserted that “the present of a given society cannot 
be even approximately understood until the historian has begun to reestab-
lish as authentically as possible the interplay between reality and myth in 
the region’s history.”   

 By the latter half of the 1970s, Bozeman had narrowed her focus to the 
place of violence, confl ict, and war in non-Western cultures and civiliza-
tions. Still, her central premise remained the same—“culture matters.” She 
continued to reject the notion that “the pronounced revulsion against war 
that has pervaded many intellectual circles in the West” was universally 
accepted across the world’s divergent cultures. Just the opposite was the 
case, she argued, noting, “Th e histories of Africa and Asia—all well doc-
umented now—are replete with references to culturally diff erent theories 
and practices of warfare.”   

 And what were those diff erences? Bozemen spelled them out in a highly 
controversial essay in 1976 entitled “War and the Clash of Ideas.”   “Con-
fl ict and violence,” she said, “may well be accepted in most areas outside 
the Occidental world as normal incidents of life, legitimate tools . . . and 
morally sanctioned courses of action.” To understand how others will fi ght, 
therefore, can only be derived by “probing the[ir] mental and psycho-cultural 
roots of war,” and their “historical antecedents.”   

 Culture, “those norms, values, institutions and modes of thinking in a 
given society that survive change and remain meaningful to successive gen-
erations,” was “the proper focal point of war research,” wrote Bozeman.   And 
there was a “voluminous literature on war in the traditional world” to con-
sult. To demonstrate its applicability Bozeman drew on “summaries of cul-
turally and historically basic ideas about war” from sub-Saharan Africa, the 
Middle East, India, Southeast Asia, and China to reveal how those diverse 
cultures thought about and employed violence, confl ict, and warfare. 

 From those comparative, cross-cultural refl ections Bozeman proposed 
the following general propositions: 

 1. “Th ere are diff erent cultures in the world” with “diff erent modes of 
thinking, value systems and forms of political organization.” 
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 2. Analysts and policymakers must be ready to “recognize and analyze 
multiple distinct cultures as well as political systems that diff er from one 
another signifi cantly in their modes of rational and normative thought.” 

 3. Th e “themes running through the histories of sub-Saharan Africa, the 
Middle East, India, Southeast Asia and China converge on confl ict and divi-
siveness as norm-engendering realities. Th e evidence shows . . . that war, far 
from being perceived as immoral or abnormal, is viewed positively.” 

 4. “Th is broad concurrence of non-Western traditions stands in marked 
contrast to the preferences registered in modern Western societies.”   

 In the latter half of the 1970s, and since, Bozeman’s conclusions have 
been resisted by many in the West who view war as an aberration and pay 
no attention to the cultural, historical, and anthropological origins of vio-
lence, confl ict and aggression. Th is was never truer than in the days follow-
ing the collapse of communism and the declaration by President Bush of 
the dawning of a “New World Order.” Th e ideas of Bozeman had become 
more  ultra vires  than ever. 

 Root Causes and Internal Wars 

 A rash of bloody internal confl icts stretching from war-torn Bosnia to 
fragmented Central Asia, across the Middle East, and throughout Africa 
shattered Post-Cold War optimism. Indeed, by the end of the 1990s Plato’s 
unsettling pronouncement—“only the dead have seen the end of war”—
accurately depicted the emerging international security setting. 

 Where were these internal confl icts taking place, what were the geo-
graphical patterns, and what were their root causes? Th ese questions moved 
to the forefront of the international political agenda. 

 Several institutes mapped the geographic trend lines. Consider the 
 Armed Confl icts Report , published annually in the 1990s by the Institute of 
Peace and Confl ict Studies (IPCS) in Canada. Chronicled in that annual 
compendium were “Civil wars, fought within a state’s own boundaries.” 
Th ese confl icts constituted “struggles for the control of a state, the secession 
of a region, or autonomy of a particular identity group.”   During the 1990s, 
the IPCS recorded the number of these internal wars worldwide. Th e num-
bers were considerable. Consider the 1999 IPCS map (Figure 1): 

 A brief review of those geographical trend lines reveals that some inter-
nal confl icts were holdovers from the Cold War, while others had broken out 
since the Berlin Wall was torn down. According to the IPCS, in 1999 Africa 
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and Asia each had thirteen internal wars taking place, while seven were being 
fought in the Middle East.   Th ese included Lebanon, Algeria, Afghanistan, 
Chechnya, Dagistan, Tajikistan, Bosnia, Kosovo, Somalia, Colombia, Israel, 
Turkey, Iraq, Rwanda, Burundi, East Timor, Sudan, Sri Lanka, and Angola. 

 Identifying their root causes proved more challenging than mapping the 
geographical locales in which they were fought. Why had this kind of con-
fl agration burgeoned in the 1990s? Where were the root causes to be found? 
A host of immediate and long-term explanations were proposed in order to 
account for these developments. 

 In particular, confl ict specialists underscored the forces of ethnicity, 
ethnonationalism, religious fundamentalism, and communalism. Th ese 
factors, it came to be argued, provided important clues why internal wars 
were growing in number and intensity. And many asserted that in the years 
ahead they would continue to do so. Th ere seems to be little disagreement 
on the surface that these social forces were among the key reasons people 
killed each other in the wars of the 1990s. But were identity and threats to 
identity the truest causes of these disputes? 

 FIGURE 1   Human Development and Armed Confl ict 
 Map by kind permission of Project  Ploughshares  (www.  ploughshares  .ca) 
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 Not surprisingly, academics and policy analysts found reasons to diff er. 
Th ey debated whether internal wars were primarily attributable to ethnic 
diff erences that manifested themselves in discrimination and inequality in 
failing states or to the so-called larger social, political, and economic con-
text in which ethnicity was just one factor. In the popular press this was 
described as ancient versus modern root causes. Th is diff erence of opinion 
refl ected the uncanny capacity of academics and policy specialists to disag-
gregate and divide into discrete analytic categories those things that seem 
to be symbiotically connected. 

 In the latter half of the 1980s, these specialists began to focus on the rela-
tionships among internal confl ict, state fragmentation and failure, and the 
role of identity. Ethnic and religious confl icts were rising in many of the 
new states that gained independence following World War II. A number of 
those new states, multiethnic and religious in makeup, were proving inca-
pable of establishing a common political identity and national homogene-
ity within their borders. Just the opposite was the case. 

 Political power had come to be based on the ethnicity of one or a few rul-
ing groups, who dominated many, if not all, political and economic activi-
ties. Assimilation and nation-building measures had failed to take root. 
Rather, policies of discrimination, inequality, corruption, and repression 
in these multi-ethnic/religious societies grew and fostered an escalation 
of internal confl icts. In 1985, Donald Horowitz spelled out these develop-
ments in  Ethnic Groups in Confl ict .   An exhaustively researched study, it 
became — straight away — the standard work on the topic. 

 Horowitz moved ethnic and religious diff erences to center stage as the 
main explanation for the growing number of violent internal confl icts tak-
ing place in the 1980s. While other factors were at play in these struggles, 
he argued they all revolved around ethnic and religious inequalities and 
state failure. In other words, political, economic, and social developments 
were understood through the lenses of ethnic and religious diff erences. 
Here is Horowitz ’ s argument in a nutshell: 

 In societies where ethnicity suff uses organizational life, virtually all politi-
cal events have ethnic consequences. Where parties break along ethnic lines, 
elections are divisive. Where armed forces are ethnically fragmented, mili-
tary coups . . . may be made to secure the power of some ethnic group at 
the expense of others. Whole systems of economic relations can crystallize 
around opportunities aff orded and disabilities imposed by government policy 
on particular ethnic groups. . . . In divided societies, ethnic confl ict is at the 
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center of politics. Ethnic divisions pose challenges to the cohesion of states, 
and sometimes to peaceful relations among states. Ethnic confl ict strains the 
bonds that sustain civility and is oft en at the root of violence that results. . . . 
In divided societies, ethnic affi  liations are powerful, permeative, passionate, 
and pervasive.   

 In eff ect, Horowitz contended, in many new states in the developing 
world political identity and ethnicity were two sides of the same coin and 
the root cause of internal violence that, in several cases, evolved into bloody 
civil wars. 

 Other specialists addressed this issue through the related lens of nation-
alism. Th ey explained that as nationalism advanced, two basic forms 
emerged. One was based on abstract principles of civic responsibility, the 
other on ethnic and occasionally religious identity.   

 What is the diff erence? Th e fi rst type is inclusive. In other words, citizen-
ship is theoretically open to anyone who can meet the requirements of civic 
duty and who can accept the abstract political principles upon which the 
state is based. Th e second type of nationalism  is anchored in the ethnic and 
religious identity. In states based on these principles, citizenship cannot 
be acquired without the appropriate ethnic or religious stamp. When the 
core political identity of the state is founded upon such identity, the result is 
oft en a discriminatory policy that reduces all other groups, at minimum, to 
second-class citizens. But it can be much worse, as ethnic cleansing in the 
former Yugoslavia and genocide in Rwanda demonstrated in the 1990s. 

 Multiethnic and multireligious societies have found it diffi  cult to estab-
lish common political identities. Rather, elites in those states have fre-
quently been at odds with signifi cant portions of their own population who 
cannot qualify for true membership in the state. Consequently, instability 
becomes endemic and divisive. And ethnic and religious diff erences turn 
into the root causes of bloody internal wars. 

 Empirical studies provide statistical verifi cation of this trend. Ted 
 Robert Gurr ’ s  Minorities at Risk  documented that between 1945–1989, 114 
 communal groups initiated “some form of armed rebellion. Th e analysis 
shows that terrorism was the [main] tactic of rebellion used by thirty-fi ve 
of these groups; the other seventy-nine fought guerrilla and civil wars.” 
Moreover, “nearly half were protracted communal wars . . . spanning at least 
three successive fi ve-year periods.”   

 At the dawn of this century, internal confl icts, many with transnational 
dimensions, remained a dominant cause of violence and instability in many 
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regions of the world. Numerous assessments by experts and quantitative 
data sets of the continuing signifi cance of the clash of ethnonational, ethnic, 
religious, and communal beliefs that pit armed groups against one another 
and against states all point in that direction. K. J. Holsti noted that out of 
the 164 armed confl icts that took place during the 1945–1995 period, only 38 
were of the state vs. state variety. Th e rest were internal wars in which non-
state actors, to include ethnic and religious groups, challenged the legiti-
macy and authority of the state.   

 Th e studies and assessments derived from the application of the Confl ict 
Analysis Framework (CAF) developed by the Social Development Depart-
ment of the World Bank is illustrative.   Th e purpose of the CAF is to enable 
World Bank teams to assess factors that cause confl ict when the teams 
formulate development strategies, policies, and programs. Th ese studies 
demonstrate that violent internal confl ict poses an unremitting and major 
challenge to development in many of the states that it classifi es as “weak, 
very weak, and failed.”   

 In sum, ethnic and religious groups that fought one another in the lat-
ter decades of the last century came from severely divided societies — that 
is, from failing states where various ethnic communities were linked by 
little more than geography and the repressive policing power of the gov-
ernment. In these situations, ethnicity or religion becomes the principal 
form of identity and is used to diff erentiate one ’ s place in the sociopoliti-
cal order. Minority groups in such situations come to see diff erences with 
their ruling ethnic counterparts as irreconcilable. Discriminatory and 
repressive state policies oft en led those groups to resort to violence and 
warfare. 

 Not everyone agreed with Horowitz. Ethnic confl ict “is much more com-
plex,” they asserted. Illustrative of this argument is a study by Einar Braa-
then, Morten Boas, and Gjermund Saether titled  Ethnicity Kills?  According 
to the authors: “Power confi gurations and power relations aff ect collective 
identities such as ethnicity: the political use of ethnicity is therefore a refl ec-
tion of the cost-eff ectiveness that political actors display when identities are 
used for political purposes.”   What does that mean? In layperson ’ s terms, 
ethnicity is manipulated by elites from various disadvantaged groups who 
wish to achieve their own political objectives. 

 At another point the authors explain: “Ethnicity is an important factor 
in many civil wars, but it must be put into proper political, historical and 
economic context. . . . Far from being a secretion of primitive societies, it is 
instead around the  power game . . .  that the political competition  intensifi es 
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and where this triggers off  the clashes between groups with diff erent ori-
gins.” Ethnic confl ict is about “the fi ght to gain control of state resources, 
power and possibilities.” It “is the result of political confl icts in which the 
struggle over distribution is fundamental.”   

 Again, in layperson ’ s terms, the leaders of ethnic groups mobilize their 
constituents to compete with other ethnic groups for control over scarce 
resources that they seek to exploit for themselves. If we cut through this 
political science–speak it would seem that the bottom line for those who 
make this argument is as follows: under certain political conditions elites 
in divided societies make use of identity to employ violence to achieve 
political objectives that are framed in group terms. Th ey do so out of self-
interest—what’s in it for me—rather than the interests of the ethnic or reli-
gious group they seek to mobilize and lead. Th e violence  such self-interest 
promotes is closely linked to repression and exclusion of that group from 
access to the resources of the political system. 

 So, here we have two competing explanations for why internal wars 
occur. Horowitz proposes that  the cause of internal wars is ethnic or religious 
identity . Indeed, identity is the central component to these confl icts; it is 
the crucial variable. From it fl ow the specifi c economic, political, and social 
inequities that result in repression and the use of force against one ethnic 
group by another. Internal wars result from state policies and behavior that 
have ethnic and religious diff erences — culture — at their core. On the other 
hand,   Braathen, Boas, and Saether argue that preoccupation with ethnicity 
leads to neglect of how elites use their ethnic affi  liations to compete with 
other elites in pursuit of power. Th ey intensify that political competition by 
instigating clashes between groups with diff erent origins to gain control of 
state resources and power. Internal wars are the result of  political confl icts 
over the distribution of resources by competing elites . Th e political scientist 
David Easton once referred to this as competition over “who gets what, 
when, and where.”   

 In fact, both explanations help us to understand why internal wars 
occur, and the behavior of ethnic elites can be explained by both self-
interest and identity. Th us, it is not suffi  cient to simply claim that long-
standing ethnic animosities explain the post–Cold War upsurge in ethnic 
confl ict, but we must also consider how that hostility aff ects political and 
economic realities. Th is is especially the case when ruling elites represent-
ing one identity group are at odds with large groups of their own popula-
tions who have another identity and cannot qualify for true membership 
in the state. 
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  War-fi ghting and Traditional Cultures  

 If culture—those norms, values, institutions and modes of thinking in a 
given society that survive change and remain meaningful to successive 
 generations—infl uences why ethnic, ethnonational, religious and communal 
groups fi ght, may it not also provide clues to understanding how they will 
fi ght? It is a question that has received scant attention by modern militaries 
and the intelligence services that support them. 

 Recall Bozeman ’ s argument that diff erent cultures understand and ratio-
nalize war in diff erent ways. Th at wide cultural variance existed between 
traditional and modern attitudes about the role of confl ict and war in the 
sociopolitical setting. In her writing she draws on considerable histori-
cal and anthropological research to demonstrate how traditional societies 
thought about war and the use of force. 

 Can the Bozeman approach, pondered one writer, “apply equally well 
to the nature of war, which, at the operational-tactical levels, equates to 
methods of engagement?” He suggested it can, but noted, “a prototype [or 
framework] remains to be developed.”   Th is seems sensible, but how do we 
do so? Recall the inapplicability of the standard analytic methods — military 
capabilities analysis — for assessing the ways in which traditional groups 
and societies engage their enemies in combat. 

 Th is is not a new dilemma. It was one that T. E. Lawrence faced when 
the British high command assigned this archeologist-turned-intelligence 
offi  cer the task of serving as their liaison offi  cer to the anti-Turkish Arab 
opposition during World War I. 

 When the Gallipoli campaign failed, the British began searching for 
another way to destabilize Turkey. Th ey hoped to convince Arab groups, 
mainly from the Hijaz in Arabia, to revolt against Ottoman rule. In doing 
so, London made many promises with respect to Arab independence that 
to this day provoke political and scholarly controversy. Th e British-French 
postwar division of the region led many Arabs to argue that they were double-
crossed. It certainly seems clear that British encouragement of the Arab 
revolt set in motion military operations based on political expectations that 
were not realized aft er the war ended. 

 Th e challenge Lawrence faced was how to organize the Arabs for the 
fi ght. It was clear to him that he would never be able to amass the men nec-
essary to defeat the Turkish army in a conventional campaign. He also knew 
from his study of Arabian culture, history, and tradition that they were not 
suited to serve as conventional troops of the line or shock troops; early 
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operations confi rmed it. But Lawrence believed that the Arab way of war as 
explained in the historical-literary records of the Bedouin tribes could be 
employed for the fi ght. 

 In his “Twenty-Seven Articles” for working with the Hijaz Arabs he 
explained: “Do not try to trade on what you know of fi ghting. Th e Hijaz 
confound ordinary [conventional] tactics. Learn from Bedu principles of 
war . . . for till you know them your advice will be no good to the Sherif. 
Unnumbered generations of tribal raids have taught them more about some 
parts of the business [war] than we will ever know.”   

 But to take advantage of that fi ghting tradition, Lawrence had to con-
vince the British leadership that it would bring success against the Turks. 
In  Seven Pillars of Wisdom  he recounted how he did so. He also explained 
how his knowledge of those traditions of fi ghting led him to devise a “strat-
egy and tactics for irregular warfare.” It “became my business,” he wrote, “to 
explain my changed ideas, and if possible persuade my chiefs to follow me 
into this new theory.”   Here was the essence of that approach: 

 Th e Arab war was geographical. . . . Our aim was to seek the enemy ’ s weakest 
material link and bear only on that till time made their whole length fail. Our 
largest resource, the Bedouin on whom our war must be built, were unused to 
formal [conventional] operations, but had assets of mobility, toughness, self-
assurance, knowledge of the country, intelligent courage. With them dispersal 
was strength. Consequently, we must extend our front to its maximum, to 
impose on the Turks the longest possible passive defense, since this was, mate-
rially, their most costly form of war.   

 Th is ran counter, Lawrence observed, to British military doctrine as it was 
being employed on the battlefi elds in France. 

 Th e text books gave the aim in war as the destruction of the organized forces of 
the enemy by the one process [of] battle. Victory could only be purchased by 
blood. . . . Th e war philosophers . . . elevated one item in it, eff usion of blood, 
to the height of principle.   

 But that was not the only way of fi ghting.  “To limit the art [of war] to 
humanity seemed an undue narrowing down,” thought Lawrence. 

 It must apply to materials as much as to organisms. In the Turkish Army 
materials were scarce and precious, men more plentiful than equipment. 
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 Consequently, the cue should be to destroy not the army but materials. Th e 
death of a Turkish bridge or rail, machine or gun, or high explosive was more 
profi table than the death of a Turk.   

 For this kind of warfare Lawrence knew the Arabs were ideal. Why? Th e 
answer lies in what one specialist called “Th e mystique of the raid . . . one 
of the key elements of Arab militarism. It derives from the Arab-Byzan-
tine confl ict in Anatolia. . . . Whereas Arab troops had once gained merit 
through the capture of territory, they now gained it through the conduct of 
raids.”   

 Th is approach to war was fi rst described and exalted in oral tribal epics 
and poems and then in the written works of Muslim scholars. Th e raid 
was a “test of courage, skill, and selfl ess dedication to the goals of the tribal 
group. . . . In the raid motifs of the Bedouin warrior is an exemplar of mar-
tial prowess.”   An understanding of the Arab war-fi ghting traditions as well 
as their culture, language, and mores equipped Lawrence for his task. 

 Recall our defi nition of non-state actors: groups that challenge the 
authority of states, challenge the rule of law, use violence in unconventional, 
asymmetrical, and indiscriminate operations to achieve their aims, operate 
within and across state boundaries, use covert intelligence and counterin-
telligence capabilities, and have factional schisms that aff ect their ability 
to operate eff ectively.   Th ese insurgents, terrorists, militias, and criminal 
organizations that include transnational groups such as al-Qaeda and tribal 
groups such as Somalia’s clans challenge states and conventional militar-
ies individually or in their cooperation with other non-state armed groups 
or corrupt political elements. Bozeman and Lawrence provide insights into 
how to understand the operational approach of those groups who engage in 
irregular warfare, how they fi ght, what concept of warfare they follow, and 
what tactics they employ. However, to date, there has been little systematic 
and comparative analysis of these and related questions. 

 To be sure, a few specialists in the 1990s speculated about it, attempting 
to provide insight into how internal confl icts are likely to be fought in the 
years ahead.   Th ose analysts suggest that the future “faces of battle” will be 
very diff erent from what the United States experienced in Desert Storm. 
However, their inferences were general, descriptive, and impressionistic 
rather than specifi c, analytic, and systematic. 

 To address these shortcomings we proposed the following framework 
of key questions, which will be employed to describe, assess, and compare 
four post-Cold War internal confl icts—Somalia, Chechnya, Afghanistan, 
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and Iraq. Th e framework will allow the intelligence analyst to overcome the 
challenge of providing commanders with an operational-level assessment 
of how internal warfare is conducted by modern warriors: 

  1.  Concept of Warfare:  What concept of warfare shapes how ethnic, tribal, 
clan, religious, and communal groups execute operations? 

  2.  Organization and Command and Control:  How do non-state armed groups 
organize for war-fi ghting? How are those organizations led? 

  3.  Areas of Operations:  Where are operations carried out? Are they confi ned 
to the state in which the confl ict is taking place or do they extend across 
borders and geographical regions? 

  4.  Types and Targets of Operations : What types of operations are carried out? 
Are actions confi ned to irregular military operations or are other tac-
tics employed? What targets are selected to attack? Who is considered a 
 legitimate target? 

  5.  Constraints and Limitations : To what extent do the laws of armed confl ict 
apply? Do these regulations have any application? Are other codes of con-
duct employed to govern combat and the use of force? 

  6.  Role of Outside Actors : Are outside actors involved in providing support 
and assistance? Do they include states and/or other non-state actors? What 
kind of help do they provide? 

 Identifying the questions is the easy part. Finding the answers is a much 
knottier problem. It requires an interdisciplinary approach anchored 
in  historical, anthropological, and cultural studies. And it is from this 
 literature that we have drawn to assess war in Somalia, Chechnya, Afghani-
stan, and Iraq.   



 Yemeni Tribesmen with Daggers, 1962 
 Copyright Bettmann/CORBIS. Reproduced under license. 



 CHAPTER 3 

 Tribes and Clans 

 What is a tribe? What is a clan? How do these non-state groups 
think about and engage in warfare? To answer these questions, 
as well as to understand how such traditional groups have con-
ducted war since the end of Cold War, requires a brief excursion 
into the contemporary anthropological literature on these subjects. 
Th is short digression introduces the key concepts and terminology 
needed to understand the conduct of war in Somalia, Chechnya, 
Afghanistan, and Iraq. 

 Unit of Analysis 

 Not surprisingly, intelligence analysts and political scientists have a great 
deal in common. Both are oft en interested in the same kinds of research 
topics and not infrequently make use of the same approaches, concepts, 
and methodologies. When tackling a particular topic, both the intelligence 
analyst and the political scientist begin by identifying the appropriate unit 
of analysis. Indeed, one of the most important aspects of an intelligence 
assessment or academic study is the unit of analysis. It is the major entity 
that both seek to assess. And in this chapter we resurrect two units of anal-
ysis that are part of the spectrum of non-state armed groups—tribes and 
clans. 

 Since the 1950s, those advocating the development of a more systematic 
and rigorous approach to social and political research have argued for new 
units of analysis, on the grounds that existing units were  inadequate for the 
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development of modern social and political inquiry. Labeled  the  behavioral 
approach , one of its early proponents, Robert Dahl, described it as “an 
attempt to improve our understanding of politics by seeking to explain the 
empirical aspects of political life by means of methods, theories, and crite-
ria of proof that are acceptable to the . . . assumptions of modern empirical 
science.”   

 As a result of this trend in political science, many traditional units of 
analysis were discarded as inconsequential. Tribal and clan units of analysis 
are a case in point. Although political science decreed otherwise, however, 
for those who studied traditional societies, tribes and clans were among the 
primary units of analysis. Based on ethnic, racial, or religious identity, they 
were the central political units in regions spanning Central Asia, the  Middle 
East, North Africa, and Africa south of the Sahara. Moreover, almost all 
important social and political activities, including confl ict and the conduct 
of war, centered on these long-established groupings. 

 Tribes generally consist of several clans that are united by lineage—
ancestry—and, more oft en than not, identifi cation with a charismatic 
leader. Geographic ties, language, and cultural homogeneity also bind its 
members together. A clan is the principal unit of tribal organization. It is 
based on real or assumed descent from common ancestors. Villages or local 
communities consist of the members of a clan under the leadership of a 
chieft ain who is head of an extended clan family. 

 It is also important to note, however, that mutual or contiguous terri-
tory, common language, and shared culture do not alone constitute a tribe. 
Two groups that are ethnically and culturally related can have very diff erent 
tribal identities under very diff erent tribal leaders. 

 Th e Kurds are an example. As a people they constitute more than one 
tribal element. Frequently, such traditional societies are marked by political 
decentralization and fractious interaction among its groups. As the Kurds 
have found out in their struggle to establish Kurdistan, although traditional 
loyalties give local tribal chieft ains supremacy over their tribesmen, these 
loyalties also generate intertribal animosities that make cooperation and 
coordination of activities diffi  cult. Animosity can lead to violence, and 
such engagements can turn into blood feuds that last for extended periods 
of time. 

 Afghanistan is another case in point. To understand what goes on 
inside its borders the key unit of analysis, even today, remains the tribe. 
Th is was the reality the Bush administration had to come to grips with fol-
lowing the September 11, 2001, terrorist attack on the United States. In the 
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 immediate aft ermath of 9/11, Washington went to war with the Taliban, a 
radical Islamist regime that had given sanctuary and succor to Osama bin 
Laden and his al-Qaeda organization, the perpetrator of 9/11. Th e Taliban 
had to go, said President Bush. 

 As we shall see in detail in the Afghanistan case study, Washington 
approached the problem of regime change in Afghanistan by assisting 
the Northern Alliance, a compilation of diff erent tribal factions that had 
been fi ghting the Taliban since 1996. Th e Northern Alliance was composed 
mainly of tribal elements from the ethnic Hazaris, Tajiks, and Uzbeks, and 
it refl ected the geographical nature of politics and society in Afghanistan, 
where tribal groups and their leaders are central actors. Th e challenge for 
the Bush administration was to encourage the disparate members of the 
Alliance not only to work together, but also to broaden its base to include 
other tribal elements, most importantly Pashtuns, from the southern part 
of the country.  

 In Afghanistan no tribal group constitutes a majority of the  population. 
Th e Pashtuns are the largest making up approximately 42 percent. Th e 
remaining percentages are as follows: Tajiks, 27; Hazaras, 9; minor ethnic 
groups (Aimaks, Turkmens, Baloch, and others), 13; Uzbeks, 9. Further-
more, these tribes are dispersed throughout Afghanistan. And during the 
last nearly three decades of war in Afghanistan, tribal subdivisions and 
their leaders have frequently switched sides in accordance with changing 
power realities on the ground. 

 To accomplish its policy objective—regime change in Afghanistan—the 
Bush administration had to come to grips with the history, culture, and 
traditions of those tribal elements that have existed within Afghanistan for 
centuries. Th is tribal unit of analysis was hardly new, but not easily grasped. 
Indeed, in the post–Cold War era of globalization, integration, and democ-
racy, such features of traditional society had been considered irrelevant. 

 Dispatched to the Dustbin of History 

 Th e word from modern social science beginning in the 1960s was that these 
long-established units of analysis—tribes and clans—were swift ly passing 
from the world scene in the wake of modernity. Th is was the message in the 
standard works on modernization and development at the time. To be sure, 
area and cultural specialists demurred and continued to write about tribes, 
clans, and other characteristics of traditional society. But mainstream 
 political scientists considered tribes and clans out of date. 
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 One of the penultimate examples of that perspective was Daniel Learn-
er’s  Th e Passing of Traditional Society: Modernizing the Middle East.  Th e 
message of that volume was unambiguous and unqualifi ed—traditional 
societies were on the way out as the Western experience of modernity 
spread globally. Learner asserted in the preface that during the “decade of 
eff ort that went into the studies from which this book was made,” he had 
“witnessed the passing of traditional society from every continent.”   

 Consider the following vignettes from his tome: “the Western model 
of modernization exhibits components and sequences whose relevance 
is global. . . . From the West came the stimuli which undermined tradi-
tional society in the Middle East; for reconstruction of a modern society 
that will operate effi  ciently in the world today, the West is the model. . . . 
What the West is, in this sense, the Middle East seeks to become.” 
Indeed, said Learner, individuals in the Middle East were undergoing 
the same “titanic struggles” those in the West experienced as “medieval 
life ways were supplanted by modernity.” Th at “process is under way in 
the Middle East.”   

 And not just in the Middle East, Learner trumpeted. It was a global phe-
nomenon. “Th e model evolved in the West is a historical fact. Th at same 
basic model reappears in virtually all modernizing societies on all conti-
nents of the world, regardless of variations in race, color, creed. . . . Th e 
point is that the secular process of social change, which brought modern-
ization to the Western world, has more than an antiquarian relevance to 
today’s problems.”   

 Learner saw “the Western model of modernization as a baseline,” the 
starting point, that “provides the most developed societal attributes” to fol-
low.   And traditional customs, mores, and institutions could not stand up 
to them. In the Middle East “Islam is absolutely defenseless” against the 
“rationalist and positivist spirit” of the modern West, Learner confi dently 
declared.   

 Traditional cultures, however, disagreed with this verdict. Not all tribal 
societies and institutions were willing to pass into the oblivion to which 
Learner, and a whole cadre of social scientists, had consigned them. Th ey 
were still around when the Cold War ended. Th ey were still around when a 
new post-Cold War world order was proclaimed and when the new century 
was heralded in. Rather than fading away in the face of modernity, many 
of these tribes and clans maintained both their identities and their tradi-
tions, which included fi erce war-fi ghting methods that were anchored in 
hundreds of years of experience. 
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 The Conduct of Tribal Warfare 

 Consider the Afghan tribes that the Bush administration found itself 
aligned with in the fall of 2001. For hundreds of years, these traditional 
organizations had demonstrated time and again that they had no fear of 
combat. Th ey had developed and passed down from one generation to 
another ways of fi ghting under the most extreme conditions. Indeed, one of 
their greatest martial strengths was and remains the ability to endure hard-
ships that have caused the modern armies who have engaged them to give 
up the fi ght and go home. 

 Ferocity is an extremely respected personal attribute in the formidable 
warrior traditions of the Afghan tribes. Th e Soviet Red Army found that 
out during ten years of irregular and asymmetrical combat in Afghanistan. 
And as we shall see in a later chapter they were not the fi rst outside power to 
encounter the perils of this Afghan way of war. A century earlier the  British 
had a similarly wretched experience and chronicled what they endured for 
others to read. 

 Recall what Rudyard Kipling had to say about war, Afghan style. At the 
end of his ode to “Th e Young British Soldier,” he comes to the northwest 
frontier of the empire. In this and several of his other works this prolifi c 
British author and defender of the empire refl ected on the Afghan Pashtuns 
or Pathans. He described them as a fi erce race of warriors who could be ter-
rifyingly cruel if you were their enemy. Here is the fi nal verse: 

 When you’re wounded and left  on Afghanistan’s plains 
 And the women come out to cut up what remains, 
 Jest roll to your rifl e and blow out your brains 
 An’ go to your Gawd like a soldier. 
 Go, go, go like a soldier, 
 Go, go, go like a soldier, 
 Go, go, go like a soldier, 
 So-oldier of the Queen! 

 What Kipling observed, many British soldiers experienced. As war-
riors, the Afghan Pathans possessed a ferocious martial temperament and 
highly developed irregular concepts of warfare. Th eir warrior tradition was 
already legendary in Central Asia long before London decided in the sum-
mer of 1839 to send a British Army of 15,500 soldiers, many of whom were 
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native recruits, through the Khyber Pass from India to extend British power 
into Afghanistan.   

 Th e decision to deploy that expeditionary force came from those in the 
British government who sought to expand the frontier of the British Empire 
beyond India. For the British it was part of their Forward Policy to keep 
the Russians at bay in Southwest Asia. Th e intention was to send a signal 
to the Russian czar and to subdue another native region. Th e results were 
horrifi c. Th ree years of bitter protracted warfare culminated in the January 
1842 decision to withdraw what was left  of the British legion from Kabul 
back to India. Th at decision played right into the hands of the Pathan war-
riors and their unconventional approach to warfare. Th ey cut the legion to 
ribbons. Only one man—the unit’s surgeon—made it out. It was one of the 
most crushing defeats in British military history. 

 Th e debacle of the First Afghan War was not enough to prevent  London 
from remaining committed to its Forward Policy of imperial expansion 
through domination and direct rule. Although the British could not but 
recognize that the Pathans were a much greater challenge than they had 
thought, the British had not rethought their approach when they returned 
forty years later. Instead, they simply narrowed the eff ort—focusing on con-
trolling the major cities in the deserts and lowlands. Although this more 
limited approach met with some success, British Forward Policy was hard 
to implement against the mountain redoubts of the Pathans. 

 Th e Second Afghan War turned into a protracted and irregular struggle 
of interminable skirmishes, raids, and ambushes that left  scores of British 
soldiers wounded or dead in the Afghan mountains. In these engagements 
the Pathans proved to be fanatical warriors whom the British soldiers came 
to respect for their fi ghting qualities. It was those ferocious fi ghting attri-
butes that prevented the British from achieving anything close to decisive 
control in Afghanistan. And it was from these encounters that Kipling drew 
his chilling descriptions of the Pathan. 

 Although the Forward Policy was more successful in the Peshawar 
Valley, the Pathans remained incorrigible and continued to rebel. While 
those years in Afghanistan have been called part of “Th e Great Game,” on 
the ground it was a brutal fi ght in which the British sought to assert their 
power and establish supremacy. Th e Pathans, however, who were fi ghting 
to regain their autonomy, made it brutally clear that they were not playing 
the game by British rules. 

 Th e situation came to a head at the battle of Maiwand, where the 
 British suff ered another thrashing at the hands of the Pathans. In July 1880, 
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a  British/Indian force of 2,500 left  Kandahar in order to put down a rebel-
lion by Ayub Khan, the ruler of Herat. Ayub sought to overthrow the Amir 
of Afghanistan, a protégé of the British.   Th e operational plan called for the 
British brigade to hook up with a force of 6,000 tribesmen, thought to be 
friendly. Th ey turned out to be quite the opposite. Th e entire force ditched 
the British and threw in their lot with Ayub Kahn, considerably enlarging 
the rebel army that would fi ght at Maiwand to 25,000.   Th e battle and its 
aft ermath was another bloodbath. Th e British force of 2,500 suff ered nearly 
1,000 dead and another 200 wounded. For Ayub Kahn the casualties were 
much higher. It took him a week to clear the battlefi eld of the corpses of his 
regular troops and of the Ghazis, irregular tribesmen who were described 
as religious fanatics who fought fi ercely. Ayub left  more than 5,000 dead 
and another 1,500 wounded behind at Maiwand.   

 For the remainder of the British brigade there was more disaster to fol-
low as it began a 45-mile retreat back to Kandahar. Every step of the way the 
Ghazis relentlessly cut down one British soldier aft er another. Kipling may 
have been thinking about this bloody retreat when he wrote those lines 
from “Th e Young British Soldier.” 

 Th is catastrophe fi nally caused London to abandon its northern fron-
tier Forward Policy of domination and occupation and adopt the less 
ambitious Close Border Policy of accommodation and indirect rule.   
As a result, the Afghan tribes saw the British in a much less threatening 
light—they were no longer occupiers trying to dominate and therefore 
deserving of violent expulsion. Moreover, since tribal lands were no longer 
under threat and London took pains to avoid involvement in Afghanistan’s 
never-ending internal power struggles, life became much easier for the 
young British soldier. 

 British Ethnography and the Martial Races 

 Th rough these tragic experiences the British came to know the Afghan 
Pathans intimately. And their ethnographers, according to Charles Lindholm, 
produced a written assessment of Pathan culture and traditions. In these 
works the ethnographers explained that the Pathans actually comprised 
a large group of decentralized tribal units situated in northern Pakistan 
and southeastern Afghanistan who all spoke the Pashto language. In other 
words, the Pathans were subdivided into a number of patrilineal clans, all 
of whom were said to be descended from common ancestors. Genealogical 
lines stretching over many generations determined land rights,  succession, 
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and inheritance. Devout Muslims, the Pathans of the nineteenth century, 
were farmers and warriors.   

 Cooperation among tribal elements occurred only against external threats. 
Otherwise, disunity reigned. Th e principle of “the enemy of my enemy is my 
friend” was refl ected in the pattern of alliances that the British ethnographers 
found among the decentralized Pathan tribes. In the language of twentieth-
century anthropology, these imperial ethnographers portrayed the Pathans 
as tribal units based on segmentary lineage. Organization within that struc-
ture refl ected their patrilineal kinship. 

 Unifi ed leadership would arise only when the Afghans faced invasion 
or occupation, as the British learned when they established their Forward 
Policy. But normally Pathan society was riven with internal rivalries in 
which groups of kinsmen maneuvered for status and resources. Moreover, 
these rivalries oft en turned violent, so that confl ict was followed by the 
demand for revenge. Such blood feuds are serious business in this decen-
tralized traditional society. Th ey can extend over many years, further 
contributing to disunity. Consequently, even the Afghan Kingdom, which 
emerged at the turn of the nineteenth century, with its formalized bor-
ders and national capital, never really gained meaningful control of the 
 countryside. 

 French ethnographers of the eighteenth century had fi rst written about 
the intrinsic nature of warfare found in what they termed primitive socie-
ties. War was a central function for these traditional peoples.   Th eir British 
counterparts of the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries went further 
still—they placed the Pathans among what they called the martial races, 
a characterization that no anthropologist today would dare use for fear of 
being marked a racist. Th ese British ethnographers, on the basis of  imperial 
experiences, developed a theory proposing that some tribes and clans were 
naturally more warlike than others. Th e Pathans were the quintessential 
example. Others included the Sikhs, Gurkhas, and Rajputs. Field Marshall 
Lord Roberts, who commanded the British forces in Afghanistan in 1881–1882 
and would later become the Commander-in-Chief in India (1885–1893), and 
fi nally Commander-in-Chief of the British Army (1901–1904), was one of the 
principal proponents of the theory within the British government. 

 Th e British used this assessment of the fi ghting prowess of diff erent tribal 
peoples when they reorganized the Indian Army under an ethnic preference 
system. Groups such as the Sikhs and Gurkhas were also highly regarded 
for their loyalty to the Empire. As a result, regiments were recruited pri-
marily from those ethnic groups that had distinguished themselves both as 
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warriors and loyal subjects in British eyes. Th ose who were left  out of this 
elitist selection process saw the theory in a less than positive light, and that 
attitude continues to this day. Consider the following comments by retired 
Major Agha Humayun Amin of the Indian Army. In a recent essay on 
 “Ethnicity, Religion, Military Performance—British Recruitment Policy 
and the Indian Army—1757–1947” he characterized “Th e Martial Race 
Th eory as a clever British eff ort to divide the people of India for their own 
political ends. It may be noted the British by expounding the Martial Race 
Th eory improved the old Mughal policy of ‘Divide and Rule’ which was 
successfully for at least 180 years adopted by the Mughals to rule India.”   

 Imperial ethnographers had their biases. But were such evaluations of 
the Pathans and other warrior tribes simply an imperial ploy and a distor-
tion of reality? Lindholm argues “Colonial ethnography need not be dis-
carded. . . . When informed by an adequate notion of social structure, and 
by an historical consideration of the position of the colonial ethnographer, 
the work of these early writers can off er indispensable information for 
anthropologists.”   

 In reaction to the imperial manipulations of the previous centuries, 
twentieth-century anthropologists who studied the same areas rejected the 
idea of martial races and warrior-like peoples. Th ey did so on the grounds 
that such propositions contained deep cultural biases and inaccurate sup-
positions. Such depictions, they argued, were void of any empathy for native 
peoples and refl ected the superior attitudes of colonial powers. Th us, rather 
than focusing on warrior traditions and legacies, the anthropologists since 
the 1940s have focused on the culture and social structures of tribal peo-
ples.   It is not as if they ignored the fact that many such societies sustained 
themselves and survived through the use of force and warfare. Th ey did 
not. But they appear to have taken this approach to its extreme and, despite 
their own observations to the contrary, summarily rejected the centrality 
of those activities. Consequently, the experience of the British soldiers in 
Afghanistan, facing warrior tribesmen who fought fi ercely and ruthlessly, 
was signifi cantly downplayed. 

 Th is glaring oversight in the study of traditional cultures provoked 
Harry Turney-High into publishing his rebuttal, entitled  Primitive War-
fare , in 1949.   In a wide and sweeping assessment he described the con-
duct of bloody and ferocious combat by traditional peoples that eviscerated 
Western notions of the laws of war. He also criticized the shortcomings of 
anthropological analysis of the fi rst half of the twentieth century for ignor-
ing this reality, when it existed. 
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 Where does this leave the informed layman of today? To be sure, there is 
a danger in taking a broad-brush approach to these oft en unique traditional 
organizations. Tribes and clans can diff er in signifi cant ways from place to 
place. However, the anthropological literature suggests that tribes and clans 
share certain fundamental characteristics that must be understood before 
the diff erences can be appreciated. And, putting aside the racist assertions 
of the imperial ethnographers and the romantic idealization of tribal life 
reported in the early twentieth century, it is only through an understanding 
of those factors that we can begin to fi nd answers to our questions about 
how to assess the war-fi ghting approaches of tribes and clans. 

 Learning from Anthropology 

 While the study of tribes is a primary subject of contemporary anthro-
pology, it was Ibn Khaldun, the fourteenth-century Arab historian and 
philosopher, who appears to have fi rst examined tribal peoples and their 
relationship to centralized dynastic power. He is best known for  Mu-
qadimah: An Introduction to History . His study of history was the fi rst in 
a multivolume series that earned him an honored place in the pantheon 
of great historians. Khaldun identifi ed the foundations of tribal relation-
ships and described how strong group feelings and identity— asabiyya —
produced the ascent of political power. Moreover, he asserted that there 
was a repetition to the fall in dynastic authority and identifi ed contributing 
factors to include tribes, which consisted of people who formed such per-
manent cooperative arrangements as those found in herding societies and 
sedimentary villages.   

 Khaldun found that tribal cooperation over long historical periods 
deepened social and economic interaction among its members, solidifying 
identity. Th ese collaborative activities were anchored in kinship based on 
common descent or intermarriage. Th e need to defend a specifi c collective 
interest or larger communal identity against an external force led groups 
to form cooperative structures that enabled them to protect their common 
social, political, and cultural territory. Th e maintenance of this amity led 
tribal members to view outsiders, with whom they had no such interaction, 
very diff erently. 

 Tribal solidarity,  asabiyya , was the result of blood ties and the more 
pure the lineage the more cohesive the tribe. Austere living conditions, 
said Khaldun, reinforced cohesiveness. Th us, tribes like the Bedouins were 
among the most unifi ed and had the strongest  asabiyya  because of harsh 
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desert life. However, if  asabiyya  was the strength of Bedouin-like tribes 
it was also a weakness. It made unifi cation of these small, close-knit, and 
 decentralized tribal units problematic. Th ey did not share common feel-
ings, and their chieft ains were hesitant to place the tribe under another 
chieft ain ’ s command. Solidarity or  asabiyya  was localized. 

 Centralized dynastic power and decentralized tribal solidarity, accord-
ing to Khaldun, were antithetical, and the two systems struggled to  coexist. 
Dynasties sought to establish integrated governing units, consolidating 
rural and urban tribes. To do so, they had to create an  asabiyya  that eclipsed 
that of local tribes. One way of doing so, noted Khaldun, was through Islam. 
Religion could replace kinship. By basing the state on  shari’a  or Islamic law, 
the dynastic state sought to transcend lineage. Dynasties unable to establish 
centralized  asabiyya  would lose out to tribes possessing greater  asabiyya  
and fi ghting power. 

 In sum, writes Faleh Jabar, a specialist on tribes in Iraq: 

 From the Khaldunian tradition, we may derive a classical concept of the tribe 
as a self-contained social organization based on lineage and imbued with 
autonomy, having social, economic, political, military and cultural func-
tions. . . . By dint of weak division of labour, all male adults are de facto war-
riors. Th ey are fearless because they are free of government, and their very 
means of subsistence, based on camel or horse breeding, are the very instru-
ments of their mobile force backed by vast manpower. By dint of their  asabi-
yya  and religious fervor, they form a formidable force.”   

  Ibn Khaldun ’ s observations are in harmony with those of his twentieth-
century counterparts. Consider the work of Edward Evans-Pritchard, one 
of Britain ’ s leading anthropologists. His fi rst book, published in 1940, was 
a description of the Nuer, a pastoral people living along the upper Nile. 
Th e Nuer, and tribes like it, were described as segmentary-lineage sys-
tems.   Evans-Pritchard put aside his study of traditional peoples during 
World War II, in order to lead “a band of ferocious tribesmen against the 
Italians in Ethiopia.” According to John Keegan it was a brutal but suc-
cessful campaign, “and the horrors of the revenge [the tribesmen] took 
on their former rulers caused [Evans-Pritchard] anguish for the rest of his 
life.”   

  Following the war, the soldier returned to scholarship, establishing him-
self as one of the most knowledgeable modern anthropologists of segmen-
tary-lineage tribal systems. Like Khaldun, Evans-Pritchard ’ s study of tribal 
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peoples found that such social organizations generally split into smaller 
subgroupings, usually as a result of kinship and scarce resources. Confl ict 
among these groups was not unusual, and feuds oft en turned bloody and 
murderous. While mediation might quell such clashes for a time, possi-
bly years, they oft en fl ared up again. In such settings, members of kinship 
groups automatically came to the assistance of one another, no matter how 
long it took to settle the score.   

 Evans-Pritchard ’ s segmentary-lineage theory was particularly applicable 
when the tribal setting was egalitarian. Such tribal groupings are decen-
tralized and relatively small, numbering no more than several thousand. 
Building larger units was diffi  cult because such tribes did not accept the 
authority of an outside chieft ain. Leader status was gained through cha-
risma, military prowess, negotiation skills, and moral status. Consequently, 
establishing larger tribal organizations in a segmentary-lineage system 
was likely only in the event of an external threat. Otherwise, larger politi-
cal units existed, at best, as quasi-states. A ruling lineage can come to be 
recognized as providing leadership for a larger group consisting of other 
lineages — subtribes or clans. However, the establishment of such a central-
ized political relationship is complicated and delicate. Tribal organizations 
are based on kinship ties and patrilineal descent, making more centralized 
political organizations atypical. 

 A Brief Tutorial 

 At the beginning of the 1990s it seemed unimaginable that tribes and 
clans, quintessentially traditional units of analysis, would have any 
place in the new world order of globalism. And yet, only a short decade 
later, before disbelieving eyes, tribes moved to center stage in the U.S. 
war against international terrorism. And the war ’ s first phase, which 
began as a result of the attacks of September 11, 2001, on the World 
Trade Center and Pentagon, focused on Afghanistan, and its traditional 
tribal structure. The actors on this stage were the heirs to these tribal 
traditions. 

 Th e complex nature of tribal and clan societies has been studied by anthro-
pologists and  social  scientists for many years, even though the use of the 
tribal unit of analysis has fallen out of fashion among  political  scientists. One 
goal of such cultural and social studies has been to illustrate the diff erences 
between tribal and nontribal communities, and to determine what makes a 
group of people call itself a tribe. Other fundamental questions include how 
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tribal communities manage their aff airs; their role in the formation of states; 
and how tribal societies engage in political and military aff airs. 

 Th ose who have studied traditional societies found that for long peri-
ods of history extending into the latter half of the twentieth century 
tribes and clans played important roles in the formation of larger political 
units—empires and states. Tribes have also played important roles in their 
disintegration. Take the Islamic empires of the Middle East as an example. 
Tribal forces played a leading role in the formation and dissolution of the 
Umayyad, Abbasid, Fatimid, Ottoman, Safavid, and Qajar empires. 

 In the twentieth century, the formation of modern states has had a seri-
ous impact on tribes and clans, undermining their cohesion and  asabiyya . 
But many tribal societies have also been able to maintain their autonomy 
and resist the centralizing goals of states.   Th us, despite the assertions of 
scholars such as Learner, tribal communities did not automatically disap-
pear or surrende r  social and political sovereignty to those seeking to form 
modern centralized political institutions. 

 Th is brings us to one of the most important issues in the studies of tra-
ditional societies. Why, despite the crushing forces of modernity, do they 
continue to endure? Th e answer lies in what Ibn Khaldun, writing in the 
fourteenth century, said about  asabiyya.  Th e strength of that solidarity 
depends on the extent to which a tribe was segmentary, egalitarian, decen-
tralized, and autonomous. Th us, the underlying foundation for those forces 
is the social principle of kinship, which is central to a tribal society’s main-
tenance of its union. Tribes endure when the ties that bind them endure. 

 Th ere are anthropological concepts, already noted above, that help us 
understand the continued presence of tribes and their clan subdivisions 
even in today’s modern world. We also have a myriad of terms related to the 
broad concepts of segmentary lineage and descent, and their application to 
social and political behavior and events. Moreover, many of these concepts 
are oft en overlapping and interchangeable. Hence, before we immerse our-
selves in tribal society it is important to fi rst clarify the relevant terminol-
ogy in order to understand the basis for why and how tribes and clans are 
organized and fi ght. 

 At the core of tribal organization rest the concepts of kinship lineage and 
descent. Th ey can be defi ned as “culturally recognized parent–child con-
nections that delineate the social categories to which people belong,” write 
Emily Schultz and Robert Lavenda in  Cultural Anthropology — a Perspective 
on the Human Condition .   Kinship consists of “social relationships that are 
prototypically derived from the universal human experiences of mating, 
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birth, and nurturance.”   Schultz and Lavenda add, “formal kinship systems 
are not straitjackets . . . they off er a fl exible series of opportunities for people 
to choose how to deal with others. Th ey also provide multiple social vectors 
along which relations of alliance, association, mutual support, opposition, 
and hatred may develop.”   

 Robert Parkin, in  Kinship — an Introduction to the Basic Concept , describes 
unilineal descent groups as either lineages or clans. Unilineal, in this con-
text, means that descent is linked to one sex only—patrilineal or matrilin-
eal. Th us, if clan is used as the defi nition for a descent group, they can be 
referred to as either patriclans or matriclans.   More specifi cally, “a patrilin-
eal clan is a unit composed of an ancestor, his children, and the children 
of his male descendants through males.”   On the other side, “a matriclan, 
following maternal descent, is a group of actual, or assumed, blood relatives 
tracing their descent from a single ancestress through females (in which a 
woman transmits the name to her descendants).”   

 In the end, the essential issue is the transmission of membership. Lin-
eages consist of groups of people who are able to trace and maintain their 
common ancestral history. As Khaldun explained, this is the basis of tribal 
identity. In a very real sense, kinship is also a pattern of psychological adap-
tation that leads a group to construct a sense of and commitment to col-
lective action, especially when responding to outsiders. Th rough kinship, 
group members connect themselves to the past, and through off spring, to 
the future. Solidarity among the members of the tribe is enhanced by an 
ethic of unidirectional altruism toward kin. Th e concept of self-help among 
members is deeply rooted in the notion that they have a common ancestor, 
and exiting from the relationship is not an option. 

 Human kin groups come in many sizes. In this study, we are concerned 
with tribes and clans. But the size of each of these groups can vary depend-
ing on time and place. For example, African tribes range in size from hun-
dreds to those with a million or more. Th is situation becomes even more 
complex when anthropologists subdivide tribes based on economic status 
such as hunter-gatherer groups and those who are engaged in cultivation. 

 Clans are commonly considered subdivisions of tribes. In 1934, the 
highly respected anthropologist Robin Fox argued that “clans . . . are 
descent groups whose members claim to be — on one principle or another —
 from a common ancestor.”   A more recent author notes, “if they are content 
simply to stipulate common descent (agreeing that they are members of the 
same descent group without specifying precise connections), we speak of 
clans.”   
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 How clans develop socially and politically is strongly dependent upon 
the concept of locality. A common pattern in terms of territoriality is that 
a single clan does not necessarily hold a distinct area by itself. Rather, an 
area, or territory, is oft en held and exploited by a  tribe  consisting of a cer-
tain mixture of clans. Th us, “a tribe may unite far greater numbers than a 
clan, but because of clan sentiment, tribal solidarity remains fragile.”   

 Certain aspects of social and political clan behavior can be considered 
quite widespread. Being related, clan members, for example, do not inter-
marry. In some clans this is considered a punishable off ense. Th ere is also 
an obligation to help fellow members with economic tasks, as well as with 
legal and political relations. 

 Finally, there is the principle of collective responsibility. For example, 
given that revenge is oft en an essential part of the clan system, a murdered 
man’s kin may seek revenge by slaying  any  of the murderer’s clansmen. 
By the same token, status ranks above individuality, and the culprit’s kin 
will shield the accused regardless of the guilt attached to his off ense. Th ese 
functions imply that the clan unites a much larger group than just the fam-
ily. However, it prevents a larger national unity, since the clan regards the 
interest of its members as paramount above all others.   

 Such clan connections or associations can be powerful social forces. 
According to Mischa Titiev, people who recall such connections are more 
prone to be attentive to them, while people located close to each other are 
better positioned to remember them.   If true, one would expect traditional 
societies that experience internal warfare and, hence, more descent group 
contiguity, to have lineages and clans more oft en than societies with purely 
external warfare.   Cross-cultural research suggests they do.   

 From this it might be deduced that people in areas with high population 
density, other things being equal, may be particularly prone to fi ght among 
themselves. Th is is certainly an important theme, but as we discuss in a 
later chapter these clan groups can also unite against a common external 
foe with great ferocity. “Th us, the recurrence of internal warfare provides 
a more direct reason for remembering and tracing connections—to know 
precisely whom to call upon in time of war.”     Moreover, one of the more 
disturbing trends of non-state armed groups is the extent to which such 
groups, including these clan-based groups, are cooperating and collabo-
rating with each other in networks that span national borders and include 
fellow tribal groups, criminal groups, and corrupt political elements. Th is 
diversifi cation in interconnections when non-state actors are engaged 
in confl ict, from kin group to transnational organization to international 
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drug smuggling groups, makes the analysis of how, where, and why armed 
groups fi ght ever more important. 

 Since the role of clans in confl ict and war is our central theme, it is 
appropriate to look closer at why and how they exercise violence. Studies 
of political systems in Africa oft en refer to intergroup expression of hostil-
ity as warfare, feuds, blood-vengeance, and vendettas. All of these can be 
thought of as forms of self-help, which occurs at some level in such social 
systems. In general, this kind of self-help most oft en occurs in societies that 
lack centralized political authority that can provide sanctions to regulate 
group relations. It appears, write John Middleton and David Tait in  Tribes 
Without Rulers , “where commonly accepted values that prohibit the use of 
force are not recognized.”   

 Take the killing of someone belonging to another clan. Th is can eas-
ily lead to revenge and the eventual outbreak of the more severe exercise 
of violence between clans. Feuds or outright warfare, oft en exercised as 
intergroup fi ghting, are examples of this. Oft entimes, intergroup fi ght-
ing is between units that do not accept “a common superordinate author-
ity in political matters.”   Furthermore, “close members of a patrilineage 
oft en quarrel and may be ritually dangerous to one another, but they will—
indeed, must—help one another in ritual and confl ict situations.”   

 Th e noted anthropologist I. M. Lewis, in his discussion of nomadic 
Somali society, captures the essence of tribal- and clan-based societies: 

 Prudence dictates that the individual herdsman must not move too far from 
his kin; their help may be vital in a confrontation with hostile tribesmen. Such 
support is provided by the highly fl exible patrilineal kinship system which is 
the backbone of Somali social and political structure. . . . Th is unusually large 
“segmentary system” of clans and lineages which unite and divide with mer-
curial speed provides the individual herdsman with security while allowing 
him maximum freedom of movement and autonomy. Th e political organiza-
tion of the Somali nomads is . . . equally fl exible and republican.   

 Th is short paragraph encapsulates the issues discussed in this chapter in 
a setting relevant to the study, namely the role of tribes and clans in past, 
current, and future nontraditional confl icts and warfare in Somalia. And it 
is to this case study that we now turn. 
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 CHAPTER 4 

 Somalia: Death, Disorder, and Destruction 

 Mogadishu, 1992: The UN Intervenes 

 On April 24, 1992, the United Nations Security Council decided to plunge 
head fi rst, with the best intentions, into the Somali imbroglio. Eight months 
later, in the waning days of his administration, President Bush followed suit, 
ordering more than 25,000 U.S. troops to secure the environment there for 
relief operations. Both the United States and the United Nations went to 
Somalia to stop carnage and starvation and establish peace and stability. It 
should have been a fairly straightforward task. Th e opposition in Somalia, 
aft er all, consisted of a handful of corrupt warlords who commanded ragtag 
militias. By the end of 1993, however, the UN and the last remaining super-
power were in full retreat. How was that possible? 

 Th e answer lies in the complex cultural, traditional, tribal, and mod-
ern political conditions in Somalia. By the time the UN military observers 
deployed to the country, for example, Somalia had long disintegrated to a 
level of violence and chaos that was hard to imagine. Th ere was no govern-
ment, no law, no economy; and no means of maintaining even a modicum 
of security. Death, disorder, and destruction went utterly unchecked. Th e 
only marketable products left  in this once prize piece of Cold War real estate 
were the guns, of which there were plenty. Here is how Scott Peterson, foreign 
correspondent for  Th e Daily Telegraph,  described the scene at  Mogadishu’s 
arms bazaar in early September 1991: 

 “Salesmen” gathered around me, sure that here was a customer with money. . . . 
Behind the stalls were stacked artillery rounds and mortars of all sizes like a 
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selection of candy. Th ere were oily boxes of screw-in detonators, banks of 
rocket-propelled grenades and launchers—some still packed in their factory 
grease—and long, slender missiles for big spenders. Th ere was enough fi re-
power to repel an invasion.   

 Th e gun merchants were doing a booming business—arming to the teeth 
the Somali warlords and militiamen. 

 Far from the fray, the academics in the early 1990s began to refer to 
countries such as Somalia as ungovernable, as failed and disintegrated 
states. On the ground, the situation in Somalia was best described as chaos, 
as these well-equipped fi ghters looted everything that could be plundered. 
Nothing was off  limits, including the gold from the teeth of the late Italian 
bishop of Mogadishu, the “fi rst foreigner to be murdered in 1989 as Presi-
dent Barre’s security services began to lose control.”   His remains, housed at 
Mogadishu’s main cathedral, were dug up and the gold teeth were pried out 
of the bishop’s skull.   

 To understand how these marauding Somali warlords and their militia 
armies not only destroyed the state in the early 1990s, but also infl icted defeat 
on the United Nations and the United States, the origins of that internal war 
require our attention. As any student of history would explain, the sources 
of confl ict can be traced, in part, to the colonial era and the way in which the 
British and the Italians exited from their Somalia outposts in 1960. However, 
as we shall see, the antecedents of confl ict do not lie only there. It is also 
necessary to take a brief excursion into the anthropology of Somalia to grasp 
the central place of warfare in this nomadic traditional society. 

 The Foundations of Somali Society 

 Th e starting point for the intelligence offi  cer trying to understand Somalia 
in the early 1990s was to decode the Somali concept of identity. Th is neces-
sitated, in turn, an appreciation of its four interrelated characteristics: geog-
raphy, clan lineage, social contract, and Islam. Each has contributed to the 
perpetuation of Somalia as a highly devolved, horizontally constructed, and 
decentralized society. 

 Geography has shaped the way of life for most Somalis and helps to 
explain why nomadic traditions have persisted into the twenty-fi rst cen-
tury. Th e Somalian landscape is austere and arid, with little soil fertile 
enough for farming. Consequently, the majority of its inhabitants turned 
to nomadic pastoralism—herding animals—to eke out a livelihood. Th is 
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was made more diffi  cult by frequent droughts that destroyed resources that 
were already scarce and fostered confl ict among mobile pastoral groups 
seeking to survive. 

 Within this geographic setting Somalia evolved into a predominantly 
clan-based Muslim society. Clans, subclans, lineage, and family serve as the 
basis for group identity, loyalty, and duty.   Th ey consist of two broad group-
ings. Th e “Samaale,” the larger of the two located in the northern half of 
the country, are pastoral nomads subdivided into four clan families—the 
Darod, Dir, Hawiye, and Isaaq. Th e southern-based “Sab” are sedentary 
agriculturalists consisting of the Digil and Rahanwein clans. Each of these 
six clans is further split into subclans. 

 Because most inhabitants are ethnic Somalis, it is the clan rather than 
ethnicity that most infl uences identity. Every Somali belongs to a specifi c 
lineage or ancestral group of bloodline descendents and can trace his fam-
ily line back at least thirty generations. Each level of segmentation defi nes 
a person’s rights and responsibilities, as well as his relationship to others. 
A person gives political allegiance fi rst to his immediate family, then to his 
immediate lineage, and fi nally to his clan. As the Somali proverb puts it: 

  Me and my clan against the world;  
  Me and my family against my clan;  
  Me and my brother against my family;  
  Me against my brother.  

 Th e foundation for these relationships in traditional Somali society is the 
 heer , a type of social contract in the Western lexicon, by which Somalis set-
tle legal and political disputes. A  heer  may be entered into by lineage groups 
whose numbers range from a few hundred to several thousand.  Heer  agree-
ments, incorporating families from the same clan along with allied groups 
from other clans, are usually guided by Islamic legal principles. 

 Ad hoc councils— shirs —that serve as mediating bodies put  heer  into 
practice.  Shirs  are made up of men who have gained respect through reli-
gious education, command of poetry, bravery, and age. Th ere are councils 
that mediate in times of confl ict, just as there are those that mediate in 
everyday life. Moreover, since violence is an accepted way of solving prob-
lems,  shirs  are used to prevent it from spiraling out of control.  Shirs  can 
enforce the payment of  diya  or blood money.   

 Islam also plays an important role in Somalian society, although it is 
not clear exactly when it came to Somalia. Some argue that followers of 
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 FIGURE 2 Somalia 
 Public domain map from the Central Intelligence Agency Factbook, 

available at http://www.cia.gov/cia/publications/factbook/ 

the Prophet Muhammad brought it to the region when they fl ed from per-
secution in Mecca. Others assert that Persian and Arab merchants intro-
duced Islam into the Horn of Africa. Regardless of how it arrived, the 
religion came to Somalia sometime aft er Islam had split into its Sunni and 
Shia divisions. As the religion spread, most Somalis became Sunnis. And, 
whether settled or nomadic, most conformed to Muslim requirements of 
behavior as set forth in sharia religious law as derived from the Qur’an, the 
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hadith—tradition, remembered actions, and sayings of the Prophet—and 
the early interpretive commentary of Islam. 

 Sufi sm, a mystical Islamic current whose origins lie in the ninth cen-
tury, has also infl uenced the Somali approach to Islam. Its followers seek a 
closer personal relationship to God through special spiritual actions such 
as trances, or altered states, oft en accomplished through a twirling dance. 
Th ose performing this ritual are referred to as “whirling dervishes.” Mem-
bers of Sufi  orders are commonly called dervishes—ones who gave up 
worldly interests in order to serve God and the Islamic community. 

 Sufi sm appeared in Somalia in the fi ft eenth century and led to the even-
tual establishment of three Sufi  orders. Th e leaders of each were given the 
title  shaykh —one who is learned in Islam. Th e most famous of these fi g-
ures, as we will see, was Mohammed Abdulle Hassan. During the fi rst two 
decades of the twentieth century he led a protracted and ferocious Somali 
resistance to British colonial occupation. 

 Although Islam has an important role in Somali identity, the clan has 
remained the main political unit in Somalia. Clans are composed of a group 
of closely related families, elders who constitute a council, and a leader who 
serves as the chief clan authority. I. M. Lewis, one of the most authoritative 
anthropologists of Somalia, writes that all relationships between groups at 
every level “are in the genealogical idiom. . . . Th is is the principle which 
Somalis assume to underlie social relationships. . . . Such is the traditional 
social system, associated with nomadism.”   

 Although almost all Somalis are Sunni Muslims, religion has never over-
come the social ties of clan divisions. Indeed, clanism has remained stron-
ger than religion in Somalia. However, following the fall of Siad Barre’s 
regime in 1990, Somalia descended into a most debilitating form of clan 
warfare. And, as the state disintegrated, radical Islamic fundamentalists 
began to emerge and sought to transcend clanism. 

 Th e fi rst stirrings of radical Islamist groups were noted in the 1980s, but 
by then some Somali religious leaders already had a long association with 
the Muslim Brotherhood, which was founded in Egypt in the late 1920s. Th e 
purpose of that movement was to establish an Islamic state based on Sharia 
religious law in Egypt. Starting in the 1960s, the legacy and aspirations 
of the Brotherhood inspired likeminded Islamic radicals in many other 
 Muslim countries. And by the 1980s, several of these off shoots were exceed-
ingly militant and quite violent. 

 In Somalia, Barre quickly put a stop to this nascent fundamentalism 
by summarily executing ten of its leaders and jailing many others. Islamic 
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radicals were driven either underground or out of the country. During the 
1980s more than one thousand of these displaced radicals fought with the 
Mujahideen in Afghanistan against the Soviet army. 

 With Barre’s demise in 1990 Islamic extremists began to reappear and 
sought to replace clan loyalty with religious allegiance. War weariness, des-
peration, and eagerness for peace and order, as well as widespread poverty, 
made this possible. During the 1990s several Islamic groups emerged in 
Somalia. Th e most prominent of these new groups were al-Ittihad, Jamiat-
ul-Islaah, and Jamiat Al-Da’wa wa Tabliq, and of these, the most militant 
was al-Ittihad. Populated by veterans of the Afghan wars, the group formed 
a partnership during the clan warfare of the early 1990s with Mohammed 
Farah Aidid, the factional leader of the United Somali Congress (USC). 
Al-Ittihad had external ties with al-Qaeda. During Aidid’s confrontation 
with the U.S. forces in Mogadishu in 1993, both al-Qaeda and al-Ittihad 
played a signifi cant role in the bloody fi refi ght that resulted from the U.S. 
attempt to arrest Aidid.   

 Confl ict and Violence in Somali History 

 I. M. Lewis, in his classic study,  A Pastoral Democracy,  leaves little doubt 
about the long-standing salience of fi ghting and centrality of violence in 
traditional Somali society: “Th e pastoralists, indeed, regard fi ghting, what-
ever its circumstances, as essentially the proper pursuit of men. And war 
and feuds occur constantly.” However, he goes on to note “although they 
esteem fi ghting so highly, the pastoralists have no standing military organi-
zation or system of regiments. Armies and raiding parties are  ad hoc  forma-
tions, and while feuds oft en last for years, and sometimes generations, they 
are generally waged in guerrilla campaigns.”   

 War and feuds are extolled in traditional Somali poetry. And the men 
who successfully took part in attacks and raids are celebrated.   Th is next 
example comes from the early twentieth century and recounts how the 
leader of such an assault bragged of his success and, as he rode home, 
“chanted an equestrian poem of triumph”: 

 When it comes to the rallying words of war. 
 Just as did Heeban once—that lion of a man— 
 So now do I excel all others. 
 Xuseen, too, will never be baulked on the fi eld of battle— 
 As a bird of prey takes his quarry 
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 So did he make an end of Leefeef 
 And bring the tale of that man’s glory to a halt. 

 Specialists who have studied Somali culture attribute endemic confl ict 
and warfare in Somalia to desert living conditions, lack of resources, and 
continual droughts. Th ese enduring conditions, writes Hazel McFerson, 
“compel individuals to align in groups—clans and sub-clans—in order to 
protect themselves. . . . scarcity and uncertainty have a profound infl uence 
on the frequency and intensity of confl ict. Force and the threat of force are 
always present, and violence is an institutionalized and socially approved 
means of settling disputes.”   

 Historically, clans have functioned as fi ghting units; McFerson adds, 
“the values of nomadic pastoralism have remained the primary points of 
reference and identity in much of the modern segment of contemporary 
Somali society,” re-emerging “in full bloom with the resurgence of large-
scale internal confl ict” in the 1990s.   

 Th e Minority Rights Group, a London-based NGO, in a 1991 assessment , 
Somalia: A Nation in Turmoil,  likewise concluded that the instability, anar-
chy, and violence that its staff  witnessed in Somalia are inherently endemic 
and deeply embedded. Th e pastoral clan organization is an unstable system 
characterized at all levels by shift ing alliances, and the report highlights the 
inherent structural competition of clan families in Somalia. Th e result of 
these shift ing alliances, the Minority Rights Group notes, is that diff erent 
subclans within a clan family will fi ght and compete among themselves, but 
will unite under a single clan family when threatened by another clan.   

 Finally, others have noted that confl ict in Somalia is also about the geo-
graphical boundaries of clan territory, with groups claiming a particular 
region, water hole, and grazing lands. However, since territory is always in 
a state of fl ux among clans, the territory of one clan oft en overlaps that of 
another, generating constant disputes.   

 Although confl ict and violence play a signifi cant role in pastoral Somali 
society, there are traditional modes for controlling and managing that vio-
lence. Here we will underscore three— diya -paying, vendetta killing, and 
limited armed confl ict. While these can be interpreted as maintaining the 
cycles of violence and institutionalizing violence in Somali society, they 
also seek to constrain it. In eff ect, they are confl ict management tools. 

  Dia -paying, or blood money, traditionally measured in camels, is a type 
of contract arrangement or system for the settlement of disputes. As Lewis 
describes it, a  dia -paying   group “is a corporate group of a few small lineages 
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reckoning descent from four to eight generations to the common founder, 
and having a membership of from a few hundred to a few thousand men.”   
Th e most important aspect of their unity is the collective payment of blood 
compensation. 

 A  dia  group is sworn to avenge injustice against one of its own members 
if no compensation is agreed upon, and to defend each other materially 
or aggressively. As Menkhaus states, “this practice of blood compensation 
did mitigate spiraling violence, it did allow . . . clans to negotiate an end 
to bloodshed and it also serves as a deterrent for personal vendettas and 
murder.”   

 Th e practice of vendetta killing— godob —also illustrates both institu-
tionalized violence and confl ict management in Somali culture. However, it 
is not as useful as  dia -paying in managing confl icts. Vendetta killing helps 
to deal with grievances, and it is oft en at the heart of clan feuding over gen-
erations. Th e injured party need not seek redress immediately but may wait 
indefi nitely until the occasion is right. Resolution of an issue can be car-
ried out not only by the injured party but also by his off spring over several 
 generations. 

 With its emphasis on deferred revenge,  godob  encourages unpredict-
ability and instability, giving Somali feuds great longevity. Th e uncertainty 
of not knowing when a cumulative grievance will be claimed ensures that 
confl ict will be chronic. Vendetta is an unforgettable and unforgivable 
social debt that, sooner or later, must be paid.   

 Limited armed confl ict between groups was another way of managing 
disputes in traditional Somali society. As noted above, Somalis strove to 
gain control of scarce resources, and fi ghting over these resources occurred 
even within a clan. Shift ing alliances between and among clans could lead 
to even greater mistrust, causing alliances to be weak and fragile, oft en 
maintained only for the short term and until the immediate objectives 
were met. 

 As the Minority Rights Group Report points out, within a clan, two sub-
clans could engage in confl ict and would be left  alone by others within the 
greater clan. In general, limited confl ict was accepted as a means by which 
groups resolved their diff erences, and it was oft en ignored by outside groups 
unless their own interests were at risk.   

 Traditional society in Somalia also had other mechanisms to man-
age violence. Th ese include seeking the counsel of religious elders within 
a community, mediation by elder councils, poetry, and qat-chewing ses-
sions.   Th ese measures focused on the use of dialogue, rather than violence, 
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as a means of reconciling diff erences. Intermarriage between clans was also 
used as a confl ict management tool in which subclans or clans could settle 
their diff erences by connecting themselves through family ties. 

 In sum, traditional Somali society was decentralized, fragmented, and 
dependent on the use of violence for the resolution of disputes between 
groups. However, Somali society had also developed traditional means 
for managing and controlling confl ict to keep it from spiraling out of con-
trol. With the colonization of Somalia and subsequent postcolonial Barre 
regime, however, traditional confl ict management tools were undermined. 
And with their erosion, clan violence and confl ict dramatically escalated. 

 Colonial Rule and Consequences 

 By the late 1800s, Somalia was colonized by four foreign powers: Ethiopia, 
Britain, Italy, and France. Each had diff erent views on the importance of its 
territories and how they should be ruled. In the last decades of the nine-
teenth century, Somalia was carved into British Somaliland, French Somalil-
and, Italian Somaliland, Ethiopian Somaliland (the Ogaden), and what 
would eventually become the Northern Frontier District (NFD) of Kenya. 
Th e most lasting impact of colonization was on the borders it imposed and 
the regard for traditional Somali society and nomadic way of life. 

 During this period, the Ethiopian ruler, Emperor Menelik II, not only 
kept the European powers from encroaching upon Ethiopia, but also, 
between 1887 and 1897, successfully extended Ethiopian rule over the 
 Muslim Emirate of Harer and the Ogaden region of western Somalia. To 
pacify the region the emperor permitted his soldiers to take all they could 
from the local inhabitants. Devastating raids, in which Ethiopian units 
looted and pillaged at will, left  local clans starving in their wake.   

 Th e Italians, who arrived in 1889, planned to use the central part of the 
region as a resettlement area, in order to relieve population pressures at 
home. Rome also acquired colonies in Eritrea and Libya.   Th e British saw 
Somalia as a supplier of meat for its garrison in Aden, present-day Yemen. 
Th e port at Aden was critical to Britain’s interests in the Red Sea and for 
the defense of India. However, beyond exploiting its natural resources and 
agricultural products, London had little interest in Somalia. Finally, France 
saw Somalia as a coaling station on the Red Sea to strengthen its lines of 
communications east to its colonies in Indochina. It built a port at Djibouti 
and a railroad into the highlands to acquire access to Ethiopian coff ee, gum, 
ghee, ivory, hides, and skins. 
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 In the fi rst two decades of the twentieth century, two of these colonial 
powers, Ethiopia and Britain, found the horn of Africa to be a less than 
hospitable place. Given Ethiopia’s violent pacifi cation of Somali territory, 
it is not surprising that the fi rst armed resistance to colonial occupation 
was directed against them rather than the Europeans. However, this did not 
last for long, and Britain soon found itself engaged with the same foe. And 
as discussed below, the British ended up spending considerable blood and 
treasure to put down Somali uprisings. 

 The Mad Mullah’s Revolt 

 Th e Somali revolt against Ethiopian rule began in 1899 and was led by 
Sayyid Mohammed Abdulle Hassan. Mohammed Farah Aidid, the Somali 
warlord who successfully went to war with the United Nations and the 
United States in 1993, depicted Sayyid Mohammed in his book  Somalia: 
From the Dawn of to Modern Times,  “as the second greatest hero . . . in the 
7,000 year old history of the Somali people. . . . [He was a] unique multi-
faceted genius . . . a great religious leader, a very capable and authoritarian 
military commander, a Somali patriot  par-excellence  and a very creative and 
forceful poet of Somali nationalism.”   As we shall see later, Aidid adopted 
his methods of war with great success. 

 Mohammed Abdulle Hassan was born in the interior of Somaliland in 
the 1860s and like other Somali boys grew up as a herdsman and soon to 
be warrior. He helped tend the livestock of his tribe and transport produce 
to Aden and the Arabian coast. At the age of seventeen he began to work 
on ships that traveled between East and West. Following his experiences at 
sea Mohammed made the pilgrimage— Haj —to Mecca, an ambition of all 
Muslims. 

 Mohammed was so impressed by what he heard and saw in Mecca that 
he returned to the sacred city on several subsequent trips. During these 
visits he came under the infl uence of the Salihya Order, lead by the mystic 
Sayyid Mohammad Salih who, writes Abdi Sheik-Abdi, “had been a mem-
ber of the Ahmadiyya sub-order of the main Sufi  brotherhood of Islam, 
the Qadiriyya, before starting his own sect in the 1880s.” Mohammad Salih 
was “inspired in his new spiritual and doctrinal thinking by the eighteenth-
century Muslim revivalist, Sheikh Muhammad ibn Abd al-Wahhab of 
Arabia.”   

 Th e history of the Wahhabi movement, its alliance with the Saudi 
princes who came to rule Arabia, and its present-day signifi cance in the 
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rise of al-Qaeda and Osama bin Laden is discussed in more detail in the 
Afghanistan and Iraq case studies in this book. However, it is important 
to briefl y discuss the philosophy of Sheikh Muhammad ibn Abd al-Wahhab, 
who criticized what he saw as dangerous tendencies that were gaining 
ground in Islam. As a Muslim revivalist, al-Wahhab propagated an aus-
tere form of Islam that insists on a literal interpretation of the Qur’an. 
He taught that all additions to Islam aft er the third Muslim century were 
bogus and should be destroyed. Th is involved purifying the Sunni sect 
and the rejection of ostentatious worship and lavish living. Accordingly, 
Wahhabi mosques are simple and those who worship there dress plainly. 

 Driven from Medina for his preaching, Sheikh Muhammad ibn Abd 
al-Wahhab converted the Saud tribe, convincing the Saudi sheik it was his 
religious duty to wage holy war (jihad) against all other forms of Islam. He 
also preached jihad against Western and Christian presence in the Muslim 
world, so that in the nineteenth century the Wahhabis were in the forefront 
of Muslim religiopolitical resistance to Western imperial expansion. Sayyid 
Mohammad Salih was drawn to Wahhabism, and it was his preaching in 
Mecca that in turn drew Mohammed Abdulle Hassan. 

 Upon returning home to Somalia, Abdulle Hassan criticized the pop-
ulation for its lax practice of Islam and called for religious revival. And, 
as a nationalist, he condemned the partition of Somaliland and exhorted 
Somalis to resist colonial rule. According to Abdi Sheik-Abdi, in Somali 
tradition “there had been a longstanding diff erentiation of roles between 
the Man of the Book ( wadaad ) and the Man of the Spear ( warranle ).” 
But this was a distinction Abdulle Hassan “chose to ignore completely. 
He claimed he was not only a priest of Allah but a jihadist and a freedom 
fi ghter” for Somaliland.   

 While Abdulle Hassan initially focused on ousting Ethiopia, an incident 
in 1899 brought him into confrontation with the British, who declared the 
Sheikh a rebel and aligned with the Ethiopian emperor to crush his move-
ment. Th e British dismissed the Sheikh as a religious fanatic; dubbing him 
the “Mad Mullah.” In return, Abdulle Hassan declared war against both 
Britain and Ethiopia.   According to Aidid, Abdulle Hassan emerged as 
“a champion of his country’s political and religious freedom, defending it 
against all Christian invaders.”   Th ese two themes—religion and national-
ist opposition to colonialism—were reiterated over and over in the Sheikh’s 
speeches and poetry. 

 To fi ght the colonial powers the Sheikh formed a paramilitary  guerrilla 
organization known as the Dervish movement, a group he ruled in an 
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authoritarian and martial manner. His fi eld commanders were men of char-
acter, religiously committed, and capable of prowess in warfare. Loyalty to 
the Sheikh was a prerequisite, and each man swore an oath of allegiance. As 
a result, the Dervishes were a formidable force that fought fi ercely on his 
behalf. One British offi  cer who fought them remarked: “I had no idea that a 
Somali could be so infl uenced by fanaticism.”   Th e following story, told by 
another British offi  cer, illustrates the commitment of the Sheikh’s followers: 
“In the Burao bazaar there lived for some considerable time an unfortu-
nate man who had suff ered a combination of mutilations at the hands of 
the Mullah’s executioners. . . . Strange at it may seem, notwithstanding all 
he suff ered, this man remained one of the Mullah’s spies.”   

 Abdulle Hassan used charisma, persuasion, poetic eloquence, stern dis-
cipline, and coercion to mold his army, to great eff ect. Th e British for their 
part deeply underestimated the endurance of the Sheikh and the loyalty of 
his Dervish fi ghters, and the twenty-year war of resistance stands as one of 
the bloodiest and longest confl icts in the history of sub-Saharan Africa. Th e 
clash between Abdulle Hassan’s forces and the British Army resulted in the 
death of approximately one-third of the northern population and ravaged 
the economy. Th e end came in 1920 when the British used a Royal Air Force 
squadron to deliver a decisive aerial bombardment of the Dervish capital in 
northern Somalia. According to the aft er-action report: “Th ere can be no 
doubt that the immediate result of the air attack upon the Dervish in 1920 
was to produce a profound moral impression among the inhabitants of the 
Protectorate, even far outside the actual area of operations. Testimony of 
this can be found in the surrender of the Dervish forces.”   Abdulle Hassan’s 
Dervish were eventually routed, and the Mullah, although he escaped, died 
later that year of infl uenza. 

 More than half a century later, Aidid wrote in his book,  Somalia: From 
the Dawn of to Modern Times , that the Sheikh’s defeat could be traced to 
several factors including his overt cruelty to Somalis who either opposed 
him or attempted to stay neutral. “Any person or tribe who did not agree 
to submit to him would be declared  kufr  (irreligious) and he would unhesi-
tatingly order his Dervish soldiers to kill them, their children, and women 
and snatch all their property.”   Th is had an obvious impact on his ability to 
recruit. 

 Aidid also criticized the Sheikh for “the strategic blunder of building 
massive forts for the concentration of his Dervish armies.” Th is made them 
vulnerable to superior British fi repower as well as air bombardment. He 
should have “kept on using guerrilla warfare tactics.” Aidid argued that had 
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he continued to do so, Abdulle Hassan “would have been able to accom-
plish . . . the unifi cation of all the Somalis, turning out all the foreigners, 
achieving the independence of Somalia.”   As we shall see later, these les-
sons in guerrilla warfare were not lost on Aidid. 

 The Path to Independence 

 Italy’s 1935 attack on Ethiopia led to a temporary unifi cation of Somalia. 
Italian armies toppled Emperor Haile Selassie, and seized control of  British 
Somaliland. Th e Italian victory, however, was short-lived. Th e British coun-
terattacked in March 1941, quickly reoccupied northern Somalia, and then 
initiated a campaign that ousted Italy from the Horn, placing southern 
Somalia and the Ogaden under its military control. 

 Italy regained control of its colonial possession in 1949 but this time 
Somalia was a UN Trusteeship. Th e General Assembly placed Somalia under 
Italian control for ten years, aft er which the plan was for it to become inde-
pendent. Th e UN agreement called for the development of political insti-
tutions, an educational system, economic infrastructure, and political/civil 
rights. Th is proved diffi  cult to accomplish for several reasons. In the fi rst 
place, many Somalis, particularly the Somali Youth League (SYL), opposed 
the UN restoration of Italian rule. Established in 1943, and dominated by 
the Darod and Hawiye clans, the SYL sought to unify all Somali territories 
along with the six major clan divisions. 

 Second, while the SYL eschewed clanism, the other political parties that 
emerged in both the Italian and British sectors of the country did not. For 
example, the Somali National League (SNL) was mainly associated with 
the Isaaq clan, while the Dir and Darod clans controlled the United Somali 
Party (USP). Th is resulted in interparty squabbling stemming from clan 
rivalries that further complicated the transition period. 

 Nevertheless, as stipulated by the UN, Italian Somaliland received inter-
nal autonomy in 1956 and independence in 1960. Meanwhile, London pro-
claimed the end of its protectorate in June 1960, granting independence to 
British Somaliland. And on July 1 the legislatures of the two new states cre-
ated the United Republic of Somalia. 

 From Independence to Dictatorship 

 Th e new legislature appointed as president Aadan Abdullah Usmaan, who 
in turn selected Abdirashiid Ali Shermaarke as fi rst prime minister. Th e new 
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Somali leadership quickly formed a coalition supported by the other clan-
based parties in an attempt to establish a democratic government based on 
a multiparty system. Th is was no mean task, given that Somalia consisted 
of six major clan families, each of which subdivided into a number of sub-
clans, lineage groups, and extended families. Clanism—the Somali version 
of ethnicity—fed fragmentation. Somali expert John Drysdale, a British 
Colonial and Foreign Service offi  cer, who in the 1960s advised three suc-
cessive Somali prime ministers, characterized this attempt to establish a 
Western-style system as “the unimaginative application of alien systems of 
government.”   

 In addition to political and social fragmentation, newly independent 
Somalia faced complex challenges that included a severely underdeveloped 
economy, a largely nomadic population, fi nancial and administrative mis-
management, and ill-defi ned borders. It proved ill equipped to eff ectively 
address any of them. 

 Th e issue of ill-defi ned borders, in particular, fed a vocal movement that 
agitated for the creation of a “Greater Somalia,” encompassing the Somali-
dominated areas of Kenya, French Somaliland, and Ethiopia. Th is culmi-
nated in several years of hostilities between Somalia and Ethiopia that began 
in 1964 and quickly spread to Kenya. Indeed, the issue of “Greater Somalia” 
dominated the country’s second presidential election in 1967. Ali Shermaarke, 
the fi rst prime minister, was an ardent proponent of a “Greater Somalia.” 

 Coup d’État 

 Despite the government’s initial attempts at unifi ed rule, clan rivalries 
became more and more aggravated in the 1960s, resulting in escalating vio-
lence. Government corruption and nepotism, which gave advantages to the 
Darod, the clan of President Shermaarke, was an important contributing 
factor. Of those dissatisfi ed, the most signifi cant was the military, which 
remained outside politics for most of the 1960s but stepped in aft er Presi-
dent Shermaarke was assassinated by one of his bodyguards, a member of 
a clan that was being treated badly by the government. When his successor, 
also from the Darod clan, was proposed, the military fi nally revolted. 

 Th e coup d’état took place on October 21, 1969. Th e army commander, 
Major General Mohammad Siad Barre, assumed leadership of the offi  cers 
who deposed the civilian government. A Supreme Revolutionary Coun-
cil (SRC) was established, and Barre became president. Many arrests fol-
lowed as political parties were banned, the National Assembly abolished, 
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and the constitution suspended. Th e new regime proclaimed it would 
end  “tribalism, nepotism, corruption, and misrule.” However, it did just 
the opposite, especially aft er Barre’s ill-conceived attempt to establish a 
greater Somaliland by going to war with Ethiopia over the Ogaden region. 
Although at fi rst the much smaller Somali forces took control of 60 percent 
of the Ogaden, they soon lost the initiative because of inadequate transpor-
tation and lines of communication. 

 Th e Soviet Union, which had commitments to both sides, abandoned 
Somalia in favor of Ethiopia. As a result, Moscow quickly sent advisers, 
fi ft een thousand Cuban troops, and a large cache of military equipment. 
Th e Soviet realignment dramatically shift ed the balance of forces; backed 
by overwhelming fi repower and Cuban troops the Somali Army was sent 
home, defeated. 

 Th e loss of the Ogaden was a terrible blow to Somali pride. Th e Barre 
regime never recovered. Th e war stripped the regime’s armed forces of 
many troops, much equipment, and Soviet support. Although the United 
States stepped in to replace Moscow and provide a decade’s worth of mili-
tary and economic assistance, the eff ectiveness of the army was never the 
same. Moreover, politically, Barre lost what popular support he had, and 
calls for him to step down grew. 

 In April of 1978, a group of disgruntled army offi  cers staged a failed 
coup. In its wake all but one of the offi  cers was executed, and Barre became 
more determined than ever to hold on to power. His strategies were three-
fold. He fi rst escalated pressure on the civilian population, using coercion 
and oppression. Th us what had begun as a quest to establish a state cor-
responding with the greater Somali nation quickly turned into a reign of 
terror against its citizens. Second, by placing trusted clansmen and other 
loyalists in positions of power, wealth, and control, Barre manipulated 
clanism to secure his rule. Most came from his subclan, the Marehan of the 
Darod clan family. Barre also practiced a brutal form of divide and rule. 
His troops armed local subclans and encouraged them to wage war against 
“rebel” subclans in order to impede their ability to cooperate and present a 
unifi ed front against him. 

 Specifi cally, Barre targeted the three clans associated with the largest 
armed opposition movements, the Majeerteen, Hawiye, and Isaaq. While 
he succeeded in creating distrust, the ultimate result was a greater mili-
tarization of Somalia society, proliferation of arms, and fragmentation of 
opposition groups. Ultimately, this would backfi re on Barre, who would 
eventually be forced to deal with four hostile and heavily armed groups. 
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 Finally, Barre, aft er alienating his Soviet allies over Ethiopia, played the 
Cold War card by aligning with the United States, which was concerned 
with Soviet control over the Horn of Africa. Moscow had had quite enough 
of the irascible Barre, choosing to ally with the Marxist revolutionaries that 
overthrew Ethiopian Emperor Haile Salassie. Washington stepped in as its 
replacement. 

 The Rise of Armed Opposition and the Defeat of the Barre Regime 

 Opposition movements at fi rst employed peaceful protests and called for 
reform from the Barre regime. Although these tactics were ineff ectual, con-
stituting nothing more than a nuisance to Barre, his defeat in the Ogaden 
changed things. Barre, who was now vulnerable to armed opposition within 
the country, failed during the 1980s to reconstitute the army to the degree 
needed to destroy burgeoning insurgent activities. Finally, as the Cold War 
ended, the United States abandoned its ally in the Horn, further increasing 
the vulnerability of the Barre regime. 

 Once the anti-Barre resistance movements began to organize, they 
were able to gain access to the abundance of arms that had fl ooded the 
entire region. Th e struggle against Barre came to be symbolized by clan-
based decentralized opposition groups using guerrilla tactics. As noted 
above, to combat these developments, Barre played the clan card and fos-
tered violence among the clans in order to diff use their power. He did 
so by creating and arming clan militias and then employing them in the 
repression of those clans challenging his regime. It was a classic divide 
and rule strategy. 

 Following the Ogaden War, Majeerteen-clan soldiers from the northeast 
of Somalia failed in an attempted coup against Barre and instead founded 
the Somali Salvation Democratic Front (SSDF). Th e SSDF, which was based 
in Ethiopia, received support from Addis Ababa and Tripoli. In 1981, Issaqs 
from the north central region established the Somali National Movement 
(SNM). Th e SNM would eventually split. Its Hawiye minority, which was 
located in central Somalia, founded the United Somali Congress (USC). 
Th ese clan-based political groups would play important roles in Somalia’s 
future political woes. 

 According to Daniel Compagnon, in addition to the segmented Somali 
culture, practical considerations also militated in favor of clan-based orga-
nizations. Given the lack of resources and a military legacy of small-unit 
guerrilla warfare, it was more effi  cient to opt for a military structure based 
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on kinship segmentation. Th is was particularly the case for the SNM, where 
each of the six major Issaq clans had formed its own units.   

 In 1986, the SNM attempted to move beyond guerrilla warfare and 
launched a classic conventional attack. A stunning defeat ensued at the 
hands of Barre’s forces. However, the Issaqs learned from their mistakes. 
According to Hussein Adams, the SNM transformed its armed struggle to a 
people’s war during 1988, making eff ective use of superior local knowledge 
for hiding, sniping, sudden ambushes, quick escapes—all timed to produce 
the greatest possible psychological eff ects. Th e tactics paid dividends, as 
Barre’s forces proved incapable of eff ective resistance.   

 During the late 1980s, several other opposition groups transformed 
themselves into insurgent movements with varying degrees of success. 
However, Siad Barre, as long as he could keep the clans divided and employ 
his own clan-based militias against them, was able to retain power. At this 
point, the groups needed a greater degree of coordination than they were 
capable of organizing to be able to fi ght even a weak Somali army. 

 By 1990, however, the tide had turned for the Barre remnants of the 
regime that faced the Hawiye-based USC militias in the battle for Mogadishu. 
As a result, the fi ght for the capital did not last long. Th e army, the core of 
the regime since 1969, off ered little resistance, and Barre and his remaining 
loyalists fl ed Mogadishu in a convoy of tanks and APCs to join his kinspeople 
in Garbahaarey, a Darod stronghold.   

 Having ousted Barre, the USC leadership endorsed a witch hunt against 
the Darod people, many of whom were shot on the spot without trial or even 
a minimum assessment of the role they had played in the defeated regime.   
Additionally, the leadership within the USC split into two factions that would 
continue to fi ght each other through the mid-1990s. Ali Mahdi Mohamed 
headed one faction, which retained the USC designation. General Mohammed 
Farah Aidid led the other—the Somali National Alliance (SNA). 

 State Disintegration and UN Intervention 

 Th e civil war inside Somalia in the 1980s militarized a society that already 
had a strong martial tradition. Hussein Adams observed that as a result of 
the Barre regime’s policies “Somalia has experienced both the increase . . . 
[and] spread of things military [militarization] as well as the rise of a mili-
tary ethos [militarism].”   

 Th e Barre regime disrupted the traditional balance between clan con-
fl ict and conciliation. It set aside customary tendencies to compromise and 
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mediate confl ict in order to impose his own control over the country. Th e 
result was to plunge Somalia into protracted civil war.   Many Somali spe-
cialists have noted that clan consciousness tends to rise during periods of 
extreme turmoil and scarcity—drought, famine, and war—and is utilized 
to preserve the survival of the group. And, in a pattern seen again and again 
in postcolonial Africa, Somalia’s civil war was the direct result of excesses of 
a militarized state that carried out a brutal repression of the society, while 
plundering its scarce resources for itself. 

 Foreign support provided the glue that held the system together in 
spite of internal waste, corruption, and tyranny. Barre lost his tight grip on 
Somali society once the aid stopped fl owing, so that the system quickly fell 
apart. Th e rapid disintegration of the Somali state following the ousting of 
Barre was due to the lack of cohesive unifi ed opposition. Th e loose coali-
tion of clans and subclans was not in the position to off er coherent lead-
ership in the wake of Barre’s defeat. Moreover, as Compagnon explains, 
“the parallel disintegration of the USC and SNM, the two movements 
which appeared to be in a position to inherit power in the south and north 
respectively, raises the question of what actually fuels Somali factional-
ism.”   Even though this disintegration stemmed from clan rivalry and 
Barre’s manipulation of it, individual clan leaders also exploited it to fur-
ther their own interests. Consequently, the fi ghting among various armed 
factions was more than the manifestation of traditional and deeply rooted 
clan diff erences.   Th e fi ghting also served the powerful self-interests of 
individual warlords. 

 Dividing Up the Spoils 

 Th e subdivision of the country along clan lines and warfare between diff erent 
clan factions followed the fall of the Barre regime. Clans and subclans, carv-
ing out spheres of infl uence, became self-ruling entities throughout Somalia. 
Savage fi ghting took place in some parts of the country, aggravating the bit-
terness and ferocity of clan confl ict. And the abundance of readily available 
modern weaponry exacerbated that violence. In other areas de facto partition 
occurred with only limited fi ghting between diff erent clan factions. 

 For instance, the Issaq-based SNM took control of the central part of 
northern Somalia and subsequently called on all clan families to deliberate 
and come to an agreement on the future. Negotiations between the domi-
nant Issaq and other minority clan elements led to the declaration of the 
Republic of Somaliland. Th is de facto nation stretched for four hundred miles 
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along the Gulf of Aden to Djibouti. However, it quickly fell into  disorder as 
armed clans skirmished over the apportionment of government appoint-
ments. Somaliland was one of the few success stories to come out of Barre’s 
defeat, however, because by 1994 an interclan reconciliation conference had 
adopted a framework for a new system of governance that, despite occa-
sional fl are-ups in clan rivalry, established a degree of stability. 

 Th e Majeerteen-dominated SSDF took control of the northeast and 
declared the formation of the Puntland state within Somalia. Clan diff er-
ences also continued to plague this region, resulting in periodic violence 
and infi ghting. Th e SSDF proved incapable of reconciling this discord 
and abdicated to a Majeerteen council of elders that established a regional 
administration. 

 Elsewhere in Somalia the fi ghting was more intense. Th e Darod-dominated 
SPM took control of the Ogaden region. Other Darod elements fought over 
the port of Kismayu. An Islamic group, al-Ittihad, took control of the port of 
Bossasso, parts of Jubaland, and fought for control of the Gedo region. 

 However, the most vicious and destructive fi ghting took place in the 
south between two Hawiye subclan factions, the Unifi ed Somalia Con-
gress (USC) and the Somalia National Alliance (SNA). Both were battling 
it out for control of Mogadishu and neither was prepared to give quarter. 
Th e USC initially consisted of a loose coalition of Hawiye subclans and 
included other clan elements in south and central Somalia. However, as 
the civil war escalated in the late 1980s the Haber Gidir, one of the major 
Hawiye sub-clans involved in the USC, contacted Mohammed Aidid, at the 
time Somalia’s ambassador to India. Aidid, who had refused enticements 
to join the USC, now returned home to establish the SNA and become the 
Haber Gidir’s  abatira  or “father of war.” 

 Aidid epitomized the warlords responsible for the disintegration of 
Somalia in 1991. Able to arm their militias with the vast amount of weap-
onry, these new chieft ains were interested only in power and the spoils 
of war. Th ey were an outgrowth of the clan warfare that reemerged in the 
1980s, eventually sweeping Barre from power. Having accomplished that, 
each warlord laid claim to power and exercised brutal force to do so. 

 Th e other powerful Hawiye subclan, the Abgal, which dominated the 
USC, was headed by Ali Mahdi Mohamed. While the Abgal did some fi ght-
ing, it was their subclan rivals, the Haber Gidir militia, that drove Barre 
from Mogadishu. And as the Haber Gidir’s father of war, Aidid’s triumph 
resounded throughout the country and established him as the most power-
ful warlord. 
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 In early 1991, however, Ali Mahdi of the Abgal maneuvered to have 
himself appointed interim president without consulting Aidid. Fighting 
ensued. Th e capital was divided between these two powerful subclans, the 
Abgal and the Haber Gidir. Th eir heavily armed militias ruled with impu-
nity and through fear. Each carved out an area of the city as a stronghold 
from which it fought, and because the stakes of gaining or losing Mogadishu 
were so high the fi ght between these two Hawiye subclans was ferocious 
and uncompromisingly brutal. 

 Th e impact on the social setting was devastating. Somalia became the 
quintessential humanitarian disaster. Civilian deaths from famine mush-
roomed, even though foreign food aid was available. With the warlords in 
control it became impossible to get the assistance through to the aff ected 
Somalis without permission from the armed militias. Moreover, for the 
warlords, the food aid itself became a weapon of war. Th ey plundered relief 
supplies to feed their own fi ghters and supporters and used it to barter for 
weapons. 

 As discussed below, the relief agencies already in Somalia tried to come 
to the rescue of the embattled population, but they had to hire militia gun-
men to protect them and their work in order to accomplish anything. Oft en 
this amounted to paying off  those who would otherwise simply hijack the 
relief supplies. It was a vicious circle. Most of the food fell into the hands of 
the warlords and never reached the starving population. 

 And then there was the CNN eff ect. Th e world did not simply learn of the 
worsening disaster in Somalia from barebones newspaper stories; they saw 
it in full and awful color on their television screens. In the new world order 
of the early 1990s these ghastly images led to an international chorus to “Do 
Something!” And it was into this maelstrom of warlords, clan rivalries, and a 
central power vacuum that the United Nations unwittingly stepped. 

 UNOSOM I 

 On April 24, 1992, the United Nations Security Council decided to take 
action in Somalia through Resolution 751, which called for the UN to 
facilitate the delivery of humanitarian assistance.   It was not until mid-
 September, however, that the UN was able to muster a security force of fi ve 
hundred to execute the mission. Heading that eff ort, called UN Operation 
in Somalia I (UNOSOM I), was Mohamed Sahnoun, special representative 
of Secretary General Boutros Boutros-Ghali. A skilled and experienced 
Algerian diplomat, he understood the situation in Somalia, but he had been 
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assigned an impossible task. With a handful of troops and little administra-
tive assistance he was supposed to negotiate, cajole, and reconcile the war-
lords, monitor a cease-fi re, and then broaden it, coordinate and support the 
relief agencies to address the famine, and rally UN support agencies to help 
rebuild the country. Th is mission was impossible given the state of aff airs in 
Somalia and UNOSOM I’s paltry capabilities. 

 First and foremost, UNOSOM I’s security force was in no way suffi  cient 
to deal with the civil war and relief crisis that had led to massive famine and 
refugees. Th e UN Blue Berets were armed only for self-defense and were 
in a traditional peacekeeping—Chapter VI—role.   But, Somalia did not fi t 
the defi nition of that mission. Th e warring factions were not committed to 
stopping the fi ghting, and this nominal UN force was neither equipped nor 
tasked to force a ceasefi re. 

 Second, there was no government in Somalia with which to negotiate 
and reach necessary decisions. Th e UN had never before dealt with a failed 
state in which no central authority existed. Resolution 751 did not address 
this new situation. Sahnoun appears to have understood it, but he could do 
little to move the UN bureaucracy to expand his mandate and provide the 
necessary resources. Frustrated, he became an angry and outspoken critic 
of UN incompetence. 

 In October 1992 Sahnoun paid the price for his bluntness when Boutros-
Ghali dismissed him. Th e situation on the ground worsened. Even with 
woefully inadequate resources, Sahnoun had initiated a slow process of 
moving the warlords and the clans they represented in the direction of 
accommodation. With his dismissal, Somalis continued to starve to death 
with no solution in sight. While food arrived in Mogadishu by the thou-
sands of tons, it could not be distributed by the relief agencies. Instead, as 
noted above, the warlords seized it for their own use. 

 UNITAF 

 It was quickly apparent to the international community that a much larger 
eff ort than UNOSOM would be needed to halt this man-made humanitar-
ian disaster. As noted earlier, it was at this point, in the waning days of his 
presidency, that George Bush made the decision to intervene in Somalia. 
It was a surprising move, given that throughout most of 1992 the president 
and his top advisers had been very cautious, frequently reiterating why 
the United States should stay out of Somalia. But following his reelection 
defeat, Bush did an about-face. 
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 At the United Nations, President Bush pushed hard for the passage of a 
resolution that would authorize the United States to lead a substantial mili-
tary operation to secure urgent humanitarian assistance for the Somali peo-
ple. Th is was not to be another blue-helmet aff air—all words and no deeds. 
Under the proposed resolution the United States would be granted broad lati-
tude to take the actions it deemed necessary. Th at grant of authority required 
some horse-trading with Secretary General Boutros-Ghali. Th e quid pro 
quo was that the U.S. would pay the bulk of the fi nancial costs—roughly 
75  percent—for what came to be known as the United Task Force (UNITAF). 

 While securing UN backing, Bush reviewed the options for intervention 
prepared by his deputies. He had concluded that only a meaningful show 
of force could stem the tide of human tragedy. Th e objective was to provide 
the necessary military protection that would allow the relief agencies to end 
the famine. Th e question was how big a force? On November 25 the presi-
dent received three options. His choices were as follows: 

 Th e fi rst option was a minimalist approach, which would consist of 
roughly 3,500 soldiers and was modeled on UNISOM I. Th e forces would 
be well armed and deployed without the authorization of the warlords. 
UNISOM I had spent months negotiating the deployment of its meager 
forces with them. Th is would be a non-U.S. force for which Washington 
would provide transport and fi nancial support. Th is option cost little and 
was likely to accomplish less, and Bush rejected it. 

 Th e second option called for a moderate approach, which would consist 
of fi ft een thousand troops, heavily armed, and authorized to use force. Th is 
would have been a coalition operation in which the United States would 
play a part. Th is was probably the smallest number that stood a chance of 
restoring order. 

 Th e third alternative, a maximalist approach, would consist of a force 
in excess of thirty thousand, the bulk of which would come from and be 
commanded by the United States. It would employ all necessary means to 
ensure that the relief eff ort got back on track. Th is option held the greatest 
promise of reversing the situation in Somalia and the greatest risk of politi-
cal disaster if it failed. Th is was the one that the president, surprising his 
advisers, selected. If it backfi red, it could greatly tarnish his international 
reputation by enmeshing the country in a Somali quagmire. 

 Eventually, forty thousand troops were deployed to Somalia under 
the auspices of UNITAF. While twenty nations provided troops, twenty-
eight thousand were American, mostly Marines. It was a potent military 
force. And unlike the Chapter VI peacekeeping mandate that constrained 
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UNOSOM I, UNITAF was authorized under Chapter VII of the UN Char-
ter. Th eir mandate was for peace enforcement, meaning that armed force 
could be used to accomplish the mission. UNITAF had the authority that 
UNOSOM I had lacked—the authority to compel compliance by forcibly 
separating and suppressing the belligerents. 

 In spite of this broader authority to stop the violence, UNITAF’s mission 
was limited in several ways. Th ere were time constraints; it was to last fi ve 
months, at which point, May 1993, the operation would be turned over to 
a multinational UN-led organization—UNOSOM II. Th e operations were 
also to be limited in scope. Its mission entailed the following: fi rst, to secure 
seaports, airstrips, and food distribution points; second, to protect relief 
convoys; and third, to assist UN agencies and NGOs in providing food 
to the famine-stricken population. Th e mission therefore was intended to 
address the human costs of state disintegration and civil war, but would do 
little to deal with the warring clan factions that had caused it. 

 UNITAF was not authorized to forcibly disarm the clan militias. Guns 
could be exchanged for food or money, but they could not be confi scated, 
which meant that the clan arsenals would remain intact for use when 
needed. For Robert Oakley, President Bush’s special envoy, and Marine 
Lieutenant General Robert Johnson, the commander of the UNITAF forces, 
disarming the clans was not considered to be possible, even with a force of 
thirty-seven thousand. Th ey believed it would have taken fi ft y thousand to 
disarm Mogadishu, one city, and would require going house to house. 

 Additionally, rather than marginalizing the warlords, Oakley sought 
their support in order to make the intervention as peaceful as possible. 
Many saw this as a legitimization of notorious butchers. But Oakley argued 
it was the pragmatic choice.   Any attempt to bypass the warlords would 
almost certainly embroil UNITAF in bloody combat, an event the Bush 
administration sought to avoid. 

 UNITAF was a formable force, one that the warlords did not want to 
tangle with. Th e end result was that 25,000 well-armed Marines shift ed 
the power realities on the ground, resulting in a temporary peace. Death 
and starvation were reduced dramatically. Th e deployment of UNITAF 
forces improved the security situation and facilitated the fl ow of food and 
other emergency relief supplies to the neediest parts of Somalia. But the 
political situation remained unsettled. Th e forces that had caused this man-
made humanitarian calamity, the warlords and their well-armed militias, 
remained intact. What to do about them and the related matter of rebuild-
ing Somalia was left  to UNOSOM II. 



80 SOMALIA

 Th e new year arrived, followed twenty days later by a new U.S. presi-
dent. During the election campaign Bill Clinton had been outspoken 
about the need to do something in Somalia. Upon taking offi  ce, he went 
along with the planned transition to UNOSOM II, the policy of the Bush 
administration. 

 UNOSOM II 

 UN Security Council Resolution 814, known as the “Mother of all Resolu-
tions,” offi  cially established UNOSOM II in March 1993. Unlike UNOSOM I, 
it was not limited in time and scope. Resolution 814 not only continued 
the humanitarian relief eff ort, but also planned to resuscitate Somalia’s 
political, law-enforcement, and social institutions, as well as its economy. 
Th e U.S. ambassador to the UN at the time, Madeleine Albright, described 
the goal of 814 as “nothing less than the restoration of an entire coun-
try.”   Despite these loft y-sounding goals, the reality was that the UN had 
embarked on a mission for which it had neither the experience nor the 
capabilities. 

 UNOSOM II’s mandate was to “assist in the provision of relief aid and in 
the economic rehabilitation of Somalia.” UNITAF had successfully accom-
plished the former but never considered the latter. However, if Somalia 
were to free itself from years of dependence on foreign aid and humanitar-
ian assistance, economic development would be essential. 

 Confl ict resolution and political reconciliation were to be accomplished 
by fostering “broad participation by all sectors of Somali society and the 
re-establishment of national and regional institutions and civil administra-
tion.” To ensure peace, stability, and the rule of law, the UN mission would 
“assist in the re-establishment of the Somali police.” Finally, UNOSOM II 
was “to create conditions under which Somali civil society may have a 
role . . . in the process of political reconciliation and . . . reconstruction.”   

 Th is was a highly ambitious nation-building agenda. Everything was to 
be rebuilt—schools, water and electric systems, roads, and political institu-
tions. As for the warlords and their clan militias, Resolution 814 intended to 
disarm them, by force if necessary. 

 To facilitate this process the UN convened a Conference on National 
Reconciliation in Somalia in Addis Ababa in March 1993. Th e leaders of 
all Somali political movements attended and signed a four-part agree-
ment that committed each to disarmament and security, rehabilitation and 
reconstruction, restoration of property, and settlement of disputes. 
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 An international force of 20,000 was to be deployed for this mission. 
Th e U.S. contribution was to be 4,200 troops, which included a 1,200-man 
Quick Reaction Force (QRF). Th e remainder consisted of logistic person-
nel. However, at the time of the transition from UNITAF to UNOSOM II, 
only 12,000 troops were available. And the force never grew bigger than 
16,000. Moreover, the UNOSOM II force was also greatly reduced in terms 
of capabilities. When the U.S. combat forces departed at the beginning of 
May, they took with them their tanks, other armored vehicles, and helicop-
ters. Th e UNOSOM II force had few of these capabilities. 

 Th ese were not the only limitations of UNOSOM II. Its staff  was assem-
bled hastily, did not undertake eff ective planning, and received weak 
support from the UN Secretariat staff . Consequently, from the outset, 
UNOSOM II had command, control, and communications problems. Th ere 
was inadequate planning, doctrine, communications, and liaison between 
its headquarters and component units. 

 As part of the transition, Secretary General Boutros-Ghali appointed a 
U.S. naval offi  cer, Admiral Jonathan Howe, as his representative in  Somalia. 
Admiral Howe had chaired the committee that planned the U.S.-led 
intervention in November in his role as President Bush’s deputy national 
security adviser. Th e decision was a political one. Th e admiral, of course, 
had little experience on the ground in places like Somalia. Boutros-Ghali 
picked him to ensure support from the Clinton administration for this 
new mission. 

 UNOSOM II’s military commander was General Cevik Bir from Turkey. 
His deputy, U.S. Army General Th omas Montgomery, also commanded the 
American contingent, including the Quick Reaction Force. In eff ect, he was 
in charge of a separate command and took his orders from Washington, 
not from Bir, Howe, or Boutros-Ghali. 

 No sooner was the transition from UNITAF to UNOSOM II completed 
that it became clear General Aidid would not cooperate in the implementa-
tion of the agreement he had signed in March in Addis Abba. As a result, 
UNOSOM II, under its Chapter VII rules of engagement, sought to compel 
him to disarm. In response, Howe and his deputy, April Glaspie, sought to 
marginalize and neutralize Aidid. 

 By moving against Aidid, UNOSOM II was not only taking sides, but 
also taking on Somalia’s most powerful and heavily armed warlord. He 
commanded thousands of disciplined fi ghters armed with a large inventory 
of anti-tank rocket launchers, anti-aircraft  guns, mortars, light artillery 
pieces, and a handful of tanks. And Aidid was knowledgeable about war. 
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Along with his fi ghters, he had been trained in Soviet and Italian military 
schools. Th is was training he put to good use in a series of escalating clashes 
that culminated in the events of October 3. 

 Th e fi rst incident occurred when UNOSOM II moved against Radio 
Mogadishu—one of the sites that under the Addis Ababa agreement Aidid 
agreed could be inspected. Aidid had been using it as an arms store, in 
addition to using the station to broadcast a hard-hitting propaganda cam-
paign against the United Nations and the United States, both of which he 
characterized as foreign occupation forces. Using the radio station was a 
clever move on Aidid’s part, because it allowed him to swell the ranks of his 
supporters for the coming confrontation. Th roughout Somali history dif-
ferent clans had joined together to oppose foreign intervention, and Aidid 
sought to tap into this spirit of resistance. 

 Howe and Glaspie, who dubbed the station “Radio Aidid,” considered it 
to be the single greatest source of anti-UNOSOM II propaganda. Not sur-
prisingly, when the UN decided to carry out a weapons inspection there 
on June 5, Aidid believed this was a pretext for moving against the station. 
It was to be the fi rst inspection of its kind, and it seemed to Aidid that his 
forces had been singled out for attention. Indeed, Aidid saw this as further 
evidence that the UN had taken sides in Somalia. 

 Th e inspection mission was assigned to the Pakistani Light Armor 
Brigade, a part of the UNOSOM II force. Aidid was not notifi ed of the 
inspection until late on the aft ernoon of June 4, when UNOSOM II offi  -
cers appeared at his compound. His interior minister, Colonel Abdi Qaybdid, 
is reported to have “received the letter at the gate,” and upon reading it 
retorted: “Th is is unacceptable . . . this means war.”   

 On June 5, lightly armed Pakistani forces arrived at the radio station in 
unprotected vehicles. Th ey assumed that as Islamic brothers of the Somalis 
they had nothing to fear. What happened next is still debated. Th e Pakistanis 
say they carried out an uneventful inspection and were ambushed as they 
departed. Somalis counter that the UNOSOM II soldiers smashed the radio 
equipment to put it out of service. As word of this spread, local Somalis 
converged on the Pakistanis. 

 Gunman hiding within the crowd ambushed the inspectors. Th e attack 
quickly turned into a massacre. Aidid’s fi ghters killed twenty-fi ve Pakistanis 
and wounded fi ft y more. Th e debacle grew grizzlier when the remains of 
several dead Pakistanis were grotesquely mutilated. Other UNOSOM II 
patrols and food distribution sites were also hit on that day, in what 
appeared to be a coordinated operation planned and executed by Aidid. 
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 Th e UN was quick to retaliate, which in turn escalated the crisis. With 
little debate, and little understanding of what it was getting into, the UN 
jumped from a policy of feeding the Somali people to fi ghting its strongest 
warlord. Both the U.S. and Pakistan pressed the Security Council to adopt 
a resolution naming Aidid responsible for the massacre and demanding 
his arrest. Th e Security Council approved Resolution 837, which, while not 
singling out Aidid by name, charged: “the premeditated armed attack” was 
launched “by forces apparently belonging to the United Somali Congress/
United National Alliance”—Aidid’s men. Under Chapter VII the Security 
Council authorized UNOSOM II to use “all necessary measures against 
those responsible.”   Aidid was considered responsible and immediately 
became the main target. 

 In preparation, Admiral Howe requested that General Montgomery bring 
in AC-130H Specter gunships to add fi repower. Armed with side-fi ring can-
nons and Gatling guns, an AC-130H can unleash a torrent of fi re with terrify-
ing accuracy. Its Gatling guns and cannons, one of them the size of a howitzer, 
can saturate an area with devastating fi re. Th e AC-130H can also pick out and 
hit individual targets with pinpoint accuracy. UNOSOM II’s objective was to 
eliminate several targets, including Aidid’s radio station, headquarters com-
pound, and home. Th ey also intended to seize weapons and related capabili-
ties. However, the real prize was the capture of the warlord himself. 

 What followed on June 12–17 was a substantial exercise of military power 
on the part of the UN under Chapter VII authorization. On the fi rst night 
the AC-130Hs obliterated the radio station and other sites that were used 
to store weapons. Angry demonstrations erupted in Mogadishu within 100 
meters (330 feet) of the UNOSOM II compound. Pakistani troops fi red into 
the crowd, killing several Somalis. 

 Th e next night, UNOSOM II’s target was a facility that converted trucks 
into battlewagons for Aidid’s militia. It too was fl attened. More demon-
strations followed, and again jittery Pakistani troops fi red and killed sev-
eral Somalis. As before, Aidid’s militia used the crowd as cover for fi ring at 
UNOSOM II troops. Th e Somali people served as human shields. 

 Th ree nights later the target was Aidid’s compound and home. Following 
the early morning bombardment the Somalis threw up burning barricades 
from which gunmen challenged the UNOSOM II forces. Th e UN retaliated 
by issuing a warrant for Aidid’s arrest. Howe put a bounty of $25,000 on his 
head and had Mogadishu leafl eted with reward notices.   

 However, capturing Aidid in Mogadishu proved much more challeng-
ing than destroying his facilities. Howe requested help from Washington. 
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Th e Pentagon maintains a small number of what it calls special mission 
units. Th e one that is best known to the public is Delta Force. It special-
izes in commando operations, including what are called snatches. Without 
warning a Delta unit can swoop into hostile territory, seize individuals, and 
bring them out. Th e Clinton administration turned down the request as too 
risky. 

 In July UNOSOM II escalated the crisis to a new level. It learned that the 
leaders of Aidid’s Habr Gedir clan were convening a meeting at the offi  ces 
of its interior minister, Abdi Hassan Awale Qaybdid. UNOSOM II believed 
this meeting was actually a council of war to plan new operations. Somalis 
claim it was a gathering of clan elders to fi nd an end to what had turned 
into a blood feud between Aidid and the UN. Th e warlord was scheduled 
to attend. 

 Th e meeting took place on the morning of July 12, even though Aidid 
was not present. Shortly aft er the meeting convened, U.S. helicopters began 
an assault, fi ring sixteen TOW antitank missiles at three diff erent parts of 
the building. Known as Operation Michigan, the assault lasted less than 
twenty minutes. Th e sixteen TOWs and untold bullets from 20 mm can-
nons ripped the building to pieces. Marines were deployed outside its gate 
to capture anyone who made it out. 

 Th e number who died is disputed. According to Admiral Howe, it was 
fewer than twenty. Th e Red Cross put the number at fi ft y-four killed.  Aidid’s 
fi ghters identifi ed seventy-three individuals by name.   Th e signifi cance of 
the attack for Somalis cannot be overstated. Th e UN was now targeting 
individuals instead of arms depots and related facilities, and the Somali 
reaction was immediate and ferocious. Several Western journalists at the 
site of the attack were beaten to death. 

 Aidid sought to strike back by killing Americans. Skirmishing continued 
between the QRF and his militia through the rest of July. Th en on August 8 
four U.S. soldiers died when a remote-controlled mine destroyed their 
Humvee. Th e operation shocked the Clinton administration. Americans 
were now the targets. 

 UNOSOM II requested four hundred U.S. Rangers to increase the 
capabilities of the QRF. It also asked for Delta Force commandos. As 
Washington deliberated, Aidid’s militia struck again, this time at another 
U.S. military vehicle. Six soldiers were wounded. It was another remote-
controlled device. Th e Clinton administration responded to this escalat-
ing situation by sending in Task Force Ranger (TFR), which included the 
Delta commandos. Code-named Gothic Serpent, TFR was to carry out a 
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“snatch operation” by capturing Aidid and taking him out of Somalia. By 
now, Aidid was being viewed as the primary impediment to UNOSOM II 
achieving its mission. 

 Ambush and End Game 

 While TFR was setting up in Somalia, American combat engineers and 
Pakistani forces were ambushed on September 9. Aidid’s fi ghters also car-
ried out several mortar attacks on the UNOSOM II airfi eld in early Sep-
tember. General Montgomery, fearing that the situation was getting out of 
control and that the QRF was not equipped to deal with it, requested four 
M-1 Abrams tanks, fourteen Bradley Fighting Vehicles, and some heavy 
artillery. Secretary of Defense Les Aspin turned down the request on the 
grounds that it would escalate the confl ict to an unacceptable level. 

 Once it was oriented, Task Force Ranger initiated a series of raids that 
resulted in the capture of several of Aidid’s lieutenants, but not the warlord 
himself. As these attacks continued, Aidid’s militia retaliated. Th en on Sep-
tember 25, using a rocket propelled grenade (RPG), Aidid’s men shot down a 
Black Hawk helicopter. Th ree Americans died. Up until that point, U.S. heli-
copters had ruled the skies over Mogadishu—invincible to the militias they 
hunted. American commanders chalked the incident down to sheer luck. 

 It is now known that the loss of the helicopter was not due to chance. 
First of all, like any military organization the world over, Aidid had stud-
ied his enemy’s tactics.   Second, Aidid’s military had received advisory 
instruction from the radical Islamic terrorist organization that would 
later carry out the September 11, 2001 attack on the World Trade Center 
and  Pentagon—al-Qaeda. As we have learned since 9/11, al-Qaeda’s leader, 
Osama bin Laden, saw U.S. involvement in Somalia as an extension of its 
presence in Saudi Arabia and the other Gulf states that grew out of the 1991 
war to expel Iraq from Kuwait. He believed that Washington was following 
an imperial policy of taking over parts of the Muslim world. 

 In 1992 one of bin Laden’s top lieutenants, Muhammad Atef, traveled to 
Yemen and Somalia to determine how al-Qaeda might attack U.S. forces 
stationed there. As a result, al-Qaeda’s leadership council decided to bomb 
a hotel in Yemen where U.S. troops stayed on their way to Somalia. Th rough 
its Yemen affi  liate al-Qaeda bombed the hotel on December 29, 1992, but 
missed the American troops, who had already departed. 

 Atef then returned to Somalia to arrange to assist Aidid’s militia. Subse-
quently, one of al-Qaeda’s commanders and a small number of Mujahideen, 
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veteran Islamic holy warriors who had fought in Afghanistan against the 
Soviet Union, were dispatched to provide military assistance and training. 
Th e training included tactics learned in the Afghan War for fi ghting against 
heavily armed helicopters. Aidid’s gunners were taught that the most eff ec-
tive way to shoot down a helicopter was to use rocket propelled grenades 
(RPGs), rigged with timing devices to take off  the tail rotor of the Black 
Hawk, its most vulnerable part. 

 Following the September 25 loss of the Black Hawk, the U.S. Task Force 
Ranger intensifi ed its search to fi nd and snatch Aidid. In the fi rst days of 
October a Somali agent working for the CIA reported that key Aidid lieu-
tenants were planning a meeting for the aft ernoon of October 3. It was 
unclear if Aidid would be there. A snatch and grab mission was planned, 
but as described in chapter 1, things quickly went sour. Once the Rangers 
had secured the perimeter and the Delta commandos were inside seizing 
Aidid’s lieutenants, Aidid’s fi ghters reacted much faster to the raid that they 
had to previous U.S. operations. Within minutes, hundreds of Aidid’s forces 
had converged, surrounding the building. 

 Th e outcome is chronicled in  Black Hawk Down,  Mark Bowden’s defi ni-
tive account of that battle.   In a strict military sense, the Task Force Ranger 
raid was successful. Th e Aidid lieutenants who had been targeted were cap-
tured. But the human costs of the operation were high: nineteen Ameri-
cans dead and missing, seventeen from Task Force Ranger; and eighty-four 
wounded, sixty of whom were Rangers. One Malaysian was also killed and 
seven were wounded, along with two wounded Pakistanis. Many hundreds 
of Somalis were killed and wounded. 

 Politically, October 3 was a major defeat for the U.S. and caused a dramatic 
change in U.S. policy. Aft er the debacle, U.S. policy planning, according to 
David Halberstam, “was all about how to get out, or more accurately, how to 
cut and run without looking like they were cutting and running.”   Th e fi rst 
step was putting an end to the operation to snatch Aidid. By the end of Octo-
ber UNOSOM II forces were doing little more than self-protection. Plans for 
disarming the clans, patrolling the streets, and other peace enforcement mea-
sures were forgotten. Most U.S. troops were out of Somalia by March 1994. 
One year later the UN brought UNOSOM II to an offi  cial end. 

 In Retrospect: An Assessment of the Somali Way of War 

 Much has been written about the UNOSOM II operation, its pitfalls, unex-
pected dilemmas, and human and material costs. Th e events of October 3 
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have even been made into a movie, based on the book  Black Hawk Down . 
As a new course of action for both the United Nations and the United States 
in peace operations, most agree that it was an unmitigated disaster. Like-
wise, there are many critical studies and aft er-action assessments of the 
shortcomings of Task Force Ranger. 

 What all of these assessments have in common is a general agreement 
that the United States and the United Nations did not abide by the coun-
sel of the ancient Chinese strategist Sun Tzu. Recall what he advised. First, 
study war: “War is a vital matter of importance to the state. . . . It is manda-
tory that it be thoroughly studied.” But the United States neither studied 
nor understood the Somali way of war. Somali warfare was messy and did 
not fi t the template employed by the American armed services for assess-
ing those it might have to fi ght. Th is led, in turn, to a violation of Sun Tzu’s 
oft -quoted warning to “Know the enemy.” Aidid knew his enemy and knew 
how to exploit U.S. vulnerabilities. Th e United States, however, did not 
return the compliment. 

 As we shall see, answers to the six questions posed earlier for assessing 
the war-fi ghting methods of non-state actors like the Somali clan militias 
would have met Sun Tzu’s requirements. And most important, understand-
ing the Somali way of war would have equipped UNOSOM II and Task 
Force Ranger with a better understanding of what they were about to face 
from the warlords in Somalia. 

 Concept of Warfare 

 To understand the concept of warfare and its status in societies like Somalia, 
it is necessary to distinguish between confl ict and violence in the modern-
day setting and in its historical roots. We begin by focusing on the roots, 
which shape and lay the foundation for the contemporary context. 

 Th ere is a wealth of anthropological and historical material that under-
scores the centrality of violence, confl ict, and war in Somali society. Th at 
literature describes Somalia as a clan-based “culture of confrontation.” Th is 
culture derives from its nomadic and pastoral foundations. Daily existence 
in such societies is characterized by endemic confl ict, and fi ghting is con-
sidered the proper pursuit of men. Diff erences are oft en settled by violence. 
Th e contemporary Somali conception of warfare originated in this past. 

 Somalis today, as in the past, regard fi ghting highly, according to the 
authoritative British anthropologist, Ioan M. Lewis. He observed that 
the Somali clans have a great propensity for fi ghting and combat. Indeed, 
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he writes “war and feud occur constantly” and “oft en last for years, and 
sometimes for generations.”   Moreover, “fi ghting potential very much 
determines political status, and feud and war are instruments of power 
politics; they are the chief means by which relations between groups are 
regulated.”   

 As discussed earlier, because Somalia is an austere and stark land of 
scarce resources, there have always been reasons to fi ght. Warfare has tra-
ditionally been based on the clan and lineage ties, with fi ghting occurring 
over watering holes and limited grazing lands, as well as a lack of clear 
boundaries because of the nomadic nature of society. For these reasons, 
clans fought. When seasons were bad and drought hit, that combat was 
more intense. According to McFerson: “Eff ective occupation of resources 
is a key criterion of ownership and has played a key role in traditional and 
current confl ict. . . . Clans and sub-clans are culturally bound to support 
each man and his clan, thus dragging Somalia into a never-ending interne-
cine confl ict.”   

 Sir Richard Burton, the renowned nineteenth-century British explorer, 
linguist, scholar, soldier, anthropologist, writer, and translator of  Th e 
 Arabian Nights , explored and mapped parts of the territory of present-day 
Somalia for geographical and trade purposes. He recorded the results of 
his journey in his book  Th e First Footsteps in East Africa . On that trek he 
was speared in the face in an attack by Somali warriors. Th e wound did not 
deter Burton from examining the intimate aspects of the inhabitants’ daily 
lives. A precursor to the modern ethnographer, he immersed himself in the 
local environment. 

 Burton found the Somalis to be “a fi erce and turbulent race” wracked by 
continual “internal feuds. . . . Blood feud rages, and the commerce of the 
place suff ers.” He noted that while feuds eventually ended, “the fact of its 
having had existence ensures bad blood . . . and the slightest provocation 
on either side becomes a signal for renewed hostilities.”   

 Burton was among the fi rst to observe how this warring tradition, 
which has infused Somali history and continues to do so today, grew out 
of interclan relationships. Confl ict and warfare were major aspects of 
those interactions. As Burton highlighted, the blood feud was endemic to 
these exchanges between lineage-based groups, whether it was over scarce 
resources or other matters. 

 As noted earlier, at the heart of clan warfare is the practice of  godob  or 
vendetta. According to Samatar,  godob  institutionalizes confl ict and vio-
lence in Somali culture. It is the way clans and subclans settle the inevitable 
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disputes and grievances that lie at the heart of their feuds that can extend 
over generations. Vendettas can take diff erent forms depending on the 
off ense incurred. Th e more serious transgressions lead to blood vengeance. 
Anthropologists have chronicled the role of vengeance in the history of this 
nomadic people and its carryover into the modern era. 

 However, these same specialists also observe that within traditional 
Somali society one can fi nd institutionalized and structured mechanisms 
for controlling and managing this endemic violence. For example, reli-
gious elders within a community and the councils of clan elders oft en 
played an important mediating role. Th ey employed dialogue as a means 
of reconciling diff erences among and within clans and ensuring that 
justice had been met, thus containing violence. Intermarriage was also 
a confl ict management tool in which subclans or clans were connected 
through family ties. 

 Paying  diya , blood money, was yet another means by which confl ict 
could be limited and justice realized. Recall that  diya  paying—traditionally 
measured in camels—is a contract system that defi nes the basic jural and 
political status of the individual in the settlement of disputes. A  diya  group 
is sworn to avenge injustice against one of its own members if no exchange 
of camels is agreed upon, and to defend each other materially or aggres-
sively when members of that group themselves do wrong. Menkhaus notes, 
“this practice of blood compensation did mitigate spiraling violence, it 
did allow . . . clans to negotiate an end to bloodshed and it also served as a 
 deterrent for personal vendettas and murder.”   

 In sum, traditional pastoral society in Somalia had many mechanisms 
to manage violence. To be sure, armed confl ict between clans and subclans 
was a way of life. Violent confl ict was traditionally accepted as a means by 
which groups resolved diff erences, but confl ict was limited and controlled 
using traditional confl ict-management tools. 

 Th e Somali concept of warfare also shaped the modern-day context. As 
traditional societies modernize, Western specialists in development studies 
assert that societies are supposed to pass through a transition where war-
like foundations are ameliorated. In the case of Somalia, however, this did 
not take place. What gave way instead were its confl ict-management tools. 
Th e colonialization of Somalia and the turmoil of its postcolonial aft er-
math eroded traditional confl ict-management measures. Moreover, Barre 
fostered violence and confl ict between clans as part of his divide and rule 
policy. And it is from his policy of arming the clans that we can trace the 
emergence of warlords as clan leaders. 
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 UNOSOM II’s far-reaching mandate was planned without a clear under-
standing of these historical and contemporary particulars and their interre-
lationships. And in this knowledge vacuum, UNOSOM II initiated a policy 
of direct confrontation with Aidid and his clan that turned into a blood 
feud. Th is paved the way for months of escalating violence. Moreover, fol-
lowing UNOSOM II’s bloody attack of July 12, 1993, that feud deepened sig-
nifi cantly in terms of the level of revenge demanded by Somalis. Here is 
how they put it: “It may be aft er 100 years, but Howe is now in the history. 
No one will ever forget.”   

 Somalia’s history is inundated with this kind of long-term vendetta obli-
gation that is eventually fulfi lled. Take the case of Colonel “Somali” Smith, 
the British district commissioner in northern Somalia in 1947. During his 
time in there, he was engaged in suppressing the clan-based bandit groups 
that were creating havoc in the region. In these actions Somalis died. Smith 
and his Somali wife left  shortly thereaft er. Twenty years later, he decided 
enough time had passed for him to return to Somalia for a visit. “But the 
day aft er his arrival, at the door of his hotel room, Somali Smith” met his 
fate. He “was stabbed to death by the son of one of the men he had killed in 
1947.”   It had taken twenty years, but the vendetta was fi nally settled. 

 For outside actors intervening in Somalia, such as UNOSOM’s forces, 
the fi rst step should have been to develop an understanding of this con-
cept of warfare, its historical roots, and traditions of fi ghting, blood feuds, 
and vendettas. Th e UN and U.S. military planners would also have been 
well served to study how contemporary political developments had under-
mined those traditional methods for limiting and containing the use of 
force. To not understand or take seriously these cultural forces could 
and did lead to disaster. When UNOSOM II decided to demonize Aidid 
and move militarily against his clan militia they unleashed a shocking 
cycle of violence, the roots of which they did not understand. As a result, 
UNOSOM II picked a war with a skilled paramilitary leader who com-
manded irregular forces. And it is to the composition of this formidable 
enemy that we now turn. 

 Organization and Command and Control 

 How do non-state actors organize their forces for war-fi ghting? How are 
those organizations led? Th ese are among the central questions that U.S. 
intelligence offi  cers needed to answer for the units and their commanders 
who deployed to Somalia as part of UNOSOM II. 
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 Historically, Somali society consisted of two classes of men—clerics and 
warriors. Th e latter were accorded a great deal of prestige for their mili-
tary prowess. Since few religious men were needed from Somali society, 
all Somali males were considered potential warriors. As a result, a culture 
of military readiness fl ourished throughout a long history of foreign inva-
sion, colonial occupation, domestic confl ict, and wars with neighboring 
 countries. 

 We do not know a great deal about the structure and organization of 
Somali military units before colonialism. However, we do know that the 
clan structure played an important role. Fighting detachments belonged to 
clans and subclans. Men from their clans formed the majority of the fi ght-
ers from which the leadership was drawn. 

 Despite these martial traditions, precolonial Somali clans did not estab-
lish permanent military formations. Rather, clans organized themselves 
into militias that fought guerrilla style when necessity dictated. Because of 
the nomadic pastoral nature of Somali society and the austere and resource-
scarce environment, standing military units were not a luxury that clans 
could aff ord. As Daniel Compagnon writes, “more practical considerations 
militated in favor of clan-based [militia] organizations. Given the lack of 
resources, the unit size requirements of guerrilla warfare, and the diffi  culty 
of giving military training to individualistic camel herders, it was more effi  -
cient to opt for a military structure based on kinship segmentation.”   

 Th is paramilitary or guerrilla unit of organization carried over into 
the colonial periods. As Aidid noted, Mohammed Abdulle Hassan—the 
 British-dubbed Mad Mullah—employed irregular paramilitary units quite 
eff ectively during his twenty-year war of resistance. It was only when he 
altered that approach to more conventional war-fi ghting tactics in which he 
built and tried to defend forts, that his forces were defeated. 

 Likewise, for the generation that fought to oust the Barre regime, clan-
based militia units resurfaced in full bloom. Th is arrangement proved that 
a loose military coordination of clan-based units—the traditional way in 
which Somalis organized themselves for confl ict—was best suited for fi ght-
ing Barre’s army. As a result, each militia unit commander retained a con-
siderable amount of autonomy and initiative. 

 Ironically, it was Barre who fostered this resurgence following the Somali 
defeat in the Ogaden War. Organized opposition to his personal and repres-
sive rule was on the rise. As explained earlier, to counter this he militarized 
certain clans by encouraging the formation of militias, giving them weapons, 
and then employing them against the clans that were challenging his regime. 
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 Th is worked for a short period, allowing Barre to undermine clan 
attempts to create a viable multiclan opposition. His divide and conquer 
tactics helped him to generate distrust among the clans that opposed him 
and diff use opposition to his rule for awhile. But even Barre had run out of 
luck by the late 1980s. 

 However, to understand the resurgence of these clan-based guerrilla 
militia units as solely the result of lineage would be a mistake. Th e clans 
needed skillful leaders or, as Compagnon terms it, they needed the clan 
political entrepreneur who mobilizes clan segments in order to pursue 
political objectives. As Compagnon notes: “Kinship helps to form a politi-
cal arena, but does not capture the essence of competition: the language of 
kinship, rather, provides a ready made ideology through which combatants 
stigmatize the enemy (especially in oral poetry), ascribe unthinkable vio-
lence to the other side, and in turn justify their own atrocities, while claim-
ing to uphold the social values of clan solidarity.”   

 Mohammed Farah Aidid, father of war, was a clan leader who did par-
ticularly well in the battle to overthrow Barre and seize the spoils of war. 
Aidid was able to mobilize and employ the Habr Gedir clan militia for 
those fi ghts. Later he would be labeled the most corrupt and murderous 
of the warlords by the UNOSOM II leadership. To be sure, it was not an 
undeserved characterization. But Aidid was more than that. He was also a 
talented military strongman and a strategist, ruthless and decisive, with a 
political agenda. In many ways, he sought to model himself aft er Mohammed 
Abdulle Hassan. 

 Aidid was asked by his clan in the late 1980s to return to Somalia from 
India, where he was serving as ambassador, to lead the fi ght against Barre. 
Th e Habr Gedir elders designated Aidid the clan’s  abatira  or “father of war.” 
Of all the clan militia leaders, he had the most signifi cant military back-
ground. Joining the army in the 1950s he was sent twice to Italy for military 
training. In 1963 he was selected for three years of training at the Frunze 
Military Academy, the elite Soviet offi  cer training school. 

 Aidid was far from the brute that UNOSOM II leadership liked to char-
acterize him as. He spoke English, Italian, and Russian, and he was a prac-
ticing Muslim. As a young teenager he attended Qur’an school. He was well 
read and maintained a substantial library. He published three of his own 
books, including  Mohammed Farah Aidid and His Vision of Somalia.      Th ey 
make interesting reading and provide insights into the man. 

 Aidid was also well versed in the Somali art of guerrilla operations. He 
studied past leaders and even wrote about them in his book  Somalia: From 
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the Dawn of Civilization to Modern Times.  Th at included, most importantly, 
close attention to Mohammed Abdulle Hassan, whom he characterized as 
“the greatest Somali hero ever.”     Th e parallels between the two are reveal-
ing. Both defi ed and humiliated great powers of their day, which made 
them highly respected in the eyes of many Somalis. Both were intelligent, 
unpredictable, charismatic, ruthless, daring, and treacherous. 

 Aidid employed his knowledge and leadership skills eff ectively, and this 
played an instrumental role in the military defeat of Barre and his army, 
for which he believed he was entitled to be president of Somalia by right 
of conquest. It also served him well in his battle with other clans and, most 
important, in his ability to impose a demeaning retreat on the U.S. and UN 
forces in 1993. 

 Of course, Aidid was highly ambitious, which was at the cost of the ordi-
nary Somali. More than 350,000 died in the 1992 man-made famine, but for 
Aidid and other warlords it was a moneymaker. Likewise, he saw the U.S.-UN 
interventions as another opportunity for personal gain. 

 In sum, Aidid was a complex fi gure and one not to be underestimated. 
However, that was exactly what UNOSOM II did. Perhaps nothing captured 
this better than the price they put on his head—twenty-fi ve thousand dol-
lars. UNOSOM II printed and littered Mogadishu from aircraft  with eighty 
thousand posters. Th e posters characterized Aidid as a war criminal and 
a thug. First and foremost, it was far-fetched to think that clan members 
would turn him in for any reward, let alone such a paltry one. Moreover, 
Aidid was insulted himself by the paltry fee and immediately posted a one 
million dollar reward for the capture of Admiral Howe. 

 UNOSOM II military commanders likewise misjudged General Aidid 
and his acumen as a soldier. How could he ever be considered a general? 
He wore no uniform; neither did the members of his clan militia. He was 
simply a thug. A common criminal who could be intimidated—cowed—by 
modern military power. 

 But Aidid understood both the physical and social terrain in which 
the fi ghting took place. He understood how the clans would react to for-
eign invasion. And the complex interactions of clan identity, culture, his-
tory, traditions, and the rivalry of clan elites—warlords in the UNOSOM II 
 vernacular—vying for control of diff erent parts of Somalia. Th ese complex 
social factors shaped the battlefi eld in ways that were foreign to those tak-
ing on Aidid. 

 Aidid also understood the physical environment. He was a skilled 
military man who applied the traditional Somali way of war to the urban 
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 setting. Small militia units—guerrillas—adapted to the urban terrain for 
close-quarter combat. He understood how to off set U.S. military technol-
ogy and to exploit the UNOSOM II use of fi repower, which killed many 
Somalis, to rally support to himself. 

 Aidid and his commanders also studied U.S. tactics and fi gured out ways 
to counter them. Th ey were aware, for example, that Task Force Ranger 
always followed the same pattern in its snatch operations. Aidid’s militia 
learned to recognize the signs of a TFR operation and to move to coun-
ter it. Th e loss of the fi rst Black Hawk helicopter over Mogadishu was no 
coincidence. It was the result of Aidid’s following classical military strat-
egy—know your enemy. 

 Moreover, Aidid also understood the American Achilles’ heel—risk 
and casualty aversion—and he exploited it ruthlessly in the bloody fi ght of 
October 3. Th e results were almost instantaneous. A. J. Bacevich sums this 
up nicely: “the Clinton administration promptly signaled its intention of 
surrendering the fi eld to the Somali warlord as rapidly as a semi- respectable 
withdrawal could be arranged. . . . Having infl icted approximately one 
 hundred casualties on the American forces deployed to Somalia, Aidid had 
won a victory that by any defi nition of the term was decisive.”   

 Area of Operations 

 Th e area of operations in Somalia, AO in military parlance, did not resem-
ble the environment in which guerrillas had maneuvered for much of the 
Cold War. It was no longer the desert or the jungle or the mountains. Irreg-
ular warfare in the late 1980s and 1990s was increasingly being fought in 
and around cities—Sarajevo, Grozny, Kuwait City, Port-au-Prince, Panama 
City, Kinshasa, and Mogadishu. Combat in the streets of the urban canyons 
was on the rise, and the cities appeared to be dangerous places for modern 
armed forces. 

 By the late 1990s these developments had generated a large professional 
military literature on the urban battlefi eld and the conduct of warfare in 
cities.   Both demographic and political trends pointed to these areas as one 
of the most likely locations for military operations in the fi rst two decades 
of the twenty-fi rst century. Cities and connected clusters of cities, such as 
Mogadishu, would be the political and economic epicenters around the 
globe. 

 UNOSOM II failed to recognize these emerging developments and the 
attendant diffi  culty that modern armies would face in executing military 
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operations on this new urban battlefi eld against warrior opponents that 
fought in unconventional, asymmetric, and barbaric ways. Today, things 
are diff erent. Th e lessons of the 1990s have resulted in new U.S. military 
doctrine, training, and equipment for warfare in the cities. 

 Unlike UNOSOM II, Aidid and his clan militia had adapted to the urban 
battlefi eld. Th ey were able to do so because, according to John Drysdale, 
“Somalis know about tactics, and are natural fi ghters. It is second nature 
to surround and ambush eff ectively.”   Drysdale’s insights are gleaned from 
more than thirty years of experience working with and studying Somalis. 
Th e author of standard reference works on the subject, he fi rst encountered 
Somalis during World War II, when he fought with them in Burma against 
the Japanese. 

 In Mogadishu, Aidid and the other warlords adapted the traditional 
Somali way of fi ghting—small-unit guerrilla campaigns in which raiding 
parties fought hit-and-run wars—to the urban setting. Mark Bowden, in 
 Black Hawk Down , provides example aft er example of such operations in 
Mogadishu, culminating in the bloody battle of October 3.   

 Th ere was evidence of this trend well before 1993. By the late 1980s, sev-
eral opposition groups had transformed themselves into relatively power-
ful, clan-based insurgent movements. Relying on fi nancial assistance from 
Somali exile communities and various foreign governments, they grew in 
strength and numbers. As the opposition groups closed in on the Barre 
regime and its army the fi ghting centered in and around Mogadishu. 

 In fact, the fi rst battle of Mogadishu, which ended with the ousting of 
Barre, was basically a fi ght between Hawiye clan militias on one side, and 
Darod elements of the Somali army and armed Darod civilians on the 
other. Th e army, the core of the Barre regime since it seized power, did not 
put up much of a fi ght until Mogadishu. But in the crowded urban streets 
and alleys of Mogadishu, both sides fought door to door and rooft op to 
rooft op in vicious fi refi ghts. Th e campaign to defeat Barre provided brutal 
lessons about combat in urban areas. And as the United States was shortly 
to discover, Aidid and his clan militia learned them well. 

 Types and Targets of Operations 

 Historically, writes Lewis, “the kinds of military operations executed by 
clan militias were hit and run raids generally waged in guerrilla campaigns. 
Pitched battles are rare.”   Actions were confi ned to irregular military oper-
ations. In precolonial times a legitimate target generally would have been 
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the men of an opposing clan; perhaps camels, or other resources, would 
have been looted. Women and children were not deliberately targeted, 
although there may have been some casualties. 

 Operations of excessive cruelty appear to have been eschewed for practi-
cal reasons. Although war was a constant, Somali oral historians explain 
that: “Since no group liked to be on the receiving end of such excessive vio-
lence, they took great care not to be the fi rst to perpetrate it. Th ey had every 
reason to believe that the example they set in victory would be the one fol-
lowed by their opponents in the event of their own defeat.”   

 Th is began to change with the coming of colonialism. Noncombatants 
now became part of clan warfare. While clan military operations still took 
the form of irregular guerrilla warfare, targeting became indiscriminate. 
Th e distinction between warriors and civilians was lost. 

 Mohammed Abdulle Hassan’s Dervishes embodied this new no-holds-
barred Somali warfare during their twenty-year holy war against Britain and 
Ethiopia. Any clan or subclan who did not align with Hassan was declared an 
infi del, and he would order his warriors to kill their men, women, and chil-
dren and to seize all their property. Hassan is said to have had a very strong 
sense of retaliation and was cruel and vindictive in dealing with his enemies. 
No life was spared. Th e war resulted in great destruction and the loss of life, 
and it is estimated that as much as a third of the population perished. 

 Indiscriminate paramilitary operations targeting civilians continued 
during the Barre regime. Th is was especially the case aft er 1978, when he 
began to face the mounting challenge of clan opposition. Barre used two 
tactics in order to undermine the clans. First, he fostered distrust and hos-
tilities among diff erent clans in order to get them to fi ght one another. Th e 
result was a highly indiscriminate use of force. Second, Barre created spe-
cial paramilitary units—death squads in today’s vernacular—that employed 
brutal violence against clans that opposed him. Some of the more vicious 
acts occurred in rural villages and were carried out by special troops known 
as the “Isaaq Exterminating Wing.” Th ey were directed to attack Isaaq vil-
lages to destroy their shops and houses, kill their livestock, and drive the 
inhabitants from the region through the use of terror. 

 Th ese methods further warped traditional Somali limitations on war-
fare. Barre created roaming militias and encouraged them to loot, steal, and 
kill. He did the same with his own army. Banditry became a tactic of war. 
Civil rule and traditional methods of confl ict management and reconcilia-
tion were trampled in the dust, as unfettered brutality became the order of 
the day. 
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 In the clan warfare that followed the overthrow of the Barre regime, this 
pattern worsened. Th e traditional warrior code that dictated that women, 
children, and the old were not to be harmed was cast aside. Instead, in 
Mogadishu the militias of the Habr Gedir and Abgal sub-clans battled it out 
using heavy weapons, including artillery, to pummel each other’s territory. 
Th e killing was widespread and indiscriminate. 

 Th e warlords not only used force arbitrarily and at random against the 
innocent, but also employed starvation and famine as weapons of war by 
systematically looting relief supplies. More than 350,000 Somalis died in 
this man-made famine. As noted previously, for the warlords it was not 
only a weapon of war but also a money-making enterprise. Fortunes were 
made from the confi scated food supplies that poured into Somalia from 
international relief agencies. 

 Against both UNOSOM II forces as well as Task Force Ranger, Aidid’s 
 militia also found new tactical roles for noncombatants. Aidid’s men 
ensconced themselves in the neighborhoods of their relatives and subclan 
members and used those buildings as fortifi cations from which to fi ght. 
Hiding among a civilian population that was loyal and/or fearful of Aidid 
created great diffi  culties for UNOSOM II. Operating on the ground in these 
neighborhoods—literally in a sea of people—was extremely dangerous. 
When UNOSOM II forces decided to arrest Aidid and disarm his militia, 
they were placed in the position of needing to use force in an urban envi-
ronment, and that resulted in high civilian casualties. Th e deaths of ordi-
nary Somalis infl amed clan hatreds of the foreign military and turned the 
tribal traditions of blood feud and vendetta on UNOSOM II. 

 As the confl ict intensifi ed and reached its crescendo on October 3, Aidid’s 
warriors found yet another tactical use for women and children. Th ey 
became human shields from behind which these gunmen attacked the sol-
diers of Task Force Ranger. Th e following account is but one example of a 
phenomenon that occurred many times on that day in Mogadishu: 

 At this corner about ten yards east of Goodale and Williamson, Lieutenant 
Perino watched Somali children walking up the street toward his men, point-
ing out their positions for a shooter hidden around a corner further down. His 
men threw fl ashbang grenades and the children scattered. 

 “Hey, sir, they’re coming back up,” called machine gunner Sergeant Chuck 
Elliot.” 

 Perino was on the radio talking to Sergeant Eversmann about Blackburn, 
the Ranger who had fallen out of the helicopter. . . . Perino told Eversmann to 
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hold for a second, step out, and spray a burst from his M-16 toward the chil-
dren, aiming at their feet. Th ey ran away again. 

 Moments later a woman began creeping up the ally directly toward the 
machine gunner. “Hey, sir, I can see there’s a guy behind this woman with a 
weapon under his arm,” shouted Elliot.”   

 Th e Somali gunman believed that the U.S. troops would not fi re out of 
fear of killing these human shields. However, in this particular incident 
during perhaps the most intense fi refi ght U.S. troops had experienced since 
Vietnam, survival dictated otherwise. “Perino told him to shoot. Th e 60 
gun made a low blatting sound. . . . Both the man and woman fell dead.”   

 Constraints and Limitations on the Use of Force 

 Th e international laws of armed confl ict had no bearing on the confl ict that 
took place in Somalia in the early 1990s. Th e warlords who fought over the 
spoils following the collapse of the Barre regime and disintegration of the 
Somali state ignored them, if they knew them at all. What developed over 
the 1970s and 1980s was a culture of violence, cruelty, and brutality. 

 As we have seen, there were other codes and norms of conduct that con-
strained clan-based combat in traditional Somali society, in addition to a 
confl ict-resolution process for resolving violent disputes. Traditional limi-
tations on warfare were similar, in principle, to those found in the inter-
national legal regulations—the Geneva and Hague Conventions and the 
Lieber Code—that restrain armed confl ict among states. As noted at the 
beginning of this chapter, Somali warfare does not traditionally target non-
combatants, kill prisoners, or fi ght without limitations. Moreover, tradi-
tional Somali society had also long-accepted methods for resolving confl ict. 
However, as noted previously, these constraints on fi ghting and tools for 
managing and settling disputes had evaporated along with the disintegra-
tion of the Somali state. Th e culture of violence that took root during this 
time became unrestrained and no one—man, woman, or child—was off  
limits. As power devolved to the warlords and their heavily armed militias, 
they resorted to violence almost casually, unpredictably, and without limit 
in pursuit of personal wealth, clan aspirations, and political ambitions. In 
doing so they plundered and pillaged at will. 

 Th ose who joined or were forced to become members of these mili-
tias were oft en young men, or even children. Th ey were separated from 
their families, and the militia was the only way to survive. Th ese soldiers 
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 possessed no marketable skills—they had little, if any, education, no legal 
earning power, and no future prospects. Once in the militia they received 
no formal military training and no instruction in the laws of war. For the 
militias they were an expendable blunt instrument. 

 Bringing these militias under control was beyond the capacity of 
UNOSOM II, even though this was in their mandate. UNOSOM II was 
unprepared for the unregulated and merciless violence that the Somali 
warriors would unleash on the population. UN peacekeepers then tried 
to employ clan elders to bring the violence and carnage under control. 
Peace, however, would limit and perhaps bring an end to the privileges and 
resources that state disintegration and warfare had provided. Th e warlords 
and militia fi ghters knew this and simply would not brook any interference 
in their operations. 

 Role of Outside Actor 

 UNOSOM II treated the confl ict in Somalia as purely an internal aff air, and 
not one with international and transnational linkages. In hindsight, this 
was a mistake. As noted earlier, an outside actor—the radical transnational 
Islamist group al-Qaeda—was involved in providing support and assistance 
to those who fought UNOSOM II. Th at assistance, while mainly advisory 
in nature, nevertheless, appears to have had a strategic impact on the events 
of October 3, the day of the attempt to capture Aidid, because of the failure 
of UNOSOM II’s leaders to recognize the importance of international and 
transnational linkages and the role of outside actors in internal wars, such 
as al-Qaeda. 

 In the early 1990s al-Qaeda found a ready-made recruiting ground in 
failed states such as Somalia, in which daily life was characterized by exces-
sive political and economic stagnation, rampant corruption, and brutal 
repression. Egypt, Algeria, and Saudi Arabia all developed extremist Islamic 
groups that would employ terrorist tactics during this period. Bin Laden 
exploited these internal confl icts to recruit associates. Al-Qaeda recruit-
ers also zeroed in Muslim groups fi ghting repressive regimes in Bosnia, 
Kosovo, and India, as well as movements fi ghting to establish independent 
states—the Palestinians and the Chechens. 

 As the 1990s unfolded, the United States became al-Qaeda’s primary 
target. U.S. military presence and foreign policy initiatives in the Middle 
East and American commitment to Israel focused al-Qaeda’s attention. In 
1993 the United States had little knowledge of bin Laden and al-Qaeda, and 
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no understanding of the group’s intentions to wage war with it. Th erefore, 
al-Qaeda’s role in Somalia and its aid to Aidid and his militia fi ghters went 
unnoticed. 

 Know your enemy, says Sun Tzu. Th at was not the case for UNOSOM II 
and the United States in Somalia in 1993. UNOSOM II and U.S. treated 
Aidid as a tinhorn warlord who could easily be captured and his organiza-
tion taken down. And because of this disdain for the Somali tribal group as 
a military organization, the United States underestimated the Somali capac-
ity to adapt to and fi ght eff ectively in the urban environment of Mogadishu. 
Disaster followed.   
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  CHAPTER 5 

 Chechnya: Russia’s Bloody Quagmire 

 Grozny, 1994: New Year’s Eve Massacre 

 On December 11, 1994, the Russian military embarked on what it believed 
would be a speedy and unproblematic military conquest to wrest Grozny 
away from Chechen secessionists. Th e objective was straightforward: bring 
the breakaway region of Chechnya back under Moscow’s authority. For the 
next three weeks the city was soft ened up with a continuous bombardment 
and the going looked good for the Russian Army. 

 Th en, before dawn on New Year’s Eve, Moscow stepped up its prepara-
tion for a six thousand-man assault with a massive air and artillery barrage 
of the city. Th e ground attack was intended as a show of force, a demonstra-
tion of Russian armored power. And the Chechens were expected to throw 
in the towel and surrender. Aft er all—how could an amateur militia possi-
bly hope to stand up to the professional armored forces that rolled into the 
city on that morning? 

 Th e facts on the ground were a little diff erent. Th e professional  Russian 
armored force, spearheaded by the 131st Maikop Brigade and the 81st 
Motorized Rifl e Regiment (MRR), was made up largely of conscripts, who 
had no understanding either of urban warfare or of the Chechen warriors 
they were about to face in battle. 

 By mid-morning on December 31, the columns of tanks, armored troop-
carriers (APCs) and self-propelled guns were closing in on the  Presidential 
Palace, headquarters of Jokhar Dudayev, the Chechen president who 
had declared the mountain republic independent in 1991. Th e tanks 
 rumbled unopposed toward the very heart of the city, their mission nearly 
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 accomplished without a single shot fi red. It seemed that Grozny would be 
treated to another impressive display of the might of the Red Army, and the 
Chechens would be cowed. And then the ambush was sprung and all hell 
broke loose. 

 As the unfortunate Russian soldiers quickly realized, they had driven 
straight into a trap. Th e Chechens had lured the Russian columns deep into 
the urban maze of Grozny’s streets and now waited to spring their ambush, 
watching from rooft ops and from basement windows. Th ey were armed 
with rifl es and with sabers, but they were also equipped with Russian-made 
rocket-propelled grenades—a deadly weapon against tanks. Th e Chechens’ 
plan was simple—they would knock out the fi rst and last vehicles in the 
column, thus trapping the rest between the burning wrecks—a simple plan 
that proved to be highly lethal in the close corridors of the urban battle-
fi eld, where it is exceedingly diffi  cult to maneuver tanks and APCs. Th at 
accomplished, the next step was to destroy the rest of the convoy and then 
hunt down and kill the fl eeing survivors. 

 Within a matter of hours the Russian stroll into Grozny turned into a 
desperate and bloody fi refi ght. From atop multi-story buildings, from 
the ground level, and from basements Chechen warriors zeroed in on the 
 Russian armored vehicles. As the columns ground to a halt, the Chechens 
began picking off  each trapped vehicle with the rocket-propelled grenades. 
And as Russian troops poured out of their burning vehicles, Chechen 
marksmen cut them down in the street. 

 Meanwhile, other elements of the 131st Maikop Brigade had reached 
the railway station, also with relative ease. But the same deadly ambush 
awaited them. As the armored vehicles converged in front of the station, the 
 Chechens started fi ring. Over the next twenty-four hours the square around 
the station became a graveyard for Russian armored vehicles and the sol-
diers who operated them. It was sheer carnage. Hour aft er hour, men and 
machines alike fell under the Chechen barrage. And as the smoke began to 
settle it became clear that the Russians had suff ered a devastating defeat at 
the hands of fi erce, skilled, and merciless Chechen resistance fi ghters. 

 Th e Kremlin has never released an accurate accounting of Russian losses, 
but the very public defeat at Grozny was a crushing and humiliating mili-
tary catastrophe. Th e number of dead Russian soldiers probably exceeded 
two thousand, and one report states that they “lost more tanks in Grozny 
than they did in the battle for Berlin in 1945.”   

 Th e U.S. Marine Corps’ (USMC) Amphibious Warfare School provides 
a year-long curriculum on “Battle Studies.” Among the cases examined in 
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the late 1990s is “Chechnya: Th e Battle for Grozny.” Th at study estimated: 
“Th e fi rst Russian assault column to enter Grozny . . . lost 105 of 120 tanks 
and armored personnel carriers.” And overall, “the Russians lost about 70 
percent of the tanks committed to the New Year’s Eve 1994 assault.”   

 Th e USMC case study highlights fi ft y-seven strategic, operational, tac-
tical, and technical reasons the Russian intervention in Chechnya came to 
such grief in 1994–1996 and provides a  tour de force  assessment of what the 
Russian army did wrong. Missing from the study, however, was a key ele-
ment: an examination of the Chechens. What was it about the  Chechens, 
their traditions, and their concepts of warfare that made them able to take 
on the Russians? And how did those factors contribute to the Russian 
debacle? 

 Th e Russian military appears to have paid little attention to the enemy 
it faced and grossly underestimated its fi ghting ability. Th is was personi-
fi ed in the arrogant claim by Defense Minister Pavel Grachev at the outset 
of the operation. Grozny could be taken in two hours with one parachute 
regiment, he crowed, and the rest of Chechnya brought to heel in seventy-
two hours. To this Russian politician, the subjugation of Grozny was a done 
deal; and the Chechens were little more than an anachronistic irritation. 
How, aft er all, could traditional tribesmen stand up to the modern might of 
the Russian war machine? 

 For the Russian soldiers hunted down by small bands of Chechen war-
riors led by saber-wielding commanders, Grachev’s boasts proved terri-
bly wrong. Indeed, more than a few of those desperate Russian conscripts 
met their fate as one swipe by a Chechen swordsman cleanly cut off  their 
heads. Th e Chechens, it seemed, could not be dismissed as inconsequential, 
despite their traditional culture—quite the contrary. 

 Moscow, apparently having learned nothing in Afghanistan about fi ght-
ing a traditional people steeped in a warrior tradition, failed to give serious 
attention to the fi ghting skills and tenacity of the Chechens. And clearly 
they paid dearly for it. Although Russian troops eventually managed to 
take Grozny, it was a Pyrrhic victory. In the fall of 1996 Moscow negotiated 
a settlement ending the confl ict and withdrew its forces from the region. 
Th ey returned three years later only to become mired down again in the 
Chechen quagmire, where they remain today. 

 To understand why this happened, it is necessary to grasp two facets of 
Chechen history that Moscow appears to have ignored. First, even in the 
face of globalization, Chechen society is a traditional one, and war- fi ghting 
skills are an integral part of the Chechen way of life. Second, Chechens have 
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a festering and deep-seated hatred of Russia as a result of two hundred years 
of dogged resistance to Moscow ’ s rule. Both of these factors have shaped 
the evolution of the Chechen concept of warfare, and that concept has 
infl uenced the organization, command, and control of fi ghting units, the 
conduct of operations, target selection, and constraints on the use of force. 
It is to these two enduring themes of Chechen society that we now turn. 

 The Foundations of Chechen Society 

 John Keegan, the renowned British historian of war, raised the follow-
ing questions as he pondered why the Russian army came to such grief in 
 Grozny in early 1995: 

 In Afghanistan, Russian armored divisions were ambushed and bamboozled 
by mountain tribesmen. Now Chechnya, a nation of mountain warriors, less 
than 2 million strong, has defi ed a Russian task force of tanks, strike aircraft , 
and as many as 40,000 soldiers for over a month. Th e Chechens will probably 
lose their capital in the end. Th at will not mean the war is over. . . . What is it 
about peoples like the Afghans and Chechens that makes them so diffi  cult to 
defeat? . . . What supplies the Chechens with their determination and fi ghting 
skills?   

 Th e answers lie in the nexus between contemporary politics and histori-
cal experience. In terms of the latter, an idiosyncratic combination of long-
established social, ethnic, and religious factors has forged the Chechen 
warrior culture over many centuries. And this culture is bound together 
through powerful clan loyalties, deeply held family ties, and adherence 
to Sufi  Islamic principles. More recently, that warrior culture—the blue-
print for how the Chechens fi ght—has been adapted and honed in combat 
against Russian military incursions and occupation. 

 Although battling against the Russian armies has had an important 
impact on the Chechen way of war, it only partially answers the questions 
Keegan has posed. Chechen social, ethnic, and religious foundations, which 
evolved over a much longer historical period, also infl uence how they fi ght. 
Th us, the sword-wielding and rifl e-toting Chechens who infl icted such ter-
rible losses on the Russians in 1991 were the heirs to military knowledge 
based on combat experiences passed from father to son over many genera-
tions. Th is can be seen in the Chechen warrior’s self-image. He believes he 



RUSSIA’S BLOODY QUAGMIRE 107

is worth ten of his foes and will fi ght to the death rather than shame his 
family, clan, or ethnic nation. And this martial heritage is part of the care-
fully natured martial tradition that has made them such formidable mod-
ern warriors. 

 Villages and Clans 

 Structurally, Chechen society is decentralized, divided into local village and 
clan units. Th e region’s mountainous terrain (its average height is 10,000 feet), 
has contributed signifi cantly to the longevity of this traditional social order. 

 Each village consists of an extended patrimonial family, the origins of 
which are traced back to a common ancestor. In most cases, the village is 
named aft er that ancestor, although it may carry the name of a Sufi  saint.   
In Chechen society, knowledge of family history is mandatory. Custom 
requires men to know the stories of their own past, to include feuds and ill-
treatment of family members, back seven generations. 

 Traditionally, the Chechen mountain villages, which are actually small 
forts perched on cliff s with high stone walls, have also played an important 
role in the history of Chechen armed resistance. Village leaders organized 
their men into fi ghting units to defend the village against attacks, provid-
ing protection—and security—to their families. Th ese local units served, 
in eff ect, as a “force in being” that could be mobilized to fi ght on relatively 
short notice. 

 During the fi rst Chechen war of the 1990s, the modern-day equivalent of 
these traditional village units caused serious problems for Russian military 
forces, who did not understand how the villages fi t into the Chechen social 
order.   Russian fi eld commanders considered the villages they gained con-
trol over to be behind the front lines of the war. However, the village units 
did not consider themselves defeated. Rather, they began their age-old mis-
sion of protecting the village from outside intruders. As a result, and much 
to the Russian chagrin, the village units would move quickly to strike from 
deep in the rear of the Russian positions. 

 Since village fi ghting units cannot provide suffi  cient security on their 
own against invading foreign armies, at such times several villages will 
organize themselves into larger units based on their  teip  or   clan identity. 
Th e Chechen people are subdivided into approximately 150  teips . Each clan 
is composed of a group of several thousand people connected by blood 
relations, strong moral obligations, and ties to an ancestral piece of land. 
At the roots of Chechen identity is the centrality of honor of these blood 
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 FIGURE 3 Chechnya 
 Public domain map from the Central Intelligence Agency Factbook, 

available at http://www.cia.gov/cia/publications/factbook/ 

 relations. Cowardice on the part of a clan member shames his family, vil-
lage, and clan. And shame cannot be permitted. Th erefore, a Chechen is 
taught to choose death over dishonor. 

 Th e deeply rooted structure of  teips  is an integral part of the Chechen 
ethnic character, and it has played an important role in the preservation 



RUSSIA’S BLOODY QUAGMIRE 109

of their ethnos. Th e  teip  controls all villages within a geographic region 
through a council of elders. Th ey have supremacy over local village coun-
cils in all administrative, legal, political, defense and security issues, while 
allowing for a high degree of autonomy for each village. 

 Each Chechen clan functions as a self-suffi  cient unit. Th ere are, however, 
diff erences between clans in social norms, customary laws, traditions, and 
even language. Th ese diff erences can gain momentum and turn into open 
confl icts—feuds—between clan families. Divisions along clan lines can be 
seen in confl icting social norms, customary laws ( adat ), blood feuds and 
vendettas, and honor codes.   

 To understand the great strengths of Chechen society and its formidable 
fi ghting traditions, it is necessary to understand the centrality and pro-
longed existence of clan identity. Th at identity, with its concomitant memo-
ries, mores, and customs, traces back to premodern times.   Contemporary 
developments, particularly the two hundred years of confl ict with Russia, 
have also shaped Chechen concepts of war-fi ghting and combat. But it is 
in Chechen history that the roots of the formidable Chechen warrior tradi-
tions begin. 

 Traditionally,  teips  played a critical role in Chechen life, shaping social 
relations in mountain conditions that were extremely austere and arduous. 
At the center of life within the  teip  was the kinship group—the extended 
family—and its male members who had responsibility for protecting the 
family. Associations among those male members of the  teip  were very egali-
tarian. Th ere were no social classes and few diff erences of rank. Moreover, 
leadership within the clan was gained through achievement, not heredity. 
Even today, the  teips  remain the core of the Chechen martial identity and 
the source of warrior combatants in the fi ght for independence. 

 Sufi  Islam 

 Religion has played an important role in the evolution of the Chechen 
war-fi ghting traditions. Th ere is disagreement over when Islam arrived in 
Chechnya and took root. Some say it was as early as the eleventh century. 
Others argue Chechnya converted to Islam in the sixteenth century, when 
the region was dominated by the Ottoman Empire.   Irrespective of its ori-
gins, the majority of Chechens converted to Islam in the late eighteenth 
century during the period of the great Imamates of Sheikhs Mansur and 
Shamil. Th ese Imams were adherents of Sufi  Islam and instituted strict pol-
icies of conversion and obedience to Sharia Law.   
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 Sufi sm began the Islamic reform movement of the eleventh century. It 
emerged as a response to the growing materialism and wealth of Muslim 
society that resulted from the establishment of the Islamic empire at that 
time. Th ose who came to be known as Sufi s asserted that Islam’s empha-
sis on law, duties, and rights lacked the deeper spiritual commitment and 
purity of the time of Prophet Muhammad. Sufi sm called for a direct and 
personal experience with God through interaction with a sheikh or  mur-
shid , and by practicing an ascetic lifestyle of detachment from wealth and 
materialism. 

 Sufi s played a central role in the political life of Islam, leading revival-
ist movements and fi ghting colonial occupying powers. To do so, the Sufi  
brotherhoods created networks of monasteries and schools that spread 
Sufi sm across the Muslim world. Th is was also the case in Chechnya dur-
ing the nineteenth century, when schools of Sufi sm were established at 
local mosques and supervised by a council of religious leaders. By the end 
of the century, the Muslim religion became so popular that eight hundred 
mosques and several hundred Islamic schools were founded in the region.   
Sufi sm was practiced in Chechnya through organized communities called 
brotherhoods or  tarikat , which were led by a mystic or religious scholar. In 
the nineteenth century two brotherhoods—Naqshandiya and Qadiriya—
came to dominate Chechnya and neighboring Muslim populations. 

 Naqshandiya, which became the principal Sufi  order, included the most 
prominent Muslim leaders of that time—Mansur and Shamil.   Th e order 
was egalitarian, and unlike other mystic brotherhoods it put up barriers to 
entry. In addition, Naqshandiya, while ascetic in principle, was not overly 
so. Other orders obligated disciples to lead a highly abstemious life in order 
to avoid all mortal temptations and reach divine purity. Consequently, 
Naqshandiya grew rapidly and gained an important social and political 
authority among Chechens.   

 Th e Sufi  brotherhoods provided organizational concepts for Chechen 
communities and their resistance movements.   Two key  characteristics—
asceticism and mysticism—were of central importance. Asceticism pro-
vided the frame of mind and discipline to overcome the hardships of 
protracted warfare under grueling conditions. Mysticism played an equally 
important role by sustaining the morale of Chechen fi ghters. Th e mystical 
aspect of armed resistance was taught to boys during their religious train-
ing, and the result was robust discipline and unquestioned submission to 
authority. Moral supremacy over the enemy, preached in Sufi  religious 
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training, shaped the overall concept of Chechen resistances and provided 
sociopolitical cohesion within the fi ghting units. 

 In the 1990s another strand of Islam—Wahhabism—began to spread 
in Chechnya in conjunction with Russian interventions. In the nineteenth 
century the Wahhabis were in the forefront of Muslim religiopolitical resis-
tance to Western imperial expansion. Recall that Sheikh Muhammad Abd 
al-Wahhab converted the Saud tribe and convinced its leadership it had a 
religious duty to wage holy war against all other forms of Islam. He also 
preached jihad against the Western and Christian presence in the Muslim 
world. Wahhabism came to Central Asia in the mid-1980s, when the Party 
of Islamic Revival was established in Dagestan.   Th ey called for uniting 
the North Caucasus into one Islamic movement and for waging holy war 
against Russian rule of the region.   Th e Wahhabists assert that Muslims can 
be militarily successful despite the superiority of foes such as the Russian 
army because they alone are fi ghting for the glory of Allah and unity under 
the Sharia.   We will return later in this chapter to how this has aff ected the 
course of events in Chechnya since the 1990s. 

 Confl ict and Violence in Chechen Tradition 

 Confl ict has had a long-standing place in Chechen history. It has shaped 
the combat spirit and warrior culture underscored earlier by Keegan. And 
confl icts old and new live on in story-telling. From an early age, a Chechen 
boy is taught he is a warrior, fi ghting is part of life, courage is a supreme 
virtue, honor is precious, cruelty toward enemies is no sin, and cowardice 
brings shame on family and clan. 

 Th e warrior ethic of traditional peoples can be seen in their symbols and 
customs. In the case of the Chechens, the dagger is emblematic. It is among 
a man’s most valued personal possessions. When a Chechen boy reaches 
manhood, at fi ft een, he receives a  kinzhal,  the Caucasian dagger, which is 
intrinsic to his manhood and honor. Th e  kinzhal  strikes fear into the hearts 
of those who have fought this martial people. And the image of a fi erce 
Chechen warrior laying in wait along a mountain path, poised to strike, is 
etched deep into the Russian psyche. 

 Consider the following excerpt from “Cossack Lullaby” by Michael 
 Lermontov, one of Russia’s great poets. Educated at the School of the Guard 
and Cavalry Cadets in Moscow, he received a commission in 1834 and was 
sent to serve in the Caucasus region. Th ere he learned of the Chechens. In 
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other works Lermontov characterized Chechens as brave warriors, but in 
“Cossack Lullaby,” which refl ects Russian prejudices rampant in pulp litera-
ture of the time, he portrayed them as a vicious and ignoble breed: 

 Th e Terek streams over boulders, 
 the murky waves splash; 
 a wicked Chechen crawls on to the bank 
 and sharpens his kinzhal; 
 But your father is an old warrior 
 forged in battle; 
 sleep, my darling, be calm, 
 sing lullaby.   

 Th e wolf is another symbol illustrative of Chechen warrior tradition, 
will, and fi erceness. It is said that every Chechen man is proud to compare 
himself to the wolf, and its selection is instructive of how the Chechens see 
themselves: “the lion and the eagle are the symbols of strength, but they 
attack only weak animals. Th e wolf, however, is the only beast that dares 
to attack a stronger animal. Its lack of strength is compensated for by its 
extreme daring, courage and adroitness. If he loses the struggle, he dies 
silently, without expression of fear and pain. And he dies proudly, facing his 
enemy.”   

  Th e wolf can also be found in the opening verse of the National Anthem 
of Chechnya. It begins: “We were born at night, when the she-wolf whelped.” 
And in another folk song this line is reversed: “She-wolf whelps at night, 
when Mother gives birth to a Chechen child.” Finally, if one wants to phrase 
a Chechen boy’s courage and skill, say “He was nursed by the she-wolf.” 

 Th e Chechen martial ethic can also be seen in other traditional concepts 
such as  adat , a code of honor that demands revenge for wrongs suff ered 
by one’s family.  Adat  requires that the family of a slain or injured relative 
exact vengeance on the individual responsible, or on his family: “If some-
body kills someone in your family, you may not take revenge immediately. 
You can wait until the time is right.” You may wait for “twenty years,” maybe 
longer.   But eventually, the ancient unwritten code of  adat  demands that 
the score be settled. 

 Th e tradition of  adat  in Chechnya dates back to premodern times. Until 
recent centuries, it was interpreted in such a way as to ensure that blood 
feuds were continued until the male population of two extended families 
was wiped out. Within the Chechen clan structure, not to take vengeance 
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results in men being mocked as weak and without honor. Th us, a spiral of 
violence fed by vendetta killings was unstoppable. 

 In more modern times, vendetta killing has become constrained by 
the principle of an eye for an eye. Th us, once a wrongdoing is redressed, 
the vendetta is over. Justice has been done. A new respect for the concept 
of arbitration has also been important in constraining  adat.  Th us, village 
elders, traditional men of infl uence in rural areas, came to be called on with 
increasing regularity to settle disputes among families. And those settle-
ments, once agreed to, have replaced the endless cycle of blood vendettas 
with binding agreements. 

 Many outsiders who have studied the Chechens have noted the cen-
trality of  adat . In 1944, Stalin deported the Chechen people,  en masse,  to 
a Soviet prison camp. Alexander Solzhenitsyn, the famous Soviet era dis-
sident, witnessed the Chechen commitment to blood vendettas while serv-
ing with them in a prison camp in Central Asia. Th e cruel conditions in the 
camp in no way broke their spirit, he writes: 

 Everyone was afraid of them. . . . We Europeans pronounce only words of 
loft y distain for this savage law [of vendetta], this cruel and senseless butchery. 
But the butchery. . . . does not sap the mountain people but strengthen them. 
Not so many fall victim to the law of vendetta—but what power the fear of 
it had all around. . . . Th e Chechens walk the Kazakh land with insolence in 
their eyes, shouldering people aside, and the masters of the land and non-
masters alike respectfully make way for them.   

 During the wars of the 1990s, stories of Chechens pursuing blood ven-
dettas against their Russian antagonists were reported with regularity: their 
brutal treatment at the hands of the Russians had placed Russians outside 
of the considerations and limitations that Chechens had come to place on 
their own warfare. No quarter was asked for, and none was given. 

 For example, individuals in areas bombed by Russian aircraft  would make 
note of the planes’ markings so they could track down the families of the pilots 
to extract revenge. A similar story from Grozny described how a group of 
Chechen fi ghters, having lost two of their members to  Russian snipers, came 
back and captured the building the snipers had used for cover. Th e Russian 
soldiers who had the misfortune to still be there were cut to ribbons by the 
vengeful Chechens.   As we shall see later, this dichotomy between martial cul-
tures could not be more profound—the professional anonymity of the Russian 
soldier and the personal blood vendetta creed of the Chechen clansmen. 
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 Raiding is another part of traditional Chechen society oft en associated 
with confl ict and fi ghting. Like other peoples living under austere condi-
tions, Chechen families and clans dealt with scarcity by raiding the cattle 
and fi elds of others. It was a means by which men provided for their fami-
lies. And it was also the origin of Chechen unconventional hit-and-run 
tactics and provided the foundation of Chechen small, armed units—men 
used to working together and improvising under pressure. 

 In sum, traditional Chechen society, decentralized and based on the clan 
system, has longstanding warrior customs. From an early age, boys learn 
that they are warriors and that fi ghting is a part of life. Th e use of violence 
for the resolution of disputes between groups has deep-seated roots. How-
ever, they also developed customs and measures for managing confl ict to 
keep it from spiraling out of control. As noted above, those constraints have 
slowly given way to a no-holds-barred way of fi ghting in the face of Russian 
military incursions, occupation, and rule beginning in the late eighteenth 
century and continuing today. 

 History and Consequences of Russian Rule 

 Chechens fi rst encountered Russians when Cossacks established settle-
ments in the sparsely populated Terek steppe (grassy plain) region in the 
mid-sixteenth century. Th e area was open to settlement as the Chechens 
lived in the mountains and forests. From then until the fi rst part of the 
eighteenth century a type of peaceful colonization characterized relations. 
Moscow expanded its infl uence in the region principally by political and 
economic measures, eschewing military occupation. Th e policy worked. At 
fi rst, there was little Chechen armed resistance. 

 Sheikh Mansur’s Holy War 

 Th is changed under Czar Peter the Great, who sought to expand his empire 
into the Caucasus and Caspian region as a prelude to annexing Persia and 
then India. To do so he sent large armies to Dagestan to occupy territory 
as far south as Azerbaijan. Th is change in policy spawned Chechen armed 
resistance. Czar Peter countered by ordering harsh  retaliation. Th is expan-
sionist policy continued under Catherine the Great, who established a per-
manent military presence in the North  Caucasus to bring the region under 
direct Russian rule. Th e result was sporadic Chechen resistance. 
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 Th e Russians tasted the full force of Chechen wrath, at the hands Sheikh 
Mansur Ushurma, a cleric who preached a form of Sufi sm. In 1785,  Mansur 
proclaimed a holy war against Russian occupation and led Chechen, 
 Dagestani, and other North Caucasus mountain peoples in revolt. Cath-
erine sent troops to capture him. Instead, and much to the shock of the 
Russians, Mansur’s warriors encircled and annihilated the Russian force on 
the bank of the Sunja River. For the next six years, Sheikh Mansur’s jihad 
achieved remarkable success. He raised Islamic awareness and steadfast-
ness to a high level and led the Chechen jihadists in a bloody protracted 
war against  Russian occupation. Mansur, however, was forced to rely on 
assistance from the Turkish Ottomans in his fi ght against the Russians, 
and when the Russo-Turkish Wars of 1787–92 ended with the retreat of the 
Ottomans, Mansur and his Chechens were left  exposed. Moscow’s hold on 
the Chechen homeland was cemented when Sheikh Mansur was fi nally 
captured. He died in exile, and the unruly Chechens were brought into the 
Russian fold—with disastrous consequences for the Chechens. 

 According to Gall and de Waal, “Mansur set a precedent by combin-
ing religious teaching and military leadership and his short campaign of 
resistance made him a folk hero.” To this day, “his name is used on streets, 
banknotes, and Grozny’s civilian airport.”   In the post-Soviet period, the 
deeds of Mansur and Imam Shamil, his successor in Chechen resistance 
to Russian occupation, served to inspire Chechens determined to rid 
 Chechnya of Russian rule, lies, and brutality once and for all. 

 Imam Shamil and the Murid Wars 

 Following Mansur’s capture, the North Caucasus entered a period of nearly 
two decades of instability. Th e Chechens employed their raiding tactics 
against the Russian forces, who retaliated with their own brutal paramili-
tary methods. Moscow remained intent on extending its empire into the 
region, and it did so by annexing Georgia in 1801. But the French Revolu-
tion forced it to refocus westward. 

 With the defeat of France at Waterloo in 1814, Czar Alexander I turned 
his attention back to Transcaucasia. He appointed General Alexi Yermolov 
military commander for the region, tasking him to put a stop to the  raiding 
operations and bring the mountain peoples under submission. Yermolov’s 
response was brutal. During punitive attacks against Chechen villages, Rus-
sian soldiers not infrequently raped and pillaged at will, women and chil-
dren were butchered, and the village fortresses were set on fi re. Chechnya 
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is a land of long memories, Not only has Yermolov’s merciless pacifi cation 
campaign not been forgotten, but also his name is reviled in Chechnya to 
this day.   

 Aft er twelve years of fi ghting, the war reached a crucial turning point 
in 1828 with the emergence of the Muridism movement. A Murid is a fol-
lower of a Sufi  Imam. Th e movement, which started in Dagestan, spread to 
Chechnya. Its leader, Imam Shamil, led  ghazzavat , or holy war, against the 
Russian infi dels. In 1834, Shamil united the North Caucasian highlanders 
in their struggle against Russia and established a theocratic state known as 
the Imamate, which would resist Russian military powers for nearly thirty 
years. As a result, Imam Shamil became a legendary Chechen national hero, 
and a man who embodies the long Chechen struggle against Russian domi-
nation. Shamil consolidated the Imamate into a powerful Islamic coalition, 
and his legacy is meaningful both in the context of the history of Chechen 
armed resistance and in the tradition of Islam, which has shaped Chechen 
perceptions and mentality. 

 As a young man, Shamil attended a Sufi  religious school associated with 
the Naqshandiya Brotherhood and became an Imam.   Instead of preach-
ing, however, Shamil joined the Muslim forces fi ghting the Russian army; 
in 1834 he was proclaimed Imam and took charge of the rebellion. He 
expanded these forces by involving more tribes, and introduced new meth-
ods of fi ghting. His army consisted primarily of irregular cavalry (which is 
typical for nomadic societies), some infantry, and a few cannons. Shamil 
also implemented administrative reforms to institutionalize the role of 
religion in local society. He banned smoking and alcohol and substituted 
Sharia for Chechen customary laws. 

 Shamil built a strong and unifi ed force to wage war against the  Russians.   
And he did so eff ectively for the three decades of the Murid Wars.   Although 
Shamil’s forces used guerrilla hit-and-run tactics for most of the war, his 
forces did win a major victory in 1845, when they surrounded the head-
quarters of the Russian Army at the village of Dargo and killed more than 
four thousand troops, including three generals. Th e defeat caused Moscow 
to retreat, and it was several more years before Russian forces undertook 
another major campaign in the region.   

 During the Crimean War of 1856–1860 Shamil aligned himself with the 
Ottoman Empire to organize raids into Georgia and other Russian terri-
tory. However, during the fi nal years of the Murid Wars, internal confl icts 
within the Muslim tribes split Shamil’s army, and he was captured during 
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a Russian military operation in 1859. Th e confl ict formally ended in 1862 
when, as a captive of Czar Alexander II, Shamil renounced the ideals of the 
Murid War for the dubious promise of Chechen autonomy. 

 Shamil had been able to conduct a successful thirty-year guerrilla war 
against the Russians for two important reasons: First, he mobilized Sufi  
disciples, who generated the religious fervor of the Murid army—a major 
advantage over the Russians, whose soldiers were conscripted peasants 
with low morale.   Th is asymmetry in morale and motivation has been a 
recurring theme in the Russo-Chechen confl ict, and it remains so. Sec-
ond, Shamil adopted the traditional fi ghting style and tactics of the  Muslim 
tribes. His units were extremely mobile, engaging in surprise attacks on 
Russian troops. Th e core of these tactics was the ambush and hit-and-run 
attack, which worked well in the thick woods and the rugged mountain-
ous terrain of the Caucasus. Shamil’s forces also had supremacy over the 
 Russians in close combat, where they could apply the art of using their 
  kinzhal  daggers.   

 With the loss of Shamil’s leadership, the Chechens found it more diffi  -
cult to attack the Russian forces. As a result they were driven into the foot-
hills and mountains of Chechnya and held at bay by the oft en violent and 
brutal Russian occupation forces. Leaderless but not beaten, the Chechens 
responded with periodic uprisings, which led the czarist regime to try to 
resolve the problem by exterminating, isolating, and deporting the most 
active of the rebels. Th at policy, which served only to provoke new dis-
turbances, created a pattern that Chechnya and Russian were doomed to 
repeat for the remainder of the nineteenth century. 

 The Soviet Mountain Republic and Reoccupation 

 In 1917 communist revolution came to Russia and with it, believed the 
Chechens, came an opportunity to break the cycle of czarist violence 
and rule. Aft er all, the Bolsheviks claimed that they supported the self-
 determination of national peoples. In reality, the new regime in Russia 
proved to be no diff erent than its predecessor when it came to Chechen 
independence. Th e Bolsheviks wanted to control the Caucasus region, 
including Chechnya. However, their most immediate problem in 1918 was 
dislodging a pro-czarist counterrevolutionary army led by General A. I. 
Denikin. In this fl uid situation, Chechens and Dagestanis united behind the 
leadership of two Sufi  sheikhs and a great-grandson of Shamil in May 1918, 
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declared independence, and formed a North Caucasian Republic. With the 
collapse of Denikin’s army in the fall of 1919, the  Bolsheviks turned to deal 
with their Chechen problem, attempting to reoccupy the area. 

 On January 20, 1921, the peoples of the Caucasus convened the Congress 
of Mountaineers, with representatives from the region. Moscow sent its Peo-
ple’s Commissar for Nationalities, Joseph Stalin, who explained Soviet policy 
regarding nationalities and promised amnesty on condition that the Soviet 
government was recognized. Furthermore, he declared that the Bolshevik 
regime accepted the internal sovereignty of the mountain peoples and rec-
ommended creation of a largely autonomous Soviet Mountain Republic. 

 Th e Caucasus Congress accepted the Soviet proposal on the condition 
that the Soviet regime accept Sharia and local custom as the basic laws 
governing the Mountain Republic and stay out of its internal aff airs. Stalin 
agreed, and the delegates offi  cially recognized the Soviet government. Th e 
Soviet Mountain Republic consisted of Chechnya, Ingushetia, Northern 
Ossetia, Kabardino-Balkaria, and Karachay-Cherkesia. Its leaders believed 
that Lenin’s promise of the right to self-determination would be upheld. 

 Stalin abruptly abrogated these arrangements when he took the reigns 
of power. Instead of autonomy and freedom from repression, a new form of 
colonial oppression, communist instead of czarist, replaced Lenin’s policy 
of autonomy and local self-rule. By 1924, Stalin had liquidated the Soviet 
Mountain Republic and replaced it with six separate entities, including the 
Chechen-Ingush Autonomous Soviet Socialist Republic. Having done so, 
Soviet representatives demanded a general Chechen disarmament in which 
every household was obligated to hand over its fi rearms. Th e Soviet gover-
nor claimed this was a normal procedure in peacetime for all Soviets. But 
the Chechens saw this for what it really was—a prelude to repression. 

 Th at repression came in the late 1920s as part of Stalin’s forced collectiv-
ization of the rural economy and liquidation of private farm ownership. In 
Chechnya, Moscow’s representatives confi scated real estate and arrested and 
deported landowners and their families to Siberia. Chechens rose in revolt, 
took over rural and regional institutions, burned offi  cial archives, and 
arrested local Soviet representatives as well as the chiefs of the secret police 
and security services. Th ey demanded an end to property confi scation and 
collectivization, arbitrary arrests, and intervention by Soviet authorities 
in local aff airs. At this point, the Chechens were merely  furious—aft er all, 
although the Soviets had betrayed them, to the Chechens, they had sim-
ply proven no diff erent from any Russian that had come before them. Th e 
duplicity and excesses of the local and regional communist offi  cials were 
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condemned by a Soviet peace delegation that promised to comply with 
the Chechen demands. Blame for the past excesses and outrages against 
the Chechens was placed squarely on the shoulders of local offi  cials, and 
a police regiment was sent to arrest them. Th e insurgent leaders accepted 
these explanations and agreed to return to their homes while awaiting the 
execution of these assurances. It turned out to be a double cross—the secret 
police surrounded the homes of Chechen leaders, who were either arrested 
or killed. 

 Th is latest betrayal sparked a holy war— ghazzavat —to reestablish 
the Imamate of Shamil and evict the “infi dels” from Chechnya. Moscow 
responded by dispatching several Red Army divisions, as well as regiments 
from the intelligence services and secret police. Th e fi ghting that ensued 
was intense and the body count was high on both sides. However, the large 
Soviet forces had the desired eff ect. By the mid-1930s, Chechen resistance 
was reduced to sporadic guerrilla attacks as many thousands of suspected 
or actual insurgents—called bandits by Moscow—had been arrested and 
executed. Th is was the period of Stalin’s great terror and the Chechens paid 
a steep price for their resistance. 

 World War II Deportation and Aftermath 

 A German army of more than one million invaded the Soviet Union on 
June 22, 1941, throwing the regime into disarray. In Chechnya, these events 
provided the impetus for resistance, and the fi res of rebellion burned 
brightly. According to Soviet accounts of this period, the Chechens were 
quick to join the German Army. Th e Soviets also accused the Chechens of 
deserting en masse from the Red Army to the German forces. Th ere is lit-
tle evidence to prove either claim. All other accounts of the period suggest 
there was very little collaboration between Chechen resistance forces and 
the German Army, with the exception of perhaps a few hundred Chechens 
who joined the Wehrmacht. 

 It was also technically impossible for Chechens to defect from the Red 
Army because they had not been conscripted. Chechens were exempt from 
service in the Red Army. To be sure, approximately 20,000 volunteered, 
and many served with great distinction; but there is no evidence of any 
meaningful defections to the German Army. Th ese kinds of accusations of 
betrayal, however, fi t the stereotype of the devious Chechen that the Soviet 
Union’s propaganda machines churned out. And as we shall see, the accu-
sations would serve a more sinister purpose. 
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 On January 31, 1943, the commander of the German Army at  Stalingrad 
surrendered. Within six months the Caucasus and Caspian region was 
fi rmly back in Soviet hands. Moscow now moved against the Chechen 
rebellion with a vengeance. According to Soviet documents, the Kremlin 
subsequently discussed deporting the entire Chechen-Ingush people on the 
grounds they collaborated with the Nazis: 

 Many Chechens and Ingush, incited by German agents, entered voluntarily 
into formations organized by Germans and, together with German armed 
forces, rose up in arms against the Red Army. Obeying German orders 
they formed gangs in order to attack the Soviet government from the rear. 
A large section of the population of the Chechen-Ingush Republic off ered no 
resistance whatsoever to these traitors to the fatherland. For this reason the 
Chechen-Ingush Republic is being liquidated and its population deported.   

 Lavrenty Beria, chief of the NKVD (predecessor of the KGB) carried out 
the deportations, which called for 425,000 Chechen and 93,000 Ingush to 
be removed in one night. To do so, the NKVD used deception. On  February 
23, 1944, the people of the Chechen-Ingushetia Autonomous Republic 
were told that a celebration of Red Army Day would take place in the pub-
lic squares of every town. In the midst of these festivities Red Army forces 
surrounded the squares and ordered the people to North Kazakhstan and 
Siberia. Here is how one eyewitness recalled that day: 

 In the evening the Red Army soldiers built blazing fi res in the village squares 
and there was singing and dancing. Th e unsuspecting villagers came to the 
festivities. When they were assembled in the squares all the men were arrested. 
Some of the Chechens had weapons and there was some shooting. But resis-
tance was rapidly eliminated. Th e men were locked up in barns and then a 
hunt began for those who had not gone out. Th e whole operation was eff ected 
in two or three hours. Women were not arrested but were told to pack their 
belongings and get ready to leave the next day with the children.   

 Th e actual deportation was brutal; thousands died during the three-
week-long transportation in overcrowded, unheated, and sealed railroad 
cars, with little food or water. Many who survived this ordeal contracted 
typhoid and other diseases during the fi rst year of detention. It is estimated 
that 50 percent or more perished either during the actual deportation or 
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in the fi rst few years in the Gulag, the system of forced labor camps estab-
lished under Soviet rule. 

 Having removed them, the Soviets moved to erase the existence of the 
Chechens from the historical record. Th ey destroyed mosques, burned 
books in the Chechen language, and plowed over village graveyards. Th e 
names of towns and other topographical locations were changed to Russian. 

 For twelve years the Chechens defi ed the Soviet Gulag system. Recall 
what Solzhenitsyn observed. Unlike other inmates, the Chechens never 
accepted what Solzhenitsyn called the “psychology of submission.” Deep 
ethnic solidarity, kinship, and a mentality of fi erce resistance prevailed. 
Indeed, more Chechens returned home in 1957 from the brutal camps than 
were deported in 1944. 

 On February 25, 1956, Nikita Khrushchev, in his secret speech to the 
Twentieth Soviet Party Congress, exposed the many crimes of Stalin’s 
tyrannical rule. In doing so, he mentioned the Chechens among the peo-
ples unfairly deported during World War II. Here is an excerpt: “no reason-
able man can grasp how it is possible to make whole nations responsible 
for hostile activity, including women, children, old people . . . . to use mass 
repression against them, and to expose them to misery and suff ering for 
the hostile acts of individuals or groups of individuals.” In early 1957 the 
Chechen-Ingush Autonomous Soviet Socialist Republic was reconstituted. 
While the false charge of mass treason was dropped, and the Chechens 
were permitted to return to their homeland, the Soviet government did not 
compensate the victims or the families of the deportation. 

 Th e severity of mass deportation and the wretchedness of twelve years 
spent in the Soviet forced labor system in Kazakhstan and Kirghizstan on 
trumped-up charges is indelibly etched in the Chechens’ historical memory. 
It is a defi ning moment in a two-hundred-year legacy of Russian subjugation. 

 Following their return, Moscow kept the Chechens under tight control. 
A large number of Russians had moved into the area during the  Chechens’ 
absence as part of Moscow’s policy to control the Caucasus region. Th is 
Russian population had a monopoly over political power, and to ensure the 
perpetuation of Soviet control, the Kremlin deployed substantial military, 
police, and KGB units to the region. According to Gall and de Waal,  “Offi  cial 
policy required that the First Party Secretary, the local head of the KGB, the 
local police chief and all top administrators in the oil  industry should be 
ethnic Russians.”   Chechens remained second-class citizens in their native 
land, with their traditional culture and religious practices banned. 
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 Chechen Independence and War with Russia 

 Not surprisingly, Chechen complaints and rumblings about their situa-
tion marked the years following 1957. At the end of the 1980s, as the iron 
grip of the Soviet Union started to weaken, this turned into vocal collec-
tive anger. At the end of the decade the Chechens fi nally had their chance 
to break away from centuries of Russian domination, and in 1990, crum-
bling Soviet power opened the door for the declaration of Chechen inde-
pendence. By the end of 1991, the Soviet regime disappeared, and with it 
went the communist control apparatus in Chechnya. What followed was a 
tragic sequence of events that has embroiled post-communist Russia and 
 Chechnya in a vicious cycle of protracted war. 

 The Road to War 

 In the late autumn of 1990, more than a thousand delegates held a Congress 
of the Chechen People. Many hoped to expand Chechen autonomy within 
the USSR. Others sought secession and independence. Among the honored 
guests was General Jokhar Dudayev, at the time commander of a Soviet 
strategic bomber base in Estonia. Dudayev was a most unusual Chechen. 
He was born in 1944, the same year his family was deported to Kazakhstan. 
Dudayev spent the fi rst thirteen years of his life in the gulag. 

 In spite of this, he set his sights on a professional soldier’s career. Aft er 
completing the Tambov Higher Air Force Engineering School, he enrolled 
in the prestigious Yury Gagarin Air Force Academy. Graduating in 1974, 
Lieutenant Dudayev proceeded to rise up the chain of command. At forty-
six, he became the fi rst Chechen to become a general. By all accounts 
Dudayev was a model Soviet offi  cer. 

 However, while serving in the Baltics he radically changed his perspec-
tive on the Soviet Union, and the place of national minorities within it. 
Estonian nationalism was on the rise, and Dudayev became a proponent 
of its secession and independence. Moreover, he reasoned, if Estonia, 
why not Chechnya? At the Congress, Dudayev spoke fervently in favor 
of  self-determination. It was captivating rhetoric, and the delegates over-
whelmingly appointed him chair of the Congress. 

 As these events unfolded, the Soviet Union approached its dénouement. 
Th e closing act pitted Communist Party Chairman Mikhail Gorbachev, who 
was desperately trying to hold the regime together, against Boris Yeltsin, 
who sought to bring about its fi nal demise. In doing so, Yeltsin trumpeted 
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self-determination for the non-Russian republics, a number of which were 
aggressively seeking it. He exhorted them to “Take as much sovereignty as 
you can swallow.”   

 Dudayev, model Soviet soldier that he was, did exactly as he was told. In 
August 1991, Communist Party hardliners attempted a coup to overthrow 
Gorbachev. When it failed, Yeltsin emerged as national leader. Chechen 
nationalists demanded their independence. Dudayev would soon go fur-
ther, and declare it. But as usual, the Chechens found themselves betrayed 
by Moscow. Yeltsin, who just months before had been encouraging the 
Chechens to reach for independence, now turned on them, condemning 
their actions as provocative. 

 At the end of October, presidential and parliamentary elections were held 
in Chechnya. Dudayev won in a landslide, and he immediately declared 
Chechnya an independent state. Moscow rejected the election results and 
instituted a state of emergency. Th is sparked the three-year crisis that cul-
minated in war. In 1993, Yeltsin tried political maneuvers, aligning himself 
with Dudayev’s opponents in the Chechen parliament. Th ey called for a 
negotiated settlement that would normalize relations and keep Chechnya 
in the Russian Federation. Dudayev turned the proposal down and dis-
solved the Parliament. When the opposition called for a referendum on the 
issue, Dudayev retaliated with force. On June 4, the day before the vote, 
Dudayev sent armed units led by Shamil Basayev to disperse those prepar-
ing the ballots, several of whom were killed. Although Dudayev stayed in 
power, his ability to govern was far from eff ective. By 1994, the economy 
was in shambles and his government was providing little in the way of pub-
lic services to the population. 

 As Dudayev’s popularity plummeted and the economy tanked, orga-
nized crime and the black market boomed. Chechnya developed a formi-
dable mafi a with a strong presence in Moscow. Th e Mafi osi exploited the 
situation to accumulate huge revenues from drugs, stolen automobiles, 
bank fraud, and other illegal enterprises. Chechnya gained the reputation 
of a “gangster state,” a moniker Yeltsin employed liberally. 

 In the spring of 1994, Yeltsin moved to reassert control over  Chechnya. 
First, he tried covert action—a technique that the old Soviet state had refi ned 
into an art form—working clandestinely within the Chechen  opposition 
that sought to overthrow Dudayev. Covert action failed, and when it was 
exposed, Yeltsin suff ered a great embarrassment.   In the aft ermath of that 
failure, Yeltsin’s “power” ministers convinced him to use  massive force by 
sending in the Russian army to do the job. Dudayev had to go. 
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 The Russian-Chechen War of 1994–1996 

 Moscow sent a substantial military force to Chechnya in December 1994 
under the delusion it could easily crush the secessionist movement. Th e 
battle for Grozny proved just the opposite. Th rough a combination of tradi-
tional warrior methods adapted to the urban battlefi eld and extensive prep-
aration for an attack expected since 1991, Chechen fi ghters stopped Russian 
armored columns in their tracks. 

 In the battle for Grozny, resistance commandos fought in ways analo-
gous to how their ancestors had for centuries battled in mountains and 
forests—with small, eff ective guerrilla units. According to Lieven: “Th e 
natural forests of the nineteenth century have been replaced by a modern 
forest of a diff erent kind, which is spreading all over the world and is likely 
to make up the chief battleground of the future: the city. Th e Chechen vic-
tory came largely from the fact that just as in the wars of the eighteenth and 
nineteenth centuries they were masters of the art of forest warfare, in the 
1990s they had become urban guerrillas in the truest sense.”   

 Th e Chechens conducted hit-and-run ambushes on the streets of  Grozny 
with devastating lethality. Platoons of fi ft een to twenty-fi ve men, armed 
with heavy-caliber machine guns and rocket-propelled grenades (RPGs), 
trapped Russian armored elements in the urban canyons of the city with 
great skill. Tourpal Ali-Kaimov, a Chechen commander who fought in 
 Grozny, explained how they fought: 

 In the conduct of armor and personnel ambushes, we confi gured our forces 
into 75-man groups. Th ese were further broken down into three 25-man 
groups (platoons). Th ese platoons were further broken down into three equal-
sized teams of six to seven fi ghters each (squads). Each squad had two RPG 
gunners and two PK (machinegun) gunners. Th e 75-man unit (company) had 
a mortar (82 mm) crew in support with at least two tubes per crew . . . . our 
units did not move by fl anking maneuvers against the Russians but instead 
incorporated chess-like maneuvers to hit them. Th ey used buildings and 
other structures as navigation and signal points for maneuvering or  initiating 
ambushes/assaults against the Russians. . . . We segregated Grozny into quad-
rants for ambush purposes. Each 75-man ambush group set up in buildings 
along one street block. . . . One 25-man platoon comprised the “killer team” 
and set up in three positions along the target avenue. Th ey had the responsi-
bility for destroying whatever column entered their site. Th e other two 25-man 



RUSSIA’S BLOODY QUAGMIRE 125

platoons set up in the buildings at the assumed entry-points to the ambush 
site. Th ey had responsibility for sealing off  the ambush entry from escape by 
or reinforcement of the ambushed forces.   

 Th ese innovations were aided by a long list of Russian tactical and oper-
ational blunders, the result of an overall lack of preparation and compe-
tence. For example, Russian units were uninformed about the enemy they 
faced and how they would fi ght. Th ey lacked infantry support to off set 
Chechen small-unit tactics, which made them very vulnerable to the roof-
top snipers. Th e formidable tank gun turrets proved more hindrance than 
help when the Chechens ambushed them from above, and once in Grozny 
these armored columns were cut to pieces. In the fi rst assault on Grozny, 
the Russians found themselves on an urban battlefi eld they had not trained 
for prior to the assault, with little ability to innovate. 

 Th e fi rst phase of the battle resulted in the withdrawal of Russian forces 
from the city center followed by a massive and indiscriminate bombard-
ment. Quite literally, city block aft er block was reduced to rubble. In the 
three months it took Moscow to drive Chechen fi ghters out of Grozny, 
human-rights groups estimated that approximately 27,000 noncomba-
tants were killed as a result of this barrage, which violated international 
humanitarian law and human rights.   And it was only the beginning of 
such disregard for international norms. Indiscriminate use of force by 
 Russia escalated to higher and higher levels as the fi rst war morphed into 
the second one. 

 In conjunction with bombardment of the city, Russian command-
ers employed assault detachments to clear out Chechen fi ghters dug into 
the rubble. In doing so, they coordinated operations between armor and 
infantry forces to include various special units from the military and other 
security organizations, while making extensive use of snipers in support of 
these operations. Improved tactics, the introduction of more skilled units, 
and massive fi repower eventually forced the Chechens to disengage. 

 Aslan Maskhadov, Chechen chief of staff  in Grozny, gave the follow-
ing account of the Russian counterattack and subsequent withdrawal of 
his forces from the city. “On 18 January Russian aviation dropped ‘depth’ 
bombs on my HQ. Th ree bombs hit the cellar, one landed in the adjacent 
corridor, another in the infi rmary and the other in a back room. We were 
left  with just the sky over our heads and the decision was made to. . . with-
draw all our units across the Sunzha River which divides  Grozny in two.”   
Th e Chechens did so at night with such stealth that the Russians contin-
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ued to bomb these abandoned positions for three days aft er they were 
gone. 

 By the end of January, Russian forces controlled half the city. It took them 
another fi ve weeks to take the rest. According to Maskhadov, once on the 
other side of the Sunzha “we rapidly took up positions and built defenses on 
every bridge” and “managed to hold our ground there for another month 
with attacks and retreats. On the opposite side of the  Sunzha the Russians 
razed every building but could not drive their tanks across the bridges 
because of our defenses.” However, they were able to “provide covering 
fi re for infantry troops who managed to cross.” At that point, Maskhadov 
explained, “they advanced within 200 meters of my HQ.” In the fi rst week 
of March, the Chechens fi nally decided to abandon their positions, leaving 
Grozny to the Russians.   

 Taking Grozny proved to be a Pyrrhic victory, as Chechen units rede-
ployed to the countryside and mountain redoubts. From these locations 
they turned the confl ict into a bloody protracted fi ght that would last 
until September 1996, when a peace agreement was signed in Dagestan. 
 Following the fall of Grozny the strategy shift ed to what Maskhadov termed 
a “semi-guerrilla war” in the countryside and mountains of Chechnya. He 
explained: “We wanted to prove one thing, that we will fi ght in every vil-
lage. Th at in every village they will have that coming to them. . . . We said 
they will have to take every village. . . . It was essential, because we have 
too small a territory. If we had not taken defensive positions like that, the 
Russian forces would have reached [the mountains] in a week.”   In con-
junction with these operations, Chechen commanders planned to employ 
long-standing traditional small-unit ambush and hit-and-run tactics. 

 Th e strategy of defending villages was costly. Large Russian units used 
massive fi repower to push them out of one obliterated village aft er another. 
A case in point was the March battle for Argun, located 10 miles from 
 Grozny, where Maskhadov had relocated his headquarters. Th e Russians 
indiscriminately pounded it for weeks, fi nally forcing the Chechen fi ght-
ers to retreat from the rubble to two nearby towns—Shali and Gudermes. 
Th e outcome there was the same. Aft er a bloody fi ght the Russians captured 
both and gained control of eastern Chechnya. 

 In June, Russian forces focused on Vedeno, gateway into the mountains 
and once Imam Shamil’s headquarters. It was now Maskhadov’s command 
center. Vedeno was a hotbed of Chechen resistance and the home of one of 
its fi ercest commanders—Shamil Basayev. It fell by the end of the month, 
giving Moscow control of much of the Chechen countryside. 
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 As a result of these setbacks, by the mid summer of 1995, the resistance 
had abandoned attempts to hold most fi xed positions in the countryside 
and was now fi ghting from the mountains. By doing so they were able to 
conduct several devastating ambushes against both Russian forces deployed 
to the highlands as well as supply convoys and base camps on the plains. 
Like their forefathers, Chechen fi ghters lured the Russian soldiers into the 
forests and cut them to ribbons. 

 Th ey also employed other asymmetrical and unconventional terrorist 
tactics. Th e fi rst took place in the southern Russian town of  Budyonnovsk, 
100 miles from the Chechen border. In mid-June 1995, 150 heavily armed 
Chechen warriors led by Shamil Basayev bribed their way past Russian 
checkpoints and drove straight into the town center. Once there they 
attacked the police station and town hall, briefl y holding the latter. Russian 
reinforcements arrived and a violent battle ensued. Basayev’s men rounded 
up hundreds of hostages and marched them into the town hospital. Th ey 
barracked themselves inside holding more than a thousand hostages. 

 Twice Russian Special Forces attempted to shoot their way in. Both 
attempts failed, and several hostages died, along with combatants from each 
side. Basayev demanded that Russia withdraw all troops from  Chechnya 
and begin direct negotiations with Dudayev. When Moscow failed to 
respond Basayev upped the ante and executed fi ve Russian helicopter pilots 
who had been wounded on the fi rst day of the crisis. 

 Th e event received worldwide coverage. In Moscow, Prime Minister 
Viktor Chernomyrdin, standing in for President Yeltsin who was at a G7 
summit in Halifax, began negotiating directly with Basayev. Eventually, he 
agreed to let the Chechens return triumphantly home with 150 hostages as 
guarantee of safe passage. 

 Th e hostages were subsequently released by the Chechens but the oper-
ation sent a chilling message to Moscow. Not only was the war far from 
over, but the Chechens were willing and able to extend the battlefi eld to 
Russian territory. Th is was a message that Chechen suicide bombers would 
continue to drive home with a vengeance for the next decade. Indeed, once 
back in Chechnya in 1995, Basayev told reporters that the real objective of 
the operation was Moscow, but he ran out of money for bribing Russian 
offi  cials and had to stop at Budyonnovsk. For the Chechens this event was a 
critical turning point and in its aft ermath their fortunes began to rise. 

 A similar hostage operation occurred six months later at Pervomaiskoye 
in Dagestan. A Chechen unit called the “Lone Wolves” attacked a Russian 
military airfi eld in northern Dagestan. When driven back by Russian forces 
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the unit entered Pervomaiskoye, took two thousand hostages, and headed 
for the hospital. A pitched battle ensued. Intensive air and artillery strikes 
destroyed much of the small town. Th e Chechens lost nearly a hundred 
fi ghters but again signaled that nowhere were Russians safe. Aft er several 
days of fi ghting the “Lone Wolves” slipped out of town and returned trium-
phantly to Chechnya. 

 Of course, Yeltsin characterized both events as acts of terrorism and 
rightly so. Other actions that fi t that description included several car 
bomb attacks against senior Russian offi  cials inside Chechnya, principally 
in  Grozny. One of their most important targets was Lieutenant General 
 Anatoly Romanov, deputy commander of the Russian forces in Chechnya, 
who was killed in one such attack. 

 To further demonstrate they could strike in unconventional and diverse 
ways the Chechen resistance threatened to cross the weapons of mass 
destruction (WMD) threshold by detonating a radiological bomb. Such 
devises are made of radioactive material but do not actually cause a nuclear 
explosion. Th e nuclear material is detonated by conventional explosives, 
with the objective of spreading high levels of radiation over a wide area such 
as a city. Such weapons are called “dirty bombs.” Th eir lethality depends on 
the right wind and weather conditions, and the type of material used. In 
1995, the Chechen resistance placed four cases of radioactive material in a 
Moscow park to serve as a warning to the  Russians of how they could esca-
late the war if they chose. Th e incident caused panic among the residents of 
Moscow but did not change Russian policy toward Chechnya. 

 Th ese operations helped the Chechens capitalize on their reversal of for-
tune at Budyonnovsk. Aiding this turnabout was the strong backing from 
the local population, who served as their eyes and ears, providing real-time 
intelligence on Russian forces throughout the republic. According to resis-
tance commander Ali-Kaimov, “Traditional reconnaissance methods [by 
armed units] were augmented by human intelligence and reconnaissance 
by elders, women and children. Virtually every Chechen was an intelli-
gence collector. . . . women and children were given Motorola radios to 
enable timely reporting.” Th e population also provided food grown by local 
farmers and diesel fuel from “homemade refi neries at private residences 
and small factories.”   

 Finally, some assistance came to the Chechen resistance from outside, 
including highly controversial foreign fi ghters from the Arab world. Many 
were veterans of the Afghan-Soviet war of the 1980s, known as Mujahideen. 
Th e ferocious and indiscriminate Russian use of military power against the 
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Muslim Chechens rallied them to the resistance, which they saw through 
the lens of international jihad. 

 Th e most notable of these veteran Mujahideen was a commander 
known as Khattab. Originally from Saudi Arabia, he was an adherent of the 
 Wahhabi school of Islam, as were those who fought with him. Th ese out-
side fi ghters were part of a radical Islamic caste who saw some of the inter-
nal confl icts of the latter 1980s and 1990s—Afghanistan, Bosnia Kosovo, 
 Somalia, Chechnya—as holy wars they had a religious duty to assist. In 
addition to joining the fi ght, they channeled money to the Chechen resis-
tance through Islamic NGOs.   

 Having used massive conventional forces and fi repower-intensive oper-
ations to drive the resistance from Grozny and the rural lowlands by the 
summer of 1995, Russia now had to hold that territory in the face of small 
Chechen units fi ghting from mountain enclaves. To discredit the resistance, 
and to demonize and alienate the Chechens, President Yeltsin branded the 
Chechen fi ghters “terrorists” intent on creating a radical Islamic state and 
region. Creating an Islamic state, however, was far from the Chechen’s ini-
tial objective. Th eir motivations were and remain nationalism and tribal-
ism, with Islamic fundamentalism fi rmly in third place.   

 Russian forces began a major “clean-up” operation in the southeastern, 
northern, and central regions in the spring of 1996. Th eir brutal pacifi ca-
tion campaign signifi cantly increased the number of civilian casualties 
from the war, which only served to strengthen the resolve of the Chechens. 
According to one assessment of the fi ghting, Russian troops, in “numerous 
well-documented incidents. . . . used excessive force against the separatist 
forces and recklessly put civilians in harm’s way.” Th is included employment 
of “helicopter gunships and artillery bombardments” that caused “frequent 
death among civilians. Prior to an attack, Russian forces would encircle a 
village and issue an ultimatum to surrender weapons, troops, and money 
or face attack. Oft en, however, even those villages that complied with 
those terms were subjected to Russian attack.” And civilians were forced 
to pay Russian forces “for permission to escape areas under attack.”   Th ese 
were not extraordinary tactics for the Russian military. Even in routine 
 operations, Chechens were treated brutally. For example, in March 1996, 
Russian forces “shelled the village of Sernovodsk while refusing to allow 
civilians to leave the area, resulting in numerous deaths.” Similarly, prior to 
“an assault on Samashki,” Russian commanders “gave inhabitants 2 hours’ 
warning to evacuate before shelling commenced. Once the bombardment 
started, Chechen men were not permitted to leave.”   
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 Russian troops, according to human rights groups, were engaged in the 
use of torture to try to break the back of the resistance. Th is included estab-
lishing what were called “fi ltration centers” throughout Chechnya. Th ese 
were facilities where suspected members of the resistance were detained 
and frequently abused during interrogation. Th e Committee for the Preven-
tion of Torture of the Council of Europe, among others, has issued several 
reports strongly condemning Russian forces for such abuses in Chechnya.
Th e Council of Europe’s Anti-Torture Committee, among others, has issued 
several reports strongly condemning Russian forces for such abuses in 
Chechnya.   Th ese reports add to the widespread coverage of such abuses 
by several similar organizations.   

 In the spring of 1996, the Russians set their sights on the Chechen 
leadership. On April 10, Chief of Staff  Maskhadov narrowly escaped an 
assassination attempt in eastern Chechnya that killed most of his aides 
and several fi eld commanders. Th en, on April 23, Chechen President 
Dudayev was killed by a Russian missile attack 20 miles southwest of 
Grozny. Apparently, in yet another Russian betrayal, he was conducting 
peace talks with a Moscow-backed negotiator by satellite telephone when 
the rocket struck. 

 In spite of these setbacks, as 1996 unfolded, write Gall and de Waal, 
“Chechen fi ghters were back, with a command network operating across 
the republic. Th ey were moving around the country more freely. . . . Th ey 
had developed a stronger command system and better discipline.”   It 
showed in the resurgence of operations, which included an audacious strike 
in the late summer that staggered Moscow. 

 On August 6 the resistance launched an operation that culminated in 
the recapture of Grozny. In the early morning hours 1,500 resistance fi ght-
ers infi ltrated the city in a carefully planned attack against Russian forces 
and government facilities. In doing so, the Chechens achieved strategic sur-
prise. Within a matter of hours every Russian unit—a force of 15,000—was 
pinned down and the main streets in and out of the city were cut. Moscow 
had vociferously asserted that the operation had virtually destroyed the 
bandits—the Chechen resistance—and had won the war. Th e Chechens’ 
attack on August 6 and the attacks that followed demonstrated how errone-
ous these claims really were. Th e Chechens were far from fi nished. 

 And Grozny was not the only point of attack. Russian units in Argun 
and Gudermes were also put under siege. In Moscow Yeltsin, who was pre-
paring for his inauguration, was caught completely off  guard. During his 
campaign he had promised to end the war in Chechnya. Now he faced a 
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major escalation marked by ferocious attacks on Russian forces. His reac-
tion was to assert that he intended to crush the resistance. 

 On August 7, the Russian command in Chechnya tried to break the siege 
by sending an armored column into the city. By the end of the day it found 
itself in the same diffi  culties as those it was sent to rescue. Over the ensuing 
days several more columns were sent in and suff ered the same fate. In the 
urban canyons of Grozny, the fi ghting was small-unit, close quarters, and 
hit-and-run. Th ese were all tactics that the Russians were not well prepared 
for and that the Chechen fi ghters excelled at. 

 Four days into the siege, Yeltsin began to look for a way out of the crisis. 
In doing so he tasked the head of his Security Council, General Alexander 
Lebed, to serve as special envoy to Chechnya. A veteran of the Afghan war, 
he had been a critic of the policy he was now asked to salvage. By August 
21 he had brokered a deal with Maskhadov for the withdrawal of Russian 
troops and an end to the fi ghting. 

 Th e withdrawal from Grozny was a major defeat for Moscow and 
broke its will to continue the war. Further talks in October and November 
resulted in the withdrawal of all Russian troops from Chechnya. Moscow 
pledged to settle the political status of the republic by December 31, 2001, 
and elections were fi nally scheduled for January 1997. With these agree-
ments the fi rst Chechen war of the post–Cold War era offi  cially ended. 
Estimates vary of the human costs of the war, especially in terms of the 
impact on noncombatants. According to Lebed, 80,000 to 100,000 died 
and 240,000 were injured. And approximately 500,000 Chechens were 
displaced during the war.   

 More War 

 Th e 1994–1996 war ground to a halt without a fi nal resolution of the core 
issue that had sparked the confl ict. For the Chechen resistance it was a 
continuation of their fi ght for independence, and the peace accords only 
postponed this eventuality. Moscow claimed a fanatical Islamic terrorist 
minority had caused the war, and the majority of Chechens would vote to 
stay part of the Russian Federation under a negotiated arrangement to be 
worked out by December 31, 2001. 

 Immediately following the fi ghting, Moscow sought to encourage that 
Chechen majority to support the Federation through economic assistance. 
However, the amount authorized was hardly suffi  cient given the vast 
destruction caused by its military operations during the war. Moreover, 
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the assistance that eventually arrived was even less, aft er corrupt offi  cials 
took their share. In eff ect, Moscow did little to improve the situation in 
Chechnya. 

 For the Maskhadov government, the period following the August 1996 
peace accords was chaotic and violent. Governing Chechnya proved impos-
sible. Th e economy was in ruins, and a signifi cant part of the population 
consisted of displaced internal refugees. Furthermore, individual Chechen 
commanders, over whom Maskhadov had little control, were intent on 
continuing to fi ght the Russians until an Islamic republic emerged in the 
 Caucasus region. Wahhabism advanced into the North Caucasus in the 
1980s, taking root in Dagestan, one of the poorest parts of the Russian 
 Federation. By the 1990s, it had spread to Chechen armed units fi ghting the 
Russian military. And fi nally, in a network that extended from Grozny to 
Moscow, organized criminal activity was also booming—from border-guard 
bribery to black-market goods. 

 In this setting, those committed to extremism and violence gained in 
power. Th e areas controlled by criminal gangs and radical Islamist groups 
grew. Lawlessness burgeoned. In March 1999 this included Russia’s top 
envoy to Chechnya, General Gennady Shpigun of the Interior Ministry. 
He was snatched at Grozny airport, and his body eventually turned up in a 
mass grave uncovered in March 2000. 

 In the summer of 1999 those responsible for kidnapping Shpigun esca-
lated their campaign by staging two armed strikes into the Russian Federa-
tion Republic of Dagestan. Led by Shamil Basayev, deputy commander of 
the Chechen Republic’s armed forces, the objective was to create an Islamic 
state there. Basayev’s fi ghters were Wahhabists, and included non-Chech-
ens who had fought in Afghanistan and elsewhere. His second in command 
was  Khattab, who had reportedly fought the Soviets in Afghanistan and 
then moved on to take part in confl icts in Tajikistan and Azerbaijan. 

 On August 7, 1999, Basayev and fi ve hundred Chechen holy warriors 
crossed into Dagestan and took control of several villages. Local Islamic 
leaders called on Muslims in both Dagestan and Chechnya to join them 
in a holy war to establish an Islamic state in the Caucasus region.  Moscow 
responded with fi repower, bombing the villages and reducing several to 
rubble. On August 25, a ground assault cleared Basayev’s fi ghters out of 
their mountain strongholds. In early September more Islamic warriors, 
perhaps as many as two thousand, entered Dagestan from Chechnya and 
took control of several other villages. By the end of month Russian ground 
forces, now deployed in strength, ousted them. 
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 While these events were unfolding, several terrorist bombings took place. 
On August 31 a military housing complex in Dagestan was hit and sixty-
fi ve dependents of Russian soldiers fi ghting Basayev’s Holy  Warriors were 
killed. Next, three explosions, which rocked Moscow in early  September, 
killed 265 more. One bomb exploded in a shopping center and the other 
two at apartment buildings. Yet another apartment complex in the south-
ern city of Volgodonsk was bombed on September 16, resulting in twenty 
dead civilians. 

 Less than three years aft er the peace accords, the war was back with 
a vengeance. And with these events, Prime Minister Vladimir Putin 
announced Moscow’s intention to create a security zone between  Chechnya 
and Dagestan to prevent any further incursions by Basayev, Khattab, and 
their fi ghters. He hoped to establish a  cordon sanitaire , sealing off  the break-
away republic. To do so, 50,000 troops were sent to the border, a move 
backed by Russian public opinion. 

 A massive bombing campaign inside Chechnya ensued. Moscow said it 
was directed at wiping out the Islamist units responsible for the attacks in 
Dagestan and elsewhere. In reality, the strikes shattered what was left  of the 
republic’s infrastructure. Th e telephone and electrical systems, bridges and 
roads, and the Grozny airport were all devastated. Air strikes also pounded 
civilian areas, forcing more than 100,000 to fl ee to neighboring Ingushetia. 

 In early October, Putin declared Maskhadov’s presidency illegitimate, 
and Russian armed columns seized the northern part of the republic, set-
ting up forward bases within 20 miles of the capital. Maskhadov called on 
all Chechens to fi ght a holy war against the invaders. October ended with 
Grozny under sustained bombardment that began with a surface-to- surface 
missile strike that killed hundreds of civilians shopping at downtown 
markets. Russian strategy was methodical, bombing and strafi ng Grozny, 
 Gudermes (Chechnya’s second major city), and Bamut (a resistance strong-
hold) before sending in ground forces. 

 By November of 1999, much of Grozny was in Russian hands, with only 
the southern part held by resistance forces. Th e city itself was deserted, with 
approximately 90 percent of its 300,000 citizens having fl ed in the wake of 
the announcement by Russian commanders that anyone who stayed would 
be considered a terrorist and killed. Th ey set a December 11 deadline for the 
exodus to be completed. However, instead of departing, two or three thou-
sand Chechen fi ghters dug into the rubble and prepared for battle. 

 Th e fi ghting dragged on into February with Russian units advancing 
little by little on resistance strongholds. Th e strategy was to make contact, 
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pull back, and then call in massive fi re support to obliterate each Chechen 
position. Th is approach was based on lessons learned from 1994–1996. In 
response, small Chechen units of ten to fi ft een men used the cover of night 
and stealth to sneak behind Russian lines and attack from the rear. 

 Facing large numbers of Russian troops and massive fi repower, the resis-
tance forces at the end of February retreated from Grozny into the southern 
mountains and linked up with other units already there. At this point the 
war became a protracted struggle in which the Chechens fought unconven-
tionally, asymmetrically, and with little concern for the laws of war. Th eir 
tactics included the classic guerrilla operations their forefathers had used 
against Russians for two centuries. 

 Th e resistance also increasingly used terror tactics. It detonated numer-
ous truck and car bombs against Russian government facilities. A favor-
ite target was the domestic security service, the FBS, which had deployed 
a large number of forces to Chechnya. FBS headquarters in Ingushetia and 
in northern Chechnya were hit in 2003. Other targets included a Russian 
military hospital in North Ossetia. 

 Beginning in 2002 the resistance began to use women in suicide opera-
tions. Th is took many by surprise, given the place of women in Islam. 
According to one specialist, “it [also] runs against the characteristic traits of 
the women of the Caucasus, particularly a Chechen woman, whose role it 
is to safeguard family values and educate the children. She is considered the 
savior of everything “alive.” . . . suicide is a mortal sin; it is a crime against 
God, against a human being, against oneself. It was forbidden to bury [sui-
cides] in cemeteries.”   

 However, Chechen women have increasingly been involved and carried 
out suicide operations. Th ese so-called “black widows” are women whose 
husbands, fathers, and sons have been killed in the war with Russia. One 
such attack carried out by the black widows received worldwide attention. 
On July 5, 2003, in Moscow, two Chechen women detonated bombs at an 
open-air rock concert at the Tushino airfi eld, killing themselves and four-
teen attendees. Another sixty were injured.   It was not the fi rst attack by 
Chechen female suicide bombers. A month earlier, a woman bomber had 
detonated explosives on a bus carrying Russian troops to Chechnya, killing 
eighteen. And just one month before that, Chechen women carried out two 
other suicide attacks in which fi ft y died. 

 Chechen women have also taken part in other high-profi le operations 
including hostage-taking. Wearing explosive belts eighteen black widows 
were among the sixty Chechen fi ghters that took control of a Moscow 



RUSSIA’S BLOODY QUAGMIRE 135

theater on October 23, 2002, and held more than eight hundred theater-
goers hostage. Once in control, the militants demanded that Moscow 
withdraw its forces from Chechnya and end the war. Th e siege ended 
with Russian Special Forces storming the theater aft er having used an 
unspecifi ed gas to incapacitate the hostage takers. Most of the Chechens 
were killed along with more than a hundred hostages. 

 Chechens have also extended the battlefi eld internationally. For instance, 
in March 2001 they seized a Russian passenger jet in Medina, Saudi Arabia. In 
March of the same year Chechen gunmen held a hundred hostages for twelve 
hours in an Istanbul hotel before surrendering to police. In  September 2004, 
Chechen jihadists, men and women, took a school hostage in the neighbor-
ing province of North Ossetia. Th e Beslan siege, which lasted four days, had 
been carefully planned beforehand. Th e Chechen rebels held more than a 
thousand teachers and children hostage in the school gymnasium, which was 
wired with explosives. According to some reports, the rebels accidentally det-
onated the explosives, and by the time the beleaguered local security forces 
raided the school, more than 320 of the hostages were dead.   

 Finally, the protracted nature of the war and the tremendous destruction 
to Chechnya caused by the massive use of Russian fi repower has drawn radi-
cal Islamists from various Arab and Muslim countries to join the resistance. It 
has come to be seen by such individuals as part of the international holy war. 
Th e most notable of these fi ghters was the previously mentioned Saudi-born 
 Khattab, who was poisoned in a 2002 Russian special operation. A number of 
Arab fi ghters have trained with their Chechen counterparts in Georgia’s  Pankisi 
Gorge before joining the fi ght against the Russians. Th ese radical Islamists see 
Chechnya in the same way that Afghanistan was seen in the 1980s. 

 Th ere is much speculation over whether those elements of the Chechen 
resistance that see the confl ict as a holy war are part of al-Qaeda. In March 
2003 the U.S. State Department designated three Chechen groups as ter-
rorist organizations and charged they had links to al-Qaeda. Th ey include 
the Riyadus-Salikhin Reconnaissance and Sabotage Battalion of Chechen 
 Martyrs, the Special-Purpose Islamic Regiment, and the Islamic Inter-
national Brigade. It was believed that they were affi  liated with Chechen 
 commander Shamil Basayev, who U.S. offi  cials claimed had received fi nan-
cial assistance from al-Qaeda.   

 Specialists on Chechnya, such as Th omas de Waal of the British Institute 
for War and Peace Reporting and author of  Chechnya: Calamity in the Cau-
casus , argue that there is not much evidence to support this claim. However, 
he adds that as the war drags on, more and more Chechens will become 
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extreme in their views. “Th e longer the confl ict goes on, the more the fi ght-
ers get radicalized,” Moreover, “the longer Russia does not off er any political 
compromise . . . the more they will turn to radicals in the Middle East.”   

 Indeed, Moscow’s conduct of war in Chechnya since 1999 has fed this 
radicalization. And its use of fi repower has come under signifi cant inter-
national castigation by a number of human rights groups. For example, 
Human Rights Watch has issued since 2001 numerous reports chronicling 
the excesses of Russian forces in Chechnya.   One example is a fi ft y-one-
page account issued on February 28, 2002. It contains example aft er exam-
ple of how “Russian forces in Chechnya arbitrarily detain, torture, and kill 
civilians in a climate of lawlessness.”   

 In Retrospect: An Assessment of the Chechen Way of War 

 As 2006 begins, Russian armed forces are ensconced in what has all the 
markings of a quagmire. Kremlin predictions that the war would soon end, 
made each year since 1999, has not come to fruition. President Putin’s boast 
that Chechen terrorists would be “fl ushed out of cellars and caves where 
they are still hiding and destroyed” has yet to happen.   Th e war continues. 
It is not the fi rst time that Russia has found itself so embroiled in Chechnya, 
as this chapter demonstrates. 

 Moscow appears oblivious to its own historical experience fi ghting 
Chechens who, while adding new tactics, continue to follow a way of war 
deeply rooted in history, culture, and tradition. From the above narrative, 
the principles of the Chechen way of war can be deduced. Answers to the 
questions proposed in our framework for assessing how non-state armed 
groups fi ght provide the details of the Chechen methods of combat that 
Moscow has been unable to defeat. 

 Concept of Warfare 

 Th e contemporary Chechen way of war was shaped by two nineteenth-
century developments—Russian invasions and, concurrently, the growing 
 signifi cance of Sufi  Islam in the social, political, cultural, and economic 
life of Chechnya. Both had a profound impact on the way Chechens fi ght 
today. 

 However, the Chechens’ martial skills predated nineteenth-century 
events. Th eir traditional and unconventional fi ghting style evolved over 
several centuries. Decentralized clan, tribe, and village social units and the 
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rural and mountain environment in which they exist all infl uenced that 
evolution. Th is served them well as the foundation for a warfare concept 
that since the late eighteenth century has been infl uenced by uncompromis-
ing opposition to outsiders—the Russians who sought to suborn them. In 
eff ect, Chechen ethnic and clan identities served as powerful forces of inde-
pendence and resistance that drew clans together to fi ght Russian intrud-
ers to the death. Th e fi erceness of this resistance appears to have become 
increasingly dogged aft er each Russian incursion. And their traditional and 
unconventional approach to fi ghting gave them a way to violently protract 
resistance to larger and more powerful Russian armies. 

 In addition to the unifying forces of nationalism and tribalism, the 
religious tenets of Sufi sm have also been very signifi cant in shaping the 
Chechen way of war. Th e concept of  ghazzavat , or holy war, emerged in 
the nineteenth century as an important social symbol of Chechen resis-
tance against the forces of outside intervention, providing the spiritual 
and moral underpinnings for that defi ance. Recall that while Islam fi rst 
appeared in the North Caucasus in the sixteenth century, the majority of 
Chechens only converted in the fi rst part of the nineteenth century.   Th is 
was the period of the great Imamates of Chechnya and Dagestan, estab-
lished by Sheikh Mansur and lionized by Imam Shamil. 

 Similar to other mystical religious doctrines, Sufi sm emphasized the 
individual’s personal relationship with God. Th rough interaction with 
a master, called sheikh or  murshid , one practiced abstract rituals, ascet-
ism, and adherence to high standards of religious and moral behavior. Th e 
schools of Sufi sm were usually established by local mosques and super-
vised by a council of religious leaders. As noted earlier, the Muslim reli-
gion became so popular during the nineteenth century that by the end of 
the period there were eight hundred mosques and several hundred Islamic 
schools in the territory of present-day Chechnya. 

 Sufi sm became the dogma of Chechen fi ghters in the nineteenth century. 
It served to motivate and inspire men who faced vastly superior  Russian 
armies. Th e idea of  ghazzavat  or holy war made it easier for Chechens to 
take on those forces. It inspired the fi ghter with a feeling of worthiness and 
moral supremacy. By labeling the Russians “infi dels,” the  ghazzavat  doc-
trine achieved several important goals at the same time. First, it provided 
fi ghters with safe passage to the aft erlife (eliminating fear of death and the 
unknown). Second, it created a community of believers committed to the 
fi ght. Finally, it fostered the Chechen myth of uniqueness, hence suprem-
acy over others. 
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 As Sufi sm took root it came to be practiced in organized communities 
called brotherhoods, or  tarikat,  which played an important role in armed 
resistance to Russian imperial forays into Chechnya. Rising in the time of 
those nineteenth-century invasions, the brotherhoods served as the orga-
nizational basis for fi ghting the invaders. Th e Sufi  brotherhoods provided 
hierarchy, based on religious principles, within which interclan feuds 
and confl icts were overridden to fi ght the common external threat—the 
 Russians. 

 In sum, the concept of warfare that has shaped the Chechen way of fi ght-
ing was infl uenced by the physical reality of Russian invasions, the core 
cohesiveness of tribal society, and the spiritual mores of Sufi  Islam. All three 
have helped establish and steer the process of social, political, and armed 
resistance of the Chechen peoples since the early nineteenth century. Th ese 
values are what steel the Chechen fi ghter for the kind of combat that gives 
no quarter and expects none in return. Th ese values are the foundation for 
the system of beliefs and values that inspire dogged and protracted resis-
tance. And it is the signifi cance of these forces on the Chechen conscious-
ness that Moscow has failed to grasp. 

 Organization and Command and Control 

 How do Chechens organize their forces for war-fi ghting? How are those 
organizations led? How does a force pitted against them adapt to counter 
and defeat them? Th ese are among the central questions that Russian intel-
ligence offi  cers faced when Moscow deployed forces to Chechnya in 1994 
and again in 1999. 

 Th e resistance movement in Chechnya received signifi cant international 
attention through its successful prosecution of the 1994–1996 war with 
Russia and, following the resumption of fi ghting in 1999, with the capac-
ity of the resistance to protract the confl ict and turn it into a quagmire for 
 Moscow. Military analysts were astounded by how such a comparatively 
smaller force, with no arsenal of heavy arms and equipment, managed in 
1994–1996 to defeat, and since 1999 stalemate, the Russian Federal Army. 

 How have Chechen irregular forces managed to continue to befuddle 
 Russian military planners? Th ey constitute a relatively small, nonprofes-
sional, poorly equipped force that again and again is able to cause substantial 
damage to a more powerful enemy and sustain active warfare for long peri-
ods of time. How are they able to do so in the face of such great odds? Th e 
answer can be found in a social structure that generates an informal military 
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hierarchy and decentralized fi ghting organizations, local commanders with 
legitimacy and authority to impose discipline on their soldiers, and a capacity 
to mobilize rapidly. Th ese combat organizations are the product of an idio-
syncratic combination of social, ethnic, and religious factors with a martial 
tradition—a combination that has shaped Chechen culture over centuries. 

 Th ese characteristics are anchored in a village and clan system set in 
mountainous and rural environments. Recall that within that context the 
village or  aul  has played a central role in the history of Chechen armed 
resistance, with each organizing groups of young volunteers into fi ghting 
units. Th ese units are skilled in nontraditional warfare, employing surprise 
attacks, hit-and-run strikes, deception and misdirection, and mercilessness 
toward enemies. 

 Village and clan paramilitary units take the form of small teams that 
can fi ght on their own or in larger formations. Th e mountain environment 
lends itself to that kind of formation. In that setting it is not numbers that 
matter but the ability of small teams to harass and keep under the threat of 
attack outsiders who seek to fi ght in this terrain by employing larger con-
ventional formations. Small units also work the same way in other rural 
areas of Chechnya. 

 Th ese small units employ light arms—sniper rifl es, machine guns, rocket 
launchers, mines—that work well in hit-and-run operations. Against larger 
forces these weapons are not employed by Chechen units to seize enemy 
positions but to harass them with surprise attacks and quick withdrawals. 
Such weaponry—particularly the sniper rifl e—are used to kill a few but 
psychologically intimidate a much larger enemy force in which each sol-
dier worries that he could be next. Th is is the goal of Chechen small-unit 
 operations. 

 In the fi eld, these small units oft en group together into formations of 
a few hundred fi ghters under an independent fi eld commander. Th ere is 
no central control and oft en little coordination with other similar organi-
zations, but several of these fi eld commanders have proved very capable 
of hurting the Russian forces. Superior and innovative leadership by local 
commanders has kept small-unit Chechen forces in the fi eld and on the 
off ensive against seemingly impossible odds. And these forces adapted their 
strategy and tactics to level numerous surprise blows against Moscow. 

 Chechen small units have proven diffi  cult for Russian ground troops to 
counter. In terrain that has few roads, and many of those go through nar-
row passages, the danger of small-unit surprise attack is a constant worry. 
At any moment an armored column can fi nd itself ensnared in the same 



140 CHECHNYA

Chechen trap that the Russian forces entering Grozny at the end of 1994 
found themselves in. Rocket launchers knock out the fi rst and last vehicle, 
leaving the rest of the column to be picked apart. In mountainous and rural 
terrain Chechens have used this ambush technique since the days of Sheikh 
Mansur and Imam Shamil. 

 Perhaps the most interesting and, for Russian forces, perplexing chal-
lenge presented by Chechen small units is their adaptability and fl exibility. 
Th is was true not only within their traditional mountain and rural envi-
ronment but also when they transitioned to fi ght in the urban setting of 
 Grozny—a topic we will return to in the next section. 

 In sum, these are the principles of organization, command, and control 
that the Russian military has failed to overcome. Th ey do not exist in a for-
mal doctrinal manual. Such documents do not exist in traditional Chechen 
society. Instead these principles must be culled from sources that appear 
not to populate the shelves of Russian military planners. 

 Area of Operations 

 As in Somalia, the area of operations (AO) in Chechnya was not confi ned 
to the environment where irregular and unconventional forces have tra-
ditionally fought Russians. To be sure, the mountains, the time-honored 
Chechen AO, were one of the principal battlefi elds for the most recent war 
with  Moscow. And from those mountains the Chechens have fought well 
and have been able to stalemate the confl ict. 

 However, the Russians again underestimated the Chechen warrior’s 
ability to innovate and extend the battlefi eld to new operational environ-
ments. For example, the Chechens proved extremely innovative in adapting 
their small-unit approach—ambushes, hit-and-run tactics, surprise attacks 
and quick withdrawals—to the urban setting. And they did so successfully 
against a Russian military that had had a legacy to draw on of fi ghting in 
cities. In World War II the Red Army fought successful battles in the urban 
confi nes of Stalingrad and Berlin. However, by the time they got to Grozny 
those campaigns had been forgotten. 

 Th e Chechen commanders, starting with Maskhadov, made a careful 
study of Grozny and how they could adapt their traditional ways of fi ghting 
to that environment. In order to prepare that new battlefi eld for operations, 
the Chechens fi rst dug into the basements of apartment and other multi-
story buildings to be able to attack Russian armored vehicles at ground level 
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from protected locations that were diffi  cult to counter without  infantry 
support. Recall that infantry did not accompany Russian armored columns 
in 1994–1996. On the roofs of adjacent structures they placed sniper teams 
that included individuals skilled in the use of rocket launchers. As they had 
done in the mountains in long-ago battles, Chechen forces were now in 
position to trap Russian forces in the urban canyons of Grozny. 

 In the campaign begun in 1999, the Russian military, having learned les-
sons from its abysmal performance in 1994–1996, sought to adapt in two 
ways. First, it sent infantry with armored forces and, second, it used mas-
sive fi repower to soft en areas up before sending in land forces. Confi dent in 
their success, they entered Grozny in late 1999. Th ey were greeted by graf-
fi ti on road signs saying “Welcome to Hell.” Th e welcome wagon notwith-
standing, at fi rst these new Russian tactics were successful. Th ey allowed 
infantry squads to attack the buildings from which the Chechens fought, 
and it seemed that the Russians would prevail. But this advantage did not 
last long, as local Chechen commanders again innovated. Th ey mined their 
own buildings, enticed the Russian soldiers in, and then blew them up. 

 At night, small Chechen units and even individual warriors moved 
with stealth to attack Russian positions from behind, just as they had once 
done in the mountains. Th ey also infi ltrated those positions by dressing as 
Russian soldiers. Once inside they would start shooting and then stealth-
ily withdraw. More oft en than not, panicked Russian soldiers would start 
shooting wildly, resulting in friendly-fi re casualties. 

 Th e Chechens also extended their area of operations through vari-
ous terrorist strikes, including ones inside Moscow. In terms of fl exibility 
and unpredictability, these unconventional and asymmetrical operations 
refl ected a long-standing Chechen capacity to improvise against a militarily 
superior foe. 

 By 2002, Russian forces had divided Chechnya into three zones, two 
of which they controlled. Th e fi rst zone, the territory from the northern 
border to the Terek River, was fully occupied. Th e second zone, the low-
land and foothills of Chechnya, was under the control of pro-Moscow 
Chechens, who were kept in power by the Russian army. Th e third zone, 
the mountains, was the remaining location for combat operations. Th ese 
 developments presented the Chechens with a grim set of circumstances. 
Th ey responded by learning from others fi ghting asymmetrically, adopt-
ing their suicide and other terrorist tactics to counter Russian gains in 
 Chechnya. 
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 Targeting and Constraints on the Use of Force 

 Although Chechens have a strong martial tradition, one in which clans and 
subclans have oft en fought one another, historically they did so with restraint. 
Each clan functioned as a self-contained unit, and that oft en resulted in con-
siderable diff erences between them in terms of organization and goals.   Fur-
thermore, these diff erences could and did turn into open confl icts, feuds, and 
vendettas between clans, much like in other traditional societies.   

 While such acts could be bloody aff airs, frequently clan elders settled 
disputes through negotiation. Violence was contained and targets were lim-
ited. Th is was true even as clans raided one another’s cattle and horses, and 
abducted young girls for marriage. Th ere was a code that eschewed infl ict-
ing excessive suff ering or casualties. Shows of force, intimidation, and per-
suasion were the preferred means for the settlement of confrontations and 
feuds. Inhibitions, grounded in history, constrained Chechens from killing 
one another. 

 Th is code, however, does not hold for outsiders. Non-Chechens draw a 
diff erent response in terms of targeting and the use of force. Indeed, rather 
than demonstrating restraint and persuasion, Chechens fi ght outsiders with 
great fi erceness. Moreover, each campaign against Russian intruders seems to 
have accelerated the ferocity of their resistance. Why was this so? At least, in 
part, it is explained by the cruelty of those interventions and the ruthlessness 
of repeated Russian betrayals, beginning with General  Yermolov’s fi ft een-
year punitive campaign of brutality. Yermolov was successful in destroying 
the Imamate and in consolidating Russian power in the region; but he did so 
with cruelty, wiping out entire villages and executing all prisoners.   

 Th is resulted in very diff erent targeting by the Chechens, one that has 
instilled fear in those Russian soldiers sent to fi ght them. Th e code that 
eschewed infl icting excessive suff ering or casualties on one another has 
not extended to Russians. Just the opposite has been the case. Consider the 
following passage from Leo Tolstoy’s  Hadji Murad , where he explains why 
Chechens fought the way they did against Russians. “Th ey did not regard 
those Russian dogs as human beings; but it was such a repulsion, disgust 
and perplexity at the senseless cruelty of these creatures, that the desire to 
exterminate them—like the desire to exterminate rats . . . was as natural an 
instinct as that of self-preservation.”   

 By the time Russian troops entered Chechnya at the end of the 1990s, 
discrimination in targeting had given way to acts of terrorism among the 
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Chechen resistance. Th e Russian army also fought with little concern for 
the international laws of armed confl ict, as human rights groups chronicled 
in great detail, and their Chechen opponents fought back without restraint. 
Now, noncombatants were killed in bombings directed against civilian 
targets. Th ese methods represented a further shift  from the traditional 
Chechen limitations on warfare. Th e new culture of violence that took root 
in the mid-1990s was unfettered in its brutality and no one on either side—
man, woman, or child—was off  limits. 

 Witness for example the actions of the Chechens during the Beslan 
school hostage situation in September 2004. More than one-third of the 
thousand hostages who had been kept without food or water died at the 
end of the siege when according to some versions of the events the explo-
sives were accidentally triggered. Although their deaths might have been 
accidental, it is important to understand that for the Chechen resistance, 
women and children in traditional safe-havens such as schools have become 
legitimate targets. And that the desperation and determination felt by the 
Chechen fi ghters, whether men or “black widows,” means that the laws of 
war are left  at home. 

 Role of Outside Actors 

 Th e extent to which the Chechen resistance sought and received outside 
assistance has been the subject of a great deal of speculation. Th at they 
sought foreign support is not be surprising. Th ey had done so in the past 
aft er all. For example, consider the successful diplomatic eff orts of Shamil 
in the nineteenth century. He actively pursued—and received—the backing 
of the great powers against Russia, and was able to obtain invaluable sup-
port from the Ottoman Empire.   

 During the 1994–1996 war the Russian government claimed outside 
assistance was extensive, coming from radical Islamic extremists who found 
common cause with their Chechen counterparts. Th e prime minister of 
Russia at the time, Victor Chernomyrdin, claimed that “mercenaries from 
Pakistan, Afghanistan, Azerbaijan, and the Ukraine are stoking the confl ict 
in Chechnya.”   Th e estimated number of such mercenaries— perhaps as 
few as two thousand, perhaps several times that number—varied depend-
ing upon which Russian offi  cial was making the estimate. 

 While there were indeed linkages between the Chechen resistance and 
radical Islamist internationalists during the mid-1990s confl ict, the num-
bers do not appear to have been very high, and certainly lower than what 
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Moscow asserted. Th ere were some Mujahideen veterans from the Soviet-
Afghan war present, most notably those led by Khattab, who volunteered to 
fi ght for their Muslim brothers in Chechnya. And Khattab was ideologically 
and fi nancially supported by al-Qaeda. Aft er the war ended, Maskhadov 
thanked those “mujahedin of many Islamic states who fought by our side,” 
having “organized themselves into several Battalions.”   But in reality, the 
number was probably in the hundreds, no more. External aid contributed 
little to the Russian defeat in 1994–1996. 

 With the restart of the war in 1999, the existence of linkages between 
the Chechen resistance and transnational radical Islamic organizations 
expanded, fueled by religious ideology. Most of those connections appear 
to run through the Pankisi Gorge in Georgia. Th is small valley, 15 kilome-
ters long, borders on Chechnya. Resistance fi ghters began using the Gorge 
as a sanctuary in 2000, when Russian Federal troops drove deep into south-
ern Chechnya. Th e Georgian government appears to have facilitated this 
access. 

 Th ere is a local Chechen population in the region that provides support 
and cover to these fi ghters. And as a result of the confl ict a large refugee 
camp was established in the Pankisi Gorge that serves the same purpose.   
Chechen fi ghters regularly enter Georgia under the guise of refugees where 
they rest and receive medical treatment before they go back. 

 Th e Gorge is also a transit point for foreign fi ghters; many affi  liated 
either directly or indirectly with al-Qaeda, who sought to fi ght alongside 
the Chechens.   How many is unclear. It has been reported that between the 
start of the war in 1999 and the spring of 2002 approximately three hundred 
were killed fi ghting in Chechnya. Th e number is based on bodies retrieved 
from Chechnya and identifi ed by the Russian Defense Ministry, which 
speculated that several hundred others were buried by Chechens.   

 Th e Security Ministry of Georgia likewise reported in February 2001 that 
the Pankisi Gorge was attracting members of international terror groups    
intent on fi ghting a holy war in Chechnya. It reported having detained and 
deported a number of these fi ghters as they attempted to illegally cross 
into Chechnya from the Pankisi Gorge. Most were from the Middle East.   
 During the Beslan school incident in 2004, for example, some of the gun-
men inside the school were reportedly heard to be speaking Arabic, sug-
gesting links to al-Qaeda and their global jihad. However, as reporters in 
the area later noted, local dialects make Chechnya impenetrable to outsid-
ers, and language barriers alone may serve to curtail the numbers of foreign 
jihadists active in the Chechen confl ict.   
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  While most of the linkages between Chechen fi ghters and foreign jihadists 
have taken the form of international Islamists fi ghting in Chechnya, it is also 
the case that Chechen Islamists fought in Afghanistan with the Taliban and 
al-Qaeda against the Northern Alliance and American forces. According 
to Gunaratna, “Al-Qaeda’s 055 Brigade was comprised of a large number of 
Chechens and Central Asian Muslims.” Aft er receiving training in  several 
in al-Qaeda funded camps, they fought against the Northern  Alliance in 
Afghanistan.       



 Afghan Warrior 
 Reproduced with kind permission from SITE Institute (Th e Search for International Terrorism 

Entities), www.siteinstitute.org .



    CHAPTER 6 

 Afghanistan: A Superpower Conundrum 

 December 1984: Ambush on the Road to Jalalabad 

 On December 28, 1979, at the height of the Cold War, the Soviet 40th Army 
rolled into Afghanistan, attempting to secure a new pro-Soviet client regime 
in Kabul. From the very beginning it was met with fi erce resistance from 
what Moscow labeled a rag-tag group of guerrilla bandits: the Mujahideen. 
Although, the 40th Army and its Kremlin masters planned to make short 
work of these primitive warriors, it did not turn out that way. Instead, the 
Mujahideen made suborning Afghanistan increasingly costly for Moscow. 

 At their peak in 1985, counter-guerrilla operations against the  Mujahideen 
required more than 120,000 Soviet troops to be stationed in Afghani-
stan. And in that year the Soviet government began negotiating their 
withdrawal. Th ree years later, aft er the deaths of more than 26,000 Soviet 
 soldiers and 1.3 million Afghans, the “Bear” went back over the mountain.   
Th e mighty Soviet Army had been worn down—as many armies had been  
before them—by eight years of protracted and bloody guerrilla warfare 
in a hostile and mountainous land, against tribal warriors it had greatly 
underestimated.   

 In their book,  Afghan Guerrilla Warfare: In the Words of the Mujahi-
deen Fighters , Ahmed Jalali and Lester Grau chronicle the day-to-day tac-
tics used by the Afghan warriors during the confl ict. One interview with a 
Mujahideen commander epitomized the tenacity that helped the Mujahi-
deen fi ghters prevail over the might of the Red Army. In answer to the ques-
tion “ What made a successful commander? ”   he simply replied, “ We intended 
to fi ght to the last man and they didn ’ t. ”   And it was this sort of formidable 
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fortitude, coupled with Afghan tribal fi ghting tactics, that enabled the rifl e-
wielding Mujahideen to defeat a fully armored superpower. 

 Nothing captures the day-to-day tactical battle better than the Muja-
hideen’s innovative use of ambush in mountainous terrain, especially the 
ambush of Soviet supply convoys. During the eight-year war the Mujahideen 
response to the presence of the Red Army in Afghanistan was to use 
 traditional tribal warfare tactics designed to cut supply and communica-
tion lines and erode the Soviet will to occupy Afghanistan. Between 1985 
and 1987 alone the Mujahideen conducted more than 10,000 ambushes, 
returning again and again to the same locations to pick off  Russian fuel 
tankers or food trucks. Th ey usually attacked at night or in the fading light, 
utilizing denial and deception tactics and employing mines, machine guns, 
 grenade launchers, and sniper fi re to take full advantage of the cover off ered 
by rocky terrain.   

 Illustrative is one such ambush described by a Mujahideen commander. 
Th e ambush took place in late December 1984 east of Kabul on the road 
to Jalalabad. Th e much-used highway ran through a narrow section of 
the Babur Valley, a steep gorge in which the Kunar River to the east and 
 vegetation-shrouded cliff s to the west fl ank the road. Th e Soviet forces that 
day consisted of a few armored vehicles at the front and rear of the line, 
and a small number of supply trucks. Th is convoy was easy pickings for the 
local Mujahideen leader, who used all the advantages off ered by the rugged 
geography to conceal his men at three levels in a 1,000-meter ambush zone. 
Th e commander, in charge of a force of 150 men, could arm them only with 
three heavy machine guns, fi ve rocket-propelled grenades, and a handful of 
Kalashnikovs and Enfi eld rifl es. But the Mujahideen discipline, use of the 
terrain, and pinpoint accuracy made up for their relative lack of fi repower.   

 Th e Mujahideen routinely used lookouts, radio communications, and 
even mirror signals to allow the bulk of such convoys, including the secu-
rity vehicles, to pass into the trap before attacking the vulnerable rear of the 
convoy to block a hasty retreat. On the road to Jalalabad that December 
day, the Mujahideen patiently allowed the fi rst half of the convoy to pass 
unharmed deep into the Babur Valley before launching their attack. One of 
the trucks was carrying cash, a lucky bonus for the Mujahideen, who aft er 
destroying the convoy, divided up the loot. 

 For the Soviet soldiers hemmed in by the rocks and river there was 
nothing but misfortune. Once they realized they were under attack, the 
front of the convoy followed standard Soviet Army operating procedure in 
 Afghanistan—they called in air support and fl ed the site of the ambush, 
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leaving the tail-end vehicles to the mercy of their attackers. Th ey received 
none. A heavily armed Soviet battalion returned the next day to recover the 
bodies of their fallen comrades.   

 Th e Mujahideen commander reported that one of his fi ghters, a teacher, 
died in the ambush, and that the group gained a small fortune in slightly 
charred banknotes and a truck full of melons.   As always, the Mujahideen 
had their avenues of escape mapped out, and when the Soviet helicopters 
launched a counterstrike that forced the ambushers to retreat, they melted 
back into the countryside.   If the Soviet helicopter gunships had not driven 
them away, the Mujahideen would have raided the bodies of the soldiers 
for their weapons and valuables. As Jalali and Grau note, “captured Soviet 
weapons were sold on the black market in Pakistan to provide money for 
the families of the fallen Mujahideen fi ghters.”   

 Th ese Mujahideen tactics of ambush and retreat were rooted in the tradi-
tional tribal model of warfare, which relied on an asymmetric hit-and-run 
approach to take advantage of the guerrillas’ knowledge of the local terrain 
and utilize a sympathetic and supportive populace. Th e Mujahideen were 
fi ercely committed to restoring both their independence and the internal 
balance between the Afghan tribes and state that the Soviet invasion had 
destroyed. For the Mujahideen, the unifying ideology of Islam was suffi  -
ciently powerful for traditional tribal rivalries to be put aside in order to 
expel the invaders. Moreover, many of the Soviet troops were drawn from 
neighboring ethnic groups that Afghans have long considered hostile, and 
this further fanned the fl ames of resistance. But in the end it was the nature 
of the Afghan tribal and clan social structure and its traditional methods 
of warfare that allowed a guerrilla force to render the Soviets constantly 
 vulnerable. 

 Afghan Tribal Society 

 Th e Red Army struggled to understand the nature of its Afghan enemies. 
Its conventional handbook on warfare provided insight into how to fi ght 
 conventional  forces. But its conventional military doctrine and analysis was 
of no help in analyzing or fi ghting the  asymmetrical guerrilla  tactics of a 
traditional tribal culture.   Armed with weaponry both new and old, these 
traditionally clad tribal warriors defeated a superpower. But in the power 
vacuum that followed, the brief solidarity shared by tribes dissolved to 
allow homegrown Islamic fundamentalists and outright thugs to take over 
the country. Less than fi ft een years aft er the Soviet withdrawal the United 
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 FIGURE 4 Afghanistan 
 Public domain map from the Central Intelligence Agency Factbook, 

available at http://www.cia.gov/cia/publications/factbook /

States intervened in Afghanistan, working with the Northern Alliance to 
drive out the Taliban and hunt down al-Qaeda terrorist cells. Th at was 
the easy part. Th e period aft er the war, with the struggle for security and 
democracy against the power of Afghanistan’s warlords, has proven much 
more diffi  cult for Washington and the international community. 

 As Afghan President Hamid Karzai met with the Loya Jirga,  Afghanistan’s 
grand tribal council, to debate their constitutional future under U.S. and 
UN protection in 2005, we were left  with the question—what was it about 
Afghan’s tribal jihad warriors that enabled them to defeat a  superpower, 



A SUPERPOWER CONUNDRUM 151

and can this tribal warrior culture make the transition to a stable constitu-
tional political order? Moreover, can the United States and its international 
partners help facilitate this process? 

 Any attempt to analyze the success of the Mujahideen against the Soviet 
Army must begin with an understanding of the role of tribe and clan in 
Afghan society and the tribal model of warfare. As the post-9/11 challenges 
the United States faces in Afghanistan continue to mount, we will begin 
with what the Soviet Army failed to decode—an explanation of what in 
Afghan tribal society produces skilled tribal warriors and a well-established 
Afghan way of war. 

 Ethnic Groups, Tribes, and Clans 

 At heart, twenty-fi rst-century Afghanistan is a society with strong tribal 
elements in which centralized power has at best been only tolerated as a 
necessary stabilizing presence, secondary to clan and tribal identifi cation 
and loyalty. For the past three centuries the ability of Afghanistan’s kings to 
keep their thrones in Kabul has depended on their ability to co-opt tribal 
leaders, balance tribal rivalries, and share the wealth.   And when outside 
invading forces such as the British Army in the 1840s or the Soviet Red 
Army in the 1980s disturbed this relationship in Afghani society, the reac-
tion has been determined and bloody.   

 Afghanistan’s present-day ethnic groups are descendants of tribes who have 
lived in the region for more than three thousand years. Most tribes, although 
not all, consist of people from within one of Afghanistan’s seven major ethnic 
groups: Pashtun, Tajik, Uzbek, Turkmen, Baluchi, Nuristani, and Hazara.   

 Th e Pashtuns (about 42 percent of the population) have been the ruling 
class in Afghanistan for the last 250 years. Other ethnic groups have oft en 
viewed the  Afghan State  as a tool of Pashtun domination. Ironically, the 
Pashtuns themselves do not even defi ne themselves as “Pashtun”; instead, 
Pashtuns identify themselves not by the broad-brush stroke of their ethnic-
ity but by their  tribe and clan . 

 At the most basic level, Pashtun  qawm s (clans) center on a common 
genealogy and extended family groups. As Shahrani puts it, ask a Pashtun 
“who he is, what  qawm  or extended family clan he comes from, and where 
he comes from,” and his answer will map his exact place in the ethnic/tribal 
order, who he owes loyalty to, who he will fi ght against.   Th e Pashtun 
group, many of whom live over the Afghan border in Pakistan as a result 
of British Colonial divide-and-rule tactics, consist of the Durranis, the 



152 AFGHANISTAN

ruling dynasty 1747–1978; the Ghilzai, who play an important role in cur-
rent Peshawar political parties; and the Eastern Pashtuns. Historically the 
Pashtuns have been so important to Afghanistan’s power structure that, as 
we will see later, their exclusion from the U.S.-led coalition in Operation 
Enduring Freedom has had serious repercussions for attempts to establish a 
new Afghan governmental system. 

 Afghanistan’s other tribes are not as dependent on genealogy for their 
sense of common heritage as the Pashtuns, instead, their tribal structures 
are based on geography and location, and common tribal laws. Th ese tribes 
also have connections with the countries that border Afghanistan, which 
adds to the complexity of the political situation. To understand the inter-
play between tribes it is important to understand their ethnic background, 
religious affi  liation, and geographical homelands. 

 Afghanistan’s other larger ethnic groups include the Tajiks (27 percent 
of the population), Uzbeks (9 percent), and Hazaris (9 percent).   Th e 
Tajiks, who are Sunni Muslims, mostly live in the central and northeast-
ern regions of Afghanistan and have affi  liations with nearby Tajikistan. 
Th e Uzbeks live further north along the border with Uzbekistan and, 
together with the Turkmen, are descendents of the fi rst waves of Islamic 
Turkish nomads, who invaded in the eleventh century. Hazaras are Shiites 
and are Persian speakers. Th eir connections to the Shiite regime in Iran 
have added to the complexity of Afghanistan’s internal and external poli-
tics. As will be discussed later, these non-Pashtuns made up the bulk of the 
Northern  Alliance, which worked with U.S. special operation troops in the 
battle against the Pashtun-dominated Taliban during Operation Enduring 
 Freedom in 2001.  Cooperation among these tribes owed a little to geogra-
phy, a little to  religion, a little to leadership, and a lot to the Taliban’s habit of 
 killing non-Pashtuns. 

 In addition to the Pashtuns, Tajiks, Uzbeks, and Hazaras there are scores 
of smaller ethnic groups, many of which live in the more remote moun-
tain areas. Th ese minority groups include the Nuristani, Afghans with star-
tlingly blond hair and blue-green eyes, who are thought to be descendents 
of Alexander the Great’s elite Greek soldiers left  behind in 330  b.c.  and a liv-
ing testament to Afghanistan’s centuries long and bloody military history.   

 If ethnic tribal groups are Afghanistan’s most important macro-level 
social organization, its most basic is the clan or  qawm .  Qawm s, as men-
tioned above, are extended families that are sometimes based solely on 
blood relations or on a shared occupation, and at other times extend over 
a whole village. Like all extended families, members of a  qawm  take care of 
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each other in business and social relations, and the heart of the  qawm  is an 
interlocking network of kinship and client-patronage relationships. 

 Membership in a larger  qawm  is not necessarily limited to geography 
or ethnicity. Sometimes there is not even a common language. Instead, 
members derive their shared feeling of clanship from a common genealogy, 
common ideology (such as the law of the Pashtun), or a common tribal sys-
tem that includes a warrior code and adherence to a common tribal council 
and common law.   Th e  qawm  leader, the “Khan,” controls both civil and 
military aff airs in the clan. His power is measured by his property, wealth, 
hospitality, and generosity. Th e  qawm ’s “Malik,” or mediator and negotiator, 
is responsible for interfacing between his own clan and other ones. 

 Since  qawm s are extended communities, they also retain their ability to 
make communal decisions through a council or  jirga  of elders. In the days 
aft er Operation Enduring Freedom in 2002, the fi rst discussions about how 
to govern post-Taliban Afghanistan were held at a Loya Jirga, a grand coun-
cil of councils. Even if a local khan has become very rich and powerful, such 
as the so-called Afghan warlords, the local  jirga  still has the right to make 
decisions for the community. Th ere is no hierarchy in the  jirga . Every male 
has the opportunity to speak and be heard among the tribe. Brent Glatzer, 
an expert on Afghan tribal and ethnic culture, describes the process: “par-
ticipants prefer to sit in circles to avoid any dominant position. Decisions 
are only reached through consensus. Th erefore discussions last until every-
one is convinced or until it becomes clear that there will be no consensus. 
Once a decision is reached at a jirga, it is binding on every participant.”   
And the young men of the tribe, those too inexperienced to sit on the  jirga , 
have the job of enforcing the decision of the council.   

 Tribes fi t between ethnic groups and  qawm s in the Afghan social struc-
ture. A tribe is composed of several  qawm s that tend to cooperate only 
when threatened by other tribes or an external force such an invading army. 
Th en they unite into a formidable force against the encroachment by out-
siders. Although this social structure may not “provide the basis for durable 
political leadership” in terms of stable  centralized state power,  Afghanistan’s 
 qawm s and tribal networks form a very stable  social  arrangement.   

 At each level of the hierarchical social order, from smallest to largest—
 qawm , tribe, and ethnic group—an Afghani defi nes himself, and his loy-
alty, according to the group that opposes him. Th is can be likened to an 
extended family where the closest links are between brothers, who will fi ght 
each other but join together against a brother-in-law. And then the entire 
extended family will stand together against a threat from outside the family 
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group. Th reats, slights, and off enses committed against clan members can 
lead to personal and clan-wide vendettas that are perpetuated over genera-
tions. However, as the Soviet Army found out, even sworn  qawm , tribe, or 
ethnic enemies will stand and fi ght together against an outside enemy. 

 Tribal, ethnic and religious affi  liation, and interactions in Afghanistan 
are undeniably complex to an outside observer. However, the coopera-
tion between Sunni and Shiite Muslims from diff erent ethnic groups in the 
Northern Alliance in 2001 helped to dispel the myth that Afghans, espe-
cially those with diff erent religious affi  liations, cannot work together. In 
this case, the common threat to all non-Pashtuns from the Taliban’s bloody 
repression in the name of the Afghan Pashtun state was a greater force for 
cohesion than religious diff erences were for division and contention. 

 The Role of Islam in Afghan Society 

 Both the British and the Soviets faced Islamic jihad warriors—Muslim 
Afghan tribesmen willing to overcome tribal rivalries and work together 
to expel infi del invaders. And no discussion of Afghanistan’s interac-
tion with the outside world is complete without a discussion of the role of 
Islam, which made a very early appearance in Afghanistan with the fi rst 
Arab invaders in the seventh century.   Carrying the message of the prophet 
Muhammad, these early Muslims invaded from the southeast along the fl at 
open plains of Afghanistan, staying away from the mountains with their 
fi erce tribes. Th e fi rst centers of Islam were in the cities that lay along their 
path of conquest. Th us, it was Kandahar, Heart, Balkh, and eventually Kabul 
that became the locations of Islamic art, architecture, and culture, as Islam 
replaced Buddhism as the most important urban religion. Th e mountain 
tribes, on the other hand, continued to practice Buddhism and forms of the 
Hindu religions brought from India.   

 By the end of the seventh century, Islam had split into its Sunni and 
Shi’ia divisions. Th e Sunni variation was what the Arab invaders had origi-
nally brought with them and, in the centuries aft er the Mongol hordes, 
would reemerge as the dominant religion in Afghanistan. Sunni Islam is 
particularly suited to the independent Afghan tribal culture; it empha-
sizes the appointment of qualifi ed religious scholars and jurists as spiritual 
leaders who off er nonbinding opinions, but do not challenge the author-
ity or attempt to replace tribal council rule. Moreover, it is the people who 
grant the spiritual leader his authority, and they are free to take away his 
 leadership position. Th is is in contrast to Shi’ia Islam, in which leadership is 
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hereditary and the spiritual leader, the Imam, is considered to have divine 
authority because he is the direct descendent of the prophet Muhammad. 
As described later in more detail, the Mujahideen warriors who took on the 
Red Army were predominantly Sunni Muslims, although there is a Shiite 
minority in Afghanistan who also played an active role. 

 In Afghanistan, the spread of Islam to the countryside from the cities was 
ultimately slowed by the arrival of the Mongol hordes early in the thirteenth 
century. Th ey destroyed everything in their path, including the mosques.   
Although Islam survived and religious schools—the  madrasa s—were orga-
nized to teach Islam to a broader population, religious beliefs did not become 
entangled with Afghan politics until the 1960s, a period of political and reli-
gious upheaval throughout the Islamic world. 

 Th ree radical movements have infl uenced Sunni Muslims in  Afghanistan 
since the 1960s. Th ey include: a scriptural movement, Sunni Hanafi , with 
Indian ties based on Sufi sm; a Sunni political movement the Muslim Broth-
erhood, with Egyptian ties; and a Sunni reformist movement with Saudi 
ties, known as Wahhabism.   

 Th e Hanafi  scriptural movement emphasized the Sufi  approach to Islam. 
Sufi sm, as discussed in the Somali case study, is a mystical and spiritual 
approach to Islam in which personal piety and the power of personal belief 
are emphasized. Th is has given the Sunni Hanafi  movement a broad mass 
appeal in Afghanistan, where individualism is valued over the rigid struc-
tures of power that tend to accompany organized religion.   

 Th e second important infl uence on Islam fundamentalism in Afghani-
stan developed in Egypt at the end of World War I, when Western infl u-
ences, including liquor and licentiousness, spawned a backlash from 
Islamic scholars like Hasan al-Banna, founder of the Muslim Brotherhood 
(Ikhwan al- Muslimin). Al-Banna wanted a return to Islamic beliefs and val-
ues, and ultimately to establish a pan-Islamic state, transcending all politi-
cal and geographic divisions. Th e Muslim Brotherhood, which opposes 
the secularization of the state, infl uenced the emergence of new political 
parties and Islamic movements throughout the Muslim world. One of the 
Mujahideen factions in Afghanistan, consisting of the moderate Jam’iyyat-I
Islami (JIA) and the  radical Hizb-I Islami-ye (HIH) parties, was closely 
affi  liated with the Muslim Brotherhood, which provided important support 
 during the Soviet-Afghan war. 

 Th e Saudi Islamic infl uence came to Afghanistan with the Wahhabi 
movement. At the end of the eighteenth century its founder, Muhammad 
ibn Abd al-Wahhab, called for a return to Islam as practiced in the  middle 
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of the tenth century. Th is purist approach to Islam would later gain popu-
larity in Saudi Arabia in the early twentieth century through the Saudi royal 
family. It has also become infl uential outside Saudi Arabia. In Afghanistan, 
this radical form of Islam spread through the  madrasa s, the political par-
ties, and the refugee camps during the Soviet-occupation.   

 Many political observers believe that the spread of radical Islamic 
thought, made possible through substantial fi nancing provided by the 
Wahhabi and the Muslim Brotherhood, laid the foundation for organized 
Islamic fundamentalism in Afghanistan. Th ese three movements, as dis-
cussed later, were important among the various Mujahideen groups. More-
over, in Afghanistan the purist and conservative strand of Islam represented 
by the Muslim Brotherhood and the Wahhabi movement became an impor-
tant bridge between the Taliban and al-Qaeda.   Th e rise of the  Taliban in 
the power vacuum left  by the withdrawal of Soviet troops allowed for the 
institutionalization of this radical Islamic approach with its much-feared 
religious police force, the department responsible for the promotion of 
 virtue and the suppression of vice.   

 Origins of Confl ict and Violence 

 From the armies of Alexander the Great and the Mongol hordes, to those 
of the British Raj and the Soviet Union, invading forces have rampaged 
across Afghanistan on the way from the Mediterranean to the fabled riches 
of India or from India to the gates of Western Europe. But one by one, each 
invading army fell into the same trap. Afghanistan was easy to invade, but 
impossible to hold. Th e position of occupier therefore became a miserable 
experience, and one costly in blood and treasure.   

 Th e enduring strength of Afghanistan’s tribal structure and its way of 
war have made life intolerable for its occupiers and made it possible to expel 
invading armies throughout the centuries. When there is no outside threat, 
Afghan tribes oft en fi ght among themselves, as evidenced by the struggle 
between the Northern Alliance and the Taliban for control of Afghanistan 
at the end of the 1990s. Under Afghanistan’s traditional system, however, 
tribes unite in ad hoc arrangements against an external foe without requir-
ing a permanent centralized leadership. Th is informal yet cohesive style of 
tribal leadership and organization means that there are no single centers 
of power, and no unifying leader to target. And like the mythical hydra, 
cutting off  one head simply spawns more—in this case more tribal warrior 
leaders ready to expel invaders. 
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 Th e Afghan tribes have tolerated state power for the advantages it pro-
vides over other tribal rivals. However, the state does not command the 
Afghan tribes and in the best of times has only limited authority over them. 
Over the centuries, invading armies have captured the outward trappings of 
state power and replaced the state ruler with one of their own. But although 
invaders may seize the tools of central power, the Afghan tribes have never 
capitulated to outsiders.   Invaders can take Kabul and other major cities; 
however, they are limited in their ability to project power across the rug-
ged mountains of Afghanistan. Afghan tribes stubbornly and persistently 
resist eff orts to suborn them and will instead unite to expel the invader not 
by a single decisive military battle, but by continued erosion of the enemy’s 
willingness to fi ght. 

 In order to learn  how  tribal groups fi ght, one must be aware of  why  
they fi ght. In Afghanistan this requires an understanding of tribal values 
and the emphasis placed on individual space, personal honor and cour-
age, and blood vendettas. Tribal and  qawm  structure is underpinned by 
a very strong sense of individualism, independence, and boundaries. As 
discussed by Olivier Roy in  Afghanistan: From Holy War to Civil War , this 
sense of space is not only territorial or geographic, but also translates to a 
well-defi ned concept of when warfare can and cannot take place. It likewise 
provides a clear understanding of where warriors are not permitted to tres-
pass, such as villages where women and girls are living.   Th is is an intrinsic 
part of Afghan tribal code, and if warfare spills over into protected space or 
when clan members, other tribal groups, or the state intrude on this sense 
of space, the response is furious and decisive. 

 Afghan tribal codes are both limited and absolute—demanding ven-
geance for an off ense, but followed by a return to the status quo.   Hence, 
warfare between tribal groups in Afghanistan is about the maintenance of 
space and power relative to other tribal groups, not about domination or 
annihilation. Th is sense of boundaries and space aff ects not only tactics but 
also goals in warfare. Th us, until the wholesale destruction of villages and 
displacement of millions of Afghans by the Soviet Army, the Mujahideen 
worked under strict limitations—they could employ local forces to fi ght 
only in a limited local area. 

  Jihad  or holy war diff ers from the traditional Afghan tribal model of war 
in that it overrides tribal rivalries and internal diff erences by calling on each 
individual Muslim to oppose the infi del, or as Roy puts it: “it transcends 
tribal segmentation . . . it transcends the values of tribal codes and values 
by referring to Islam.”   Th e Mujahideen saw themselves as holy  warriors, 
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the descendants of all holy warriors who had defended their homeland, 
and jihad served as a unifying narrative that surpassed tribal rivalries. 
But Mujahideen warfare tactics were tribal tactics and, as discussed later 
in the chapter, one of the pivotal reasons for their success was the ability 
of Mujahideen fi ghters to operate in the ways they knew best—tribal war-
fare. Hence, the concept of jihad was well suited for the Soviet-Afghan war, 
which spilled over to aff ect even remote tribes, since it provided a powerful 
motivating force for the Mujahideen, whose primary goal was to expel the 
invaders.   

 Afghan tribal culture also generates a deeply ingrained sense of per-
sonal honor and courage. Th is is not to suggest, as some of the fi rst impe-
rial ethnological studies of tribal societies did, that Afghans are more 
warlike than other groups of people. Afghan tribes are not concerned with 
how outsiders measure their society, but they do care deeply how fellow 
tribesmen measure tribesmen. Th us one of the standards by which a man’s 
place in Afghan society is measured, and upward mobility achieved, is the 
degree of personal honor and courage displayed in combat. 

Th ese values are perpetuated and celebrated in all parts of Afghan 
culture, in storytelling, and in art. During the Soviet war, for example, a 
new design motif emerged on Afghan prayer rugs—stylized Soviet heli-
copters and tanks and the weapons used by the Mujahideen to destroy 
them—AK-47s and rocket-propelled grenades and Stinger missiles. Some 
rugs have unique designs, woven to tell the story of battles and skirmishes 
and immortalizing the countless acts of individual courage and sacrifi ce. 
Personal courage and bravery are also an important theme in portrait art. 
A Western journalist touring the north of Afghanistan aft er Operation 
Enduring Freedom in 2002 described the offi  ce of Ismail Khan, a powerful 
warlord and former Mujahideen leader, as being dominated by a huge oil 
painting of him directing antiaircraft  fi re during the Soviet-Afghan war.   
Th is also refl ects the mobilization of Afghan society for war, where civil 
leaders became warlords and every male in the  qawm  became a warrior. 
Indeed, in many areas of Afghanistan, the tradition of raising the oldest 
male child in the family with the responsibility of cleaning and repairing 
the family weaponry, whether it is an ancient British-made fl intlock or 
modern AK-47, is still alive and well.   

 In Afghan tribal society, the power of a leader is refl ected in and depen-
dent upon his generosity, dispersal of small tokens, use of power and infl u-
ence for the advantage of the  qawm , and ability to adjudicate disputes. Since 
the tribes have little use for a professionalized police or military, the  qawm ’s 
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leader is also the  qawm ’s wartime commander, responsible for leading the 
males of the  qawm  against its enemies and for executing blood vendettas.   

 Th us, the story of the Soviet-Afghan war is one in which the soldiers of 
the Red Army came face-to-face with Afghan tribal warriors. Th ese war-
riors were united against the Soviet forces by the powerful common reli-
gious narrative of a  jihad  and by the abuses of the Soviet military against 
protected populations—women and children—and within protected 
spaces. Th e Afghan tribesmen who fought as Mujahideen were tenacious 
tribal warriors with an inherently strong sense of personal courage and 
conviction and adaptable command and control structure—all qualities 
that the Soviets were painfully slow to recognize, and even slower to coun-
ter. But the Soviets were not the fi rst outsiders to fi nd themselves in such a 
situation in Afghanistan, and it is to the British experience in Afghanistan 
that we now turn. 

 The Years of British Intervention 

 In three thousand years of invasions and periodic occupations, Afghan 
tribesmen have been bloodied and battered, but the tribes have always 
 survived to tell the tale. Th e history of colonialism in Afghanistan starts 
with Alexander the Great, and the Afghan state itself was fi nally formed in 
1919 with the fi nal defeat of the British imperialists in the third Anglo-Afghan 
war. It took the British nearly seventy years to fi nally give up their ambitions 
for dominating Afghanistan, although the fi rst Anglo-Afghan war should 
have taught them all they needed to know about Afghan tribal  warriors as a 
terrifyingly determined force. 

 Th e lessons that the British eventually learned in fi ghting the Afghans 
were readily accessible to the Soviets before their 1979 invasion, just as 
the lessons of the Soviets were available to the U.S. Special Forces enter-
ing Afghanistan in 2001. Th e Soviets seem not to have read their history 
books, whereas the United States at least in part both understood and drew 
upon the lessons of past wars to defeat the Taliban. It remains to be seen, of 
course, whether the United States can help Afghanistan win the peace. 

 The Army of Indus 

 As noted earlier, the British invaded Afghanistan in 1839 in response to 
news that Russia, its rival in the “Great Game,” was moving into resource-
rich central Asia. With a puppet Afghan king, Shah Shuja, and a force of 
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22,000 soldiers, native and British, the Army of Indus embarked on a cam-
paign that was seen, as historian Steven Tanner notes, as “fraught with so 
much promise of distinction and advancement.”   Th is exuberance lasted 
all of eighteen months. By 1841, Shah Shuja had been assassinated and the 
British forts breached. Starving and freezing, 16,000 British troops died in 
the retreat from Kabul in the winter of 1842, with just one man left  to tell 
the tale. As historian Steven Tanner notes, “this defeat was so awful it was 
branded ‘sublime’ in London.” But it took the British two more wars before 
they fi nally learned to leave the Afghan tribes to their own devices. 

 As Tanner’s account of the invasion details, the 22,000 plus military 
force, with 30,000 camels and a foxhound pack in tow, seemed well pre-
pared for its Afghan adventure. And even though the passage through the 
narrow mountain passes into Afghanistan was harrowing enough to bring 
the reality of the campaign home to the British Army, they walked into 
Kandahar in 1839 on the heels of a fl eeing Afghan resistance. No shots were 
fi red, and Shah Shuja, was welcomed into the city with fl ower petals. 

 Th e invasion path for the British Army took them from the Hindu Kush 
to Kandahar, which they garrisoned, and then on to Kabul. On the way, they 
encountered the fortress city of Ghazni, which Tanner describes as “one of the 
greatest fortresses in Asia” with 150-foot-high towers, thick walls, and three 
thousand Afghan defenders.   Th e fortress looked like it would not fall easily, 
and it was here in 1840 that the British military was confronted with  ghazi s—
“religious warriors who had put aside tribal diff erences for the greater purpose 
of evicting infi dels from Afghan soil.” Th e British also faced the superior range 
of the Afghan muskets from their positions high on the fortress walls. Th e 
British could not leave the fortress intact, since it lay between Kandahar and 
Kabul, but they had left  their biggest artillery pieces back in Kandahar. With-
out these guns and facing a dedicated resistance force the British prevailed at 
Ghazni by the use of subterfuge. Th e British commander had the good sense 
to use a man with knowledge of local languages and politics to fi nd another 
way into the fortress and Ghazni quickly fell to the British invaders.   

 Th e fall of Ghazni held many important lessons for the British on how 
to fi ght the Afghans, including the importance of co-opting local individ-
uals to exploit tribal rivalries, the importance of subterfuge, and compre-
hension of just how deep the sentiment ran against the infi del invaders. At 
Ghazni the British forces had the opportunity to learn what was required to 
prevail militarily in Afghanistan, but it was an opportunity that would be 
 squandered because the British political leadership placed so little stock in 
developing alliances with the natives. 



A SUPERPOWER CONUNDRUM 161

 Shah Shuja’s entrance into the fortress of Ghazni, taken by British sub-
terfuge, was subdued, with the Afghan population watching as the British 
Army advanced, unimpeded, on Kabul. By August 1840, they had encir-
cled the city and then fi nally entered it, while the Afghan people this time 
greeted Shah Shuja with stony silence. For the political offi  cers of the  British 
Empire, the invasion of Afghanistan was somewhat anticlimactic and the 
fi rst damp winter was more of an adversary than the indigenous tribesmen. 
And since those tribesmen had evaporated at the fi rst sign of the British 
Army, and Afghanistan’s capital was garrisoned, more than one-third of the 
British forces were sent back to India. 

 It was in this relative quiet of the fi rst winter that the seeds of the British 
defeat were sown. Th e choice of the perpetually indecisive General Elphinstone 
as the commander in charge of the British Army and the actions of the Brit-
ish Envoy, Robert McNaughton, eff ectively sealed the fate of the British 
forces, even before they were really tested. Both men quickly discounted 
the military capability of the Afghan tribes. McNaughton’s correspondence 
with London is illustrative. In August 1841 he wrote: “Th e people are perfect 
children and should be treated as such. If we put one naughty boy in the 
corner, the rest will be terrifi ed.” 

 Th e British forces occupying Afghanistan started with a gross politi-
cal miscalculation and underestimation of its adversaries. However, other 
political miscalculations also contributed to the losses the British army suf-
fered in what came to be known as the fi rst Afghan war. For starters, the 
British political offi  cers took the lack of resistance during the invasion to 
mean that there would be none. Worse, they assumed that the sight of the 
British Army in all its glory cowed Afghan warriors. In reality, the tribes-
men in the east who had received bribes and payments from the British 
were simply waiting and watching, while the tribes in the west were soon in 
open and bloody revolt. 

 In addition to the inadequate garrisons left  behind in Kabul, Kandahar, 
and Ghazni, the occupying British were dismissive of local social customs—
especially those regarding the separation of women and alcohol. During 
the long hot summer of 1841 the British occupiers turned the garrison in 
Kabul into a brothel, which was abhorrent to the devoutly Islamic Afghans. 
Th ey also ignored some of the fundamentals of Afghan politics. Th eir pup-
pet king Shah Shuja was better known, as Tanner puts it, for having “failed 
to regain his throne three times before” than for any strength of leadership. 
He was not a ruler that Afghan tribesmen, raised to admire individual acts 
of courage and bravery, could possibly respect. Worse still, as pressure from 
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London to economize grew, the British forgot that they were completely 
dependent on the Afghans for food and supplies, and cut back on bribes 
paid to local tribes. 

 For the duration of the fi rst Anglo-Afghan occupation and war the  British 
political offi  cers seemed determined to ignore the lessons that Afghanistan 
off ered them and concentrated on appeasing their masters back in London. 
Th ose who tried to inject a measure of reality into the reports home, espe-
cially the military men, were dismissed as lacking the stomach for a fi ght. 
However, in retrospect it was the soldiers who best understood the reality 
of what Afghan tribal warfare would mean for the British. 

 Th e British Army witnessed fi rst hand the ferocity of the Afghan tribal 
warriors in battle. Indeed, the British Army did not trust in the ease of 
their fi rst victories. Tanner calls the British offi  cers “a suspicious” class, and 
rightly so, since they were veterans of battles with other tribes in the Indian 
subcontinent. Th ey saw Afghan tribesmen for the hardened warriors that 
they were, “always armed with at least a long knife—called a Khyber knife.” 
Th ey also recognized how intensely the Afghan tribesmen watched the Brit-
ish Army, however outwardly docile they seemed. Trouble, they predicted, 
would not be long coming. 

 Overestimating the importance of the state and underestimating the 
power of tribal loyalties was only the beginning of the end for the British 
Army. Under pressure to cut costs, the British envoy also reduced payments 
to the local tribal leaders, such as the Ghilzais. By all accounts, the Ghilzais, 
accustomed to and dependent on receiving tributes for safe passage, took 
the news silently and withdrew from the negotiations without comment. 
Th en they began attacking British caravans traveling to and from India, 
eff ectively marooning the British garrison in what was quickly turning into 
a very hostile land. Later they would cut the retreating British Army to rib-
bons in their passes. 

 Outside of Kabul the British soldiers quickly learned that victory in 
military engagements was not a foregone conclusion. And most impor-
tant, victory in battle did not equate to vanquishing the resistance. Th e 
Afghan tribes had nothing to compete with British heavy artillery on 
open ground, but the British Army was outgunned in the rifl e depart-
ment. Th e British standard rifl e, “Brown Bess,” was designed for set-piece 
battles such as those fought in Europe. On open plains, with an accurate 
range of 50 yards, and used in close formation, the standardized rifl e was 
considered advantageous.   However, the Afghans were equipped with 
Arab-made, muzzle-loading fl intlock rifl es, called  jezail , accurate at 150 
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yards and, as Tanner notes, used with deadly precision by snipers in the 
rocky mountain passes. 

 Although the cities of Kandahar and Kabul had fallen to the Army of 
Indus with relative ease in 1840, the rest of the country was a diff erent 
 matter—a lesson that the Soviet Army would have done well to learn a 
century later. During the course of the British occupation of Afghanistan, 
the following pattern emerged: when the cities fell to the British, the tribal 
warriors, oft en mounted on horseback, melted into the craggy landscape. 
And in their native hills they were unreachable and undefeatable. While 
the British envoy was puffi  ng up success in Kabul for the audience back 
home, General Nott was locked in an unending struggle with Afghan tribes 
in the south—the Ghilzais and Durranis.   And in the terrain west of Kabul, 
Uzbeks and Baluchi tribal warriors roamed unchecked.   

 Th e snowball that began the avalanche that would devour the  British 
Army in Afghanistan was the fall of the British Residency in Kabul in 
November 1841. Despite eighteen months of British occupation the Afghan 
tribes had never been defeated or convinced of the advantages of British 
rule, and rebellion continued to ferment throughout the summer of 1841. 
By early winter local tribal leaders had united their eff orts and an angry 
mob of Afghans stormed the streets of Kabul. Aft er the Residency and the 
British paymaster’s house in Kabul fell, the Afghans turned their attention 
to looting the supply commissary for the garrison outside the city, which as 
Tanner writes, they stripped of food and medicine. 

 Th e British garrison at Kabul, besieged by thousands of Afghan warriors, 
clung on for another three weeks of close fi ghting. However, aft er a battle-
fi eld defeat outside the garrison that sent the British Army reeling back 
against their own fortress walls, Envoy McNaughton fi nally understood 
that their days in Afghanistan were numbered. Th e tribesmen, united under 
Akbar Khan, son of the formidable chieft ain Dost Mohammed, negotiated 
a treaty under which the British could withdraw with safe passage from 
Afghanistan. McNaughton, however, had other ideas and attempted to 
negotiate a secret deal to leave Shah Shuja in place in Kabul, thereby secur-
ing a British client government, if not an actual British military presence. 
McNaughton was killed during the negotiation, sliced up, and his torso 
was hoisted up on display in Kabul’s marketplace. Th e horrifi ed and out-
numbered British forces in Kabul fi nally admitted defeat and left  the virtual 
prison of their own garrison on their ill-fated retreat on January 9, 1842.   

 At the onset of their nine-day ordeal into the mountains the Afghan 
leader, Akbar Khan, the man who had McNaughton killed, off ered to take 
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the British women and their families into safe keeping—in eff ect making 
them hostages but keeping them out of the fi ghting. According to Tanner 
and the diary of Lady McNaughton, who was part of the retreat, Akbar 
Khan would repeat this off er several times over the next nine days until 
it was eventually accepted, saving thirty families from the slaughter in the 
passes. 

 Th e Ghilzai unleashed their form of tribal warfare against the British 
forces in retreat. Th ese were tactics with which the Soviets would become 
all too quickly acquainted more than a century later. In the fi rst Ghilzai 
ambush the tribesmen allowed the front of the British column to pass along 
the trail unmolested until the slower rear guard, with its baggage trail and 
camp followers, clogged the retreat. Th e tribesmen then opened fi re from 
the high ledges above the pass and descended from these positions to raid 
the bodies and fi nish off  the wounded with their ever-present knives. Th e 
British tried to keep their heavy artillery as long as possible but with each 
day of the freezing journey fewer British soldiers were left  to man the guns, 
and by the fi ft h day less than 250 were left  alive. 

 With the exception of the hostages, at the end of the ninth day the car-
nage was complete. Th e Ghilzai tribesmen and the freezing weather had 
killed every member of the British party that had not surrendered or been 
captured. As mentioned earlier in this book, of the sixteen thousand in 
the British party that set off , only one man made it through the passes, an 
incredibly lucky doctor, William Brydon, who galloped to safety even as his 
comrades were picked off  one by one by sharpshooters. 

 Without question, the fi rst Anglo-Afghan war was a resounding victory 
for the Afghan tribes and a horrible defeat for the British—that was cer-
tainly how London viewed the entire fi asco. However, this did not prevent 
them from reengaging in Afghanistan over the next eighty years in pursuit 
of their Forward Presence policy.   

 The Second and Third Anglo-Afghan Wars 

 In 1878 the British were back in Afghanistan and at war again. In the forty 
years since the fi rst Anglo-Afghan war, Moscow and London had continued 
to jostle over southwest Asia as part of their Great Game rivalry. When the 
Russians fi nally declared outright war on the British Empire and sent a dip-
lomatic delegation that was received in Kabul by King Sher Ali, the  British 
were incensed. Th ey demanded that the Afghans also receive a  British del-
egation, to counter Russian infl uence, and when the Afghans were slow 
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to respond, the British declared war on the Afghans. Th is time, as Tanner 
writes, the British thought they were prepared: they had the technological 
advantage of Gatling guns that fi red two hundred rounds per minute, rifl es 
accurate to 1,000 yards, khaki (not bright red) uniforms, and units of for-
midable Sikh soldiers.   

 According to Tanner, the Afghan king had little luck keeping together 
a national army to repel the British invaders, since tribal loyalties super-
seded loyalty to the king, especially one who could not pay his forces. Th us, 
a British army of fi ft een thousand men was able to once again march into 
Afghanistan with minimal shots exchanged. However, this time the forces 
of the British commander, General Robert, scarcely had time to execute 
suspected collaborators and terrorize the locals in Kabul before they were 
under attack by jihad warriors commanded by an elderly mullah and an 
experienced Afghan warrior, Mohammed Jan. Th e jihad brought more 
than forty thousand tribal warriors to Kabul under Jan’s command, which 
fi lled the heights around Kabul and the roads leading to the city with snip-
ers. General Robert’s forces held Kabul against the jihadi throughout a long 
hard winter, but the political tide had turned back home in London with 
the reelection of William Gladstone as Prime Minister, and support for the 
British Forward Policy in Afghanistan turned with it. Th e second Afghan 
war ended quietly when Robert negotiated a handover of power to a grand-
son of Dost Muhammad, Abdur Rahman, with the understanding that 
Britain was still responsible for Afghanistan’s foreign policy, especially with 
regard to the Russian-Afghan border. 

 Th e reigns of Abdur Rahman and his son, Habibullah, lasted from 1880 
to 1919 and mark one of the rare periods of relative stability and technologi-
cal development for Afghanistan. Abdur, who had trained with the Russian 
military, was successfully able to balance British and Russian interests dur-
ing his reign, and this successful political balancing act allowed him time 
to concentrate on domestic matters. He suppressed rebellions from tribal 
groups by threatening persistent troublemakers with brutal punishments 
and execution.   As a Durrani Pashtun Abdur Rhaman secured power by 
forcibly relocating the Ghilzai Pashtuns and other tribes from southern 
Afghanistan to areas north of the Hindu Kush with non-Pashtun Tajik, 
Uzbek, Hazara, and Turk populations.   Abdur also created new provinces 
and placed governors in charge of them who owed their position and thus 
their loyalty directly to himself. Since the new provinces did not follow the 
traditional boundaries, the power of the tribes and their ability to rebel was 
further undermined by the gradual assumption by provincial governors of 
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the right to distribute land and revenues.   Finally, Abdur created an advi-
sory council, Loya Jirga, which met in Kabul and gave the illusion of infl u-
ence to the tribal leaders without binding Abdur to its advice.   

 One of Abdur’s most remarkable achievements for Afghanistan was the 
peaceful succession of his son, Habibullah, whose death in 1919 marked the 
end of this forty-year development of an Afghan centralized government. 
Despite his peaceful succession to the Afghan throne, Habibullah met an 
early demise—mysteriously assassinated during a hunting trip, aft er which 
Habibullah’s son, Amanullah, quickly seized power in Kabul. 

 Th e third and fi nal Anglo-Afghan war, which lasted little over a month, 
was sparked in May 1919 aft er Habibullah’s death and as a result of the 
change of power in Afghanistan. Anti-British sentiment boiled up in 
Afghanistan under Amanullah, and the British border forts were the fi rst 
casualties. Th e British retaliated with raids into Afghanistan from the 
 Khyber Pass followed by aerial bombing that brought the war to a screech-
ing halt. Th e Afghan king protested British tactics to Lord Chelmsford, the 
Indian viceroy, and the British and Afghan governments negotiated a peace 
that, as Tanner notes, fi nally gave Afghanistan the right, aft er seventy years, 
to be “free and independent in its internal and external aff airs.” 

 Th e British presence in Afghanistan had an important impact on the 
modern state of Afghanistan because the British left  a legacy of political 
boundaries based on their strategic interests rather than on the histori-
cal location of tribal peoples. Th e Afghan nation that emerged in 1919 was 
shaped by borders drawn by London in the 1890s to split the Pashtuns 
between Afghanistan and the British-held Northwest Territories—the 
Durand line. While the British had moved political borders in Afghanistan 
to protect their interests in India against Russia and China, the rulers in 
Kabul were conducting bloody purges of political rivals, and forcing the 
displacement of large groups of Afghan tribesmen internally. Th e goal for 
the ruling Pashtuns was to place tribal enemies next to tribal enemies and 
leverage the power of the state to settle disputes. 

 The Afghan State 

 While World War I and its aft ermath absorbed the energies of the  Russians 
and the British, political control of Kabul fell into the hands of King 
Muhammad Zahir Shah. Th is last king of Afghanistan came to power aft er 
a succession of contenders for the crown failed to seize it or were killed, and 
he spent fi ft y years in power carefully balancing Pashtun tribal infl uences 
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against the demands of the non-Pashtun Afghans with some success.   
Under his rule the fi rst free elections were held and the fi rst semi-free news-
papers published. Th e great highways that the Soviet Army later learned to 
loathe were also built under his reign, connecting the north and south of 
the country for the fi rst time. 

 Th e 1960s were a period of intellectual fermentation in Afghanistan, par-
ticularly at the universities where conservatives and liberals alike expressed 
discontent with the pace and type of change taking place in the country. 
While the campus liberals demanded further freedom of speech and empha-
sized secular reforms, conservatives demanded a return to more traditional 
order. Political reforms continued to develop, and in 1964  Afghanistan 
voted for its fi rst constitution. Under its provisions, non- Pashtuns were 
granted the right to be called Afghanis. In 1965, Afghanistan’s fi rst  Marxist 
political party, the People’s Democratic Party of Afghanistan (PDPA), was 
formed.   Democratic politics languished, however, and on July 17, 1973, 
former Prime Minister Daoud, who had been forced to resign over his part 
in the long-running feud with Pakistan, seized power in Kabul while the 
king was out of the country. Daoud’s subsequent inability to deliver on his 
promises of economic and agricultural reform laid the groundwork in 1978 
for his assassination by members of the PDPA. 

 When the People’s Democratic Party of Afghanistan fi rst came to power 
it did so with a Marxist doctrine and close ties to the Soviet Union. Th e 
PDPA policies for governing Afghanistan, however, proved to be impracti-
cal and alienated the rural population. Some of the PDPA’s core Marxist 
agricultural policies, for example, clashed with traditional tribal practices 
of land ownership and use. Moreover, attempts by the PDPA to enforce land 
and labor reform on the rural tribes quickly resulted in widespread violent 
rebellion in the provinces: a population that had at best only tolerated cen-
tral rule. In addition to alienating the tribes, the PDPA had also alienated 
the clerics and university scholars with its rigid enforcement of secular 
government. With the tribes in open rebellion and the clerics militant and 
outspoken about the PDPA anti-Islamic reforms, the Marxist government 
of Afghanistan was in imminent danger of losing control of the country, 
something that Moscow, at the height of the Cold War, could not permit. 

 Th e Soviet Union had maintained close ties with the PDPA through the 
1970s, and although it was offi  cially denied, assisted in the assassination of 
Daoud. From Moscow’s perspective, Daoud’s mishandling of the Afghan 
population had dangerous consequences—control of Afghanistan seemed 
poised to slip from the PDPA. In Moscow and in Kabul the choice was 
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clear: Daoud had to go. However, although the People’s Democratic Party of 
Afghanistan still held power in Kabul, by the time of Daoud’s assassination, 
the years of party infi ghting had left  it hopelessly fractured.  Moscow had 
to act quickly: the power vacuum that followed Daoud’s death also seemed 
to signal the end of PDPA rule. Soviet agents returned to Moscow in the 
spring of 1979 with the news that the fi res of rebellion were blazing and that 
the PDPA was about to lose control over Afghanistan.   Th e Soviet response 
to this alarming report was simple: send in the army. 

 By late 1979 Soviet troops were massing in Uzbekistan, along the Soviet 
Union’s border with Afghanistan. Although both Kabul and Moscow main-
tained the polite fi ction that the Red Army had been invited in to help the 
PDPA and the Afghan Army secure control over Afghanistan, the Afghan 
tribes and the outside world saw the operation for what it was—an inva-
sion. It would develop into a ten year Soviet-Afghan war, result in the loss 
of millions of lives, and end with the ignoble and harried retreat of the 
superpower. 

 A Decade of Soviet-Afghan War 

 Th e Soviet troops were supposed to train the Afghan Army, not become a 
substitute for it. Th e original plan envisaged Red Army personnel playing 
a limited advisory role while the Afghan Army restored order on behalf of 
the government formed by the People’s Democratic Party of Afghanistan. 
From the very beginning, however, it was clear that Afghanistan’s army was 
hopelessly ill-trained and thoroughly infi ltrated by anti-government agents. 
Unwelcome and out of their depth, Soviet troops quickly began to shoulder 
the brunt of military operations, and it is the story of the ferocious resis-
tance they faced that describes the Soviet-Afghan war. 

 American military analysts later wrote of the Soviet experience in 
Afghanistan that aside from one very large-scale operation, discussed later 
in more detail, in the north of Afghanistan—Operation Magistral—the only 
successful major operations the Red Army conducted during the ten-year 
war “were the invasion . . . and the withdrawal.”   Red Army doctrine, train-
ing, and equipment had prepared it for conventional battles against NATO 
or Chinese forces, but not for a counter-guerrilla confl ict. Ultimately, it was 
tribal tactics—guerrilla units skilled at the hit-and-run raid and motivated 
to fi ght to the last man—that defeated one of the Cold War’s superpowers.   

 Th e Soviet war with the Afghan tribes can be divided into four main 
stages;  Phase I —invasion (December 1979–February 1980);  Phase II —Soviet 



A SUPERPOWER CONUNDRUM 169

buildup and scorched-earth policy (February 1980–April 1985);  Phase III —
negotiating withdrawal (April 1985–April 1986); and  Phase IV —Operation 
Magistral and retreat (April 1986–February 1989).   

 Phase I—Invasion (December 1979–February 1980) 

 Th e Soviet Army was forced to adapt its operational procedures almost 
immediately upon rolling into Afghanistan. As noted previously, the origi-
nal plan was for the Soviet 40th Army to simply support the Afghans in 
reasserting control over the country. At worst, troops might have to secure 
the major cities while they trained Afghan forces to subdue the rural popu-
lation. But the Soviet planners reckoned without considering Afghan tribal 
affi  liations and loyalties. During the fi rst eighteen months aft er the Red 
Army secured the urban centers, operations by its Afghan counterpart were 
routinely disrupted. For every Afghan Army recruit who was loyal to the 
PDPA there was another recruit who owed his fi rst loyalty to family, clan, 
and tribe. Th e Afghan forces could not step outside their barracks with-
out the local Mujahideen being completely aware of their operational plans 
and routes. As a consequence, morale was desperately low and operational 
security almost nonexistent before the Soviet troops were ordered to take 
the lead, a decision that would trap Moscow in a quagmire of war.   

 In the fi rst days of the war, the 40th Army lost an average of sixty-nine 
men killed or wounded per day. By February 1980 Soviet troops were tak-
ing part in all operations outside of the major cities.   Th is established the 
pattern for Soviet operations against the Mujahideen for the next phase of 
the war, which lasted until the Soviet leadership fi nally withdrew its sup-
port from the war in 1985 and sought to disengage. 

 Th e Red Army’s fi rst task was to secure the cities for the Afghan govern-
ment, a task that it accomplished with minimal resistance. Th e Mujahideen’s 
initial reaction to the presence of the Soviet Army was to use conventional 
tactics, but as Grau and Gress write, “they quickly realized that if they main-
tained their large, fairly conventional forces, they would be destroyed.”   
Instead, they reverted to conducting asymmetrical attacks wherever and 
 whenever the Soviets were vulnerable. Th is was most oft en along the few 
highways in Afghanistan capable of handling large convoys of military vehi-
cles.   In these rural areas, Mujahideen forces consisted of local tribesmen 
who employed their traditional tribal tactics of ambush and retreat. 

 Th e Red Army’s supply lines were its Achilles’ heel, and the  Mujahideen 
were well qualifi ed to capitalize on that weakness. Grau and Gress note that, 
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 according to Soviet reports, 35 percent of its forces were engaged in secur-
ing the lines of communication, with yet more tied up in providing security 
for and defending military installations such as airfi elds and other facili-
ties.   Soviet soldiers were ill prepared to face tribal warriors who, without 
warning, would strike and then quickly disappear into the hillsides. In this 
fi rst phase of the war, the Soviet Army suff ered a thousand small defeats 
on the highways and mountain passes of Afghanistan. Th e humiliation of 
these setbacks soon mounted, and Moscow responded with the full force of 
its wrath. 

 Phase II—Soviet Buildup and Offensive Scorched-Earth Policy 
(February 1980–April 1985) 

 Th e Soviet Army had little respect for its adversaries, and was painfully slow 
to react to the Mujahideen’s change in tactics from conventional to uncon-
ventional warfare. Th ese tactics—ambush and retreat, ambush and retreat, 
ambush and retreat—were so successful that whole sections of the country 
remained beyond the grasp of the Red Army. Th e Soviets concluded that 
the Mujahideen were able to operate with such success because they had 
the support of the rural population. Th is was far from the absolute truth. 
Rather, at this point in the war, villagers knew where the Mujahideen were 
based, and if asked would allow them to buy supplies or provide them with 
information on Soviet movements. Th e Mujahideen commanders usually 
came from the area in which they fought, as did the men in their units. 
While this passive assistance was important, active support of the Mujahideen 
did not become the norm until the mid 1980s—a change triggered by Soviet 
heavy handedness. Th e Soviet response to the success of the Mujahideen 
was to target the Afghan rural population in order to eradicate Mujahideen 
support among the peasantry. Th e eff ect was the opposite. With hundreds 
of thousands of people driven from their villages and made into refugees, 
the Soviet tactics resulted in a tidal wave of support for the jihad warriors 
fi ghting against the brutal Soviet regime. 

 Th e Soviet change in operational doctrine sought to go on the off en-
sive to search out and destroy those who off ered support and succor to the 
 Mujahideen in the rural mountain villages. To do so, the Red Army would 
fi rst establish a garrison of troops in the countryside before major opera-
tions commenced to collect information from the local population on 
 Mujahideen activities. Th is placed undisciplined conscripted Soviet soldiers 
deep inside hostile Afghan territory. Oft en they terrorized these  villages.   
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Th e  Mujahideen had taken pains to keep their camps away from daily  village 
life out of respect for traditional culture, but the Soviets placed their mini-
garrisons in the middle of these villages, which deeply off ended the local 
population. Although the Red Army tried to suppress the reports, there were 
many confi rmed incidents of Soviet soldiers abusing, robbing, and  killing 
Afghans both within the village and at roadblocks and checkpoints. 

 In addition to placing troops in the Afghan countryside for preop-
erational intelligence gathering, the Soviet commanders also attempted to 
deny the Mujahideen access to their supplies and local support through 
airpower. Soviet aircraft  were used to bomb granaries and the agricultural 
infrastructure, and to support Soviet troops as they swept through village 
aft er village destroying crops and fi elds and sowing minefi elds in their 
place.   As a result, “Afghanistan became a nation of refugees as more than 
seven million rural residents fl ed.” Within weeks this new Soviet opera-
tional plan had backfi red, and instead of quashing Mujahideen support in 
the countryside the Red Army had ignited it. Afghan villagers quickly came 
to loathe Soviet soldiers and lionize those holy warriors that fought them.   

 If the intention of these Soviet operations was to break popular support 
for the Mujahideen, it had exactly the opposite eff ect. Every rock and stone 
in Afghanistan now seemed to turn against the Red Army. Where support 
had been tentative, villagers who had been bombed and burned out of their 
homes were now stashing AK-47s under vegetable carts and lookouts in 
their houses. Th ese excesses likewise had an international impact. Iran, the 
United States, China, Saudi Arabia, and Egypt responded to the ferocity of 
the Soviet operations by beginning to funnel money, supplies, and weapons 
to the Mujahideen to erode the Soviet will to stay engaged. 

 Soviet commanders were slower to change their own operating doctrine 
and slower still to adapt to the terrain. Th is was doubly the case when the 
pride of the Red Army, tank formations originally designed for war in 
the wide open steppes of Europe and China, had to adjust to Afghan terrain. 
For example, the Soviets found that when they were ambushed, tank gun 
barrels could not be raised high enough to return fi re in the narrow Afghan 
canyons when the Mujahideen attacked. For a while, the tank convoys were 
sitting ducks that the Mujahideen picked off  at their leisure. Th e Soviet 
response was to eventually reintroduce combat arms—mortars and mobile 
artillery—that were fl exible and portable enough to retaliate.   

 A typical example of this can be seen in the following account of an opera-
tion in Panjshir Valley. In this particular case Soviet commanders deployed 
six battalions, who were fl own into the valley to root out a  particularly 
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 stubborn nest of Mujahideen that had been plaguing Soviet supply  convoys. 
Th ey began the operation with helicopter air raids. But the holy  warriors 
quickly retreated into the cover off ered by caves in the valley, only to return 
to their positions when advancing land forces attacked. According to Grau 
and Gress, the Soviet commander reported that: “Th e enemy established 
multi-tier defenses . . . used crevices, crags, caves, grottos, and heights for 
fi ring  positions . . . pinning down Soviet and Afghan ground forces.” Th e 
 Mujahideen utilized the “dominant high ground, moved (forces) along par-
allel valleys, and positioned them on the mouths of tight canyons.”   

 Th e battle for control of Panjshir Valley ended in failure. Th e Red Army 
units advanced 8 to 10 km per day to establish a temporary presence, but 
at great cost to both sides. As soon as the Soviets withdrew, however, the 
Mujahideen, undaunted and unbowed, returned. One Soviet commander 
commented that this was a typical outcome to the increasingly pointless 
Soviet operations: 

 Most oft en operations ended without the destruction of the enemy and if they 
forced the enemy out of his occupied positions, he would reassemble and 
return in force aft er the operation was over. Th e practice of amassing a large 
number of regular forces against a small group of irregular forces to fi ght a 
guerrilla war on rugged terrain is bankrupt.   

 At the peak of operations during the 1980 to 1985 phase of the war, Soviet 
casualties averaged more than 8,000 per year. In 1984 the 40th Army was 
losing an average of twenty-six men killed or wounded per day. 

 Phase III—Negotiating Withdrawal (April 1985–April 1986) 

 In the 1985–1986 phase of the war, 40th Army troop levels reached nearly 
120,000, and they were thoroughly enmeshed in the Afghan quagmire. 
By this time, Soviet commanders had adapted their tactics to develop new 
operational concepts such as  bronegruppa , in which armored personnel 
carriers in convoys were armed and used to chase down Mujahideen or 
rush to the defense of dismounted infantry, instead of being parked once 
infantry had dismounted. Th ey also innovated in their use of helicopters as 
a mobile airborne attack platform, which proved very successful and at fi rst 
made the Mujahideen very vulnerable from the air. 

 Th e Mujahideen air-defense capabilities were generally limited to small-
arms fi re that was dangerous but hardly debilitating to Soviet helicopters. 
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Only when they were able to steal SAM-7 shoulder-launched missiles from 
the Soviets could the Mujahideen up the ante. Th e range of these missiles 
forced helicopter and aircraft  pilots to fl y at 1,500 meters or above, where 
the missiles were oft en defective and inaccurate. Th e SAM-7s were not the 
tactical weapon that the Mujahideen so desperately needed to respond 
to Soviet domination of the skies. But in 1986, the U.S. “Stinger” missiles 
fi nally made their debut, allowing the Mujahideen to signifi cantly escalate 
the cost of the confl ict for Moscow.   

 Th e Stinger, a shoulder-launched missile developed originally for the 
U.S. Marines, uses infrared technology to lock onto the heat signal from 
a helicopter engine. Th e missile was provided to the Afghans only aft er 
intense political debate in the United States over the implications of such 
assistance. Although there was political support by sympathetic U.S. mem-
bers of Congress for the Mujahideen struggle against the Soviet Union, 
there was extreme caution at the CIA and Pentagon over providing the 
Mujahideen such a weapon at the height of the Cold War. Th e spooks and 
soldiers argued that it could provoke the Soviet Union into escalating the 
confl ict into one against the United States. However, starting in 1986, the 
Stingers made their way into the hands of the Mujahideen through CIA 
operatives in the Pakistan-Afghanistan border regions.   

 Th e Mujahideen were very eff ective in their choice of tactics for the 
Stinger: they would lie in wait around Soviet airstrips to pick off  aircraft  
taking off  and landing. In the mountains they reverted to ambush tactics: 
one Mujahideen would act as bait to lure aircraft  fl ying overhead down 
into Stinger ambushes while others hid with their missiles at the ready.   
And in the hands of the Mujahideen the threat of a Stinger attack proved so 
eff ective for picking helicopters out of the sky aft er its introduction that the 
Soviets almost completely stopped daylight helicopter fl ights.   

 Th e impact of the Stingers on the ability of the Soviet air force to fi ght 
is hotly debated, but the numbers tell the story.   Th e Stinger was fi rst used 
in September 1986. Between then and the Soviet retreat in 1989, a conser-
vative estimate suggests that Soviets lost 269 of its 310 fi xed-wing aircraft  
to Stingers.   Th e numbers for helicopters were equally dire. Th e long-term 
impact of the Stingers on the Soviet willingness to fi ght in Afghanistan is 
also the subject of intense debate by military and political analysts. On the 
one hand, some analysts argue that the Stingers at best kept Soviet aircraft  
above 12,000 feet; and considering that they quickly turned up in black-
market arms bazaars, even the Mujahideen did not think they were that 
useful. However, other analysts with CIA contacts claim that the eff ect of 
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the Stinger was so devastating on Soviet morale that the missiles not only 
infl icted painful losses on the Red Army’s air force, but also achieved a 
strategic victory—it undermined Moscow’s political will to stay involved 
in Afghanistan. In the end, however, the tactical impact of the U.S. missile 
in the hands of the Mujahideen was unambiguous. Simply put, the Stinger 
denied Soviet ground troops accurate low-level air support and made 
Afghan airspace anything but “friendly skies.” 

 In sum, during this period, the Afghan population turned against the Red 
Army in every corner of the country, and the pressure from the  Mujahideen, 
who were fi ghting a holy war against the infi del, was relentless. Th e 
 Mujahideen guerrilla warfare tactics did not lend themselves well to showy 
conventional victories of the kind best understood by Red Army generals. 
But it was very clear to the Soviet soldiers on the ground in Afghanistan 
that they were dying a death by a thousand cuts at the hands of the holy 
warriors. And it was in the shadow of these developments that political 
support for the war reached its nadir back in the USSR. Th e decision to 
withdraw was due only partially to the change of Kremlin leadership—the 
era of Gorbachev was about to begin. Th e lack of popular support for the 
war in the Soviet Union also played a major role. 

 Once the decision to withdraw was made in Moscow, the task of the Red 
Army was to train the Afghan Army to assume as much of the military secu-
rity operation as possible by the time it exited. Th e Red Army also needed to 
extract their own troops with as few casualties and as much dignity as pos-
sible. Th e decision to withdraw was couched in the language of  politics—a 
“national reconciliation plan” for Afghanistan. For the  Mujahideen it was 
seen for what it really was—a retreat. 

 Phase IV—Operation Magistral and Retreat (April 1986–February 1989) 

 In early 1987 the Soviet-supported Afghan government entered into nego-
tiations with the Mujahideen, and the Red Army began planning for its 
withdrawal from Afghanistan. To do so, the high command felt they des-
perately needed a fl ashy conventional military success, and in  November 
1987 they initiated Operation Magistral. Th e plan was to deploy two 
Soviet and fi ve Afghan divisions against large groups of resistance fi ght-
ers who were blockading one of Afghanistan’s major highways.   With 
all the fi repower deployed, Operation Magistral gave the Soviets the big 
 conventional victory they sought, although their success proved to be 
short-lived. 
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 From the time the Red Army rolled into Afghanistan in 1979 they were 
able to exert only very limited control over various parts of the country, and 
that limited control included the major north–south highway through Pak-
tia province to the city of Khost. Since the Soviet invasion the Mujahideen, 
local warlords, and freelance bandits had made the highway so impassable 
for supply convoys that the Soviet garrison at Khost was resupplied exclu-
sively by air. Whatever the political motivations behind Magistral, the Red 
Army’s operational objective was to force open the highway to secure safe 
passage to their garrison. And at the operational level, they were successful. 
Armored Soviet ground units backed up with helicopter gunships system-
atically swept the highway and surrounding countryside of Mujahideen in 
a coordinated operation that came straight out of their training manuals. 

 For once the Mujahideen fought fi ercely to defend territory and barri-
cades along the highway instead of disappearing into the countryside. And 
for once the Soviet Army combined suffi  cient airpower with armor brigade 
fi repower to blaze a trail all the way to Khost. According to Grau, just one 
month of Operational Magistral, between December 1987 and January 1988 
resulted in Red Army losses of twenty killed and sixty-eight wounded. In 
return the Soviets claimed they had captured, killed, or destroyed 3,000 
Mujahideen, 131 machine guns, 121 rocket-propelled grenades, 100 supply 
dumps, 121 mortars, and 4 tanks.   Th ey also removed more than 1,300 anti-
tank and anti-personnel mines with the goal of keeping the road open for 
the Afghan authority once the Soviets had withdrawn.   

 Th e Mujahideen learned early on in the Soviet-Afghan war that their 
advantage lay in asymmetrical tactics, forcing the Red Army to do some-
thing they did very poorly—respond ad hoc to surprise attacks. Th e 
 Mujahideen also understood that attempting to meet the might of the 
Soviet war machine head to head in conventional operations would be 
disastrous. Operation Magistral was a textbook demonstration of what the 
Soviets were capable of if the operation was conventional, a clear objective 
was set, all the resources needed were available, and, most important, the 
Mujahideen cooperated by standing and fi ghting. Th e Red Army, however, 
managed to keep the highway open for a total of twelve short days; as soon 
as they withdrew, it fell back into the hands of the Mujahideen and local 
warlords. 

 Th is was the Red Army’s last hurrah before their eventual retreat. 
Despite the ongoing peace negotiations in Geneva, the Mujahideen refused 
to abandon their jihad and the Soviet withdrawal from Afghanistan was 
completed in two stages without a negotiated cease-fi re. Moscow agreed to 
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withdraw its troops during 1988 and 1989. Half of the Red Army withdrew 
in a two-stage operation spread out between April and August 1988. Th e 
remainder withdrew in a three-month operation between November 1988 
and  February 1989, watched but not attacked by the Mujahideen. 

 Th e last Soviet forces eventually left  Afghanistan via the town of Termez 
on the Afghan-Uzbekistan border on February 15, 1989. Th e commander 
of the Soviet forces in Afghanistan, Lieutenant General Boris V. Gromov, 
watched as the last units of the Red Army rolled across the steel Friend-
ship Bridge out of Afghanistan. Nine years and fi ft y days aft er Soviet forces 
had invaded, the world’s press was also on hand in Termez to watch them 
retreat. “Th ere is not a single Soviet solider or offi  cer left  behind me,”  General 
 Gromov told a television reporter waiting on the bridge: “Our nine-year 
stay ends with this.”   And so marked the ignominious end for another 
occupier of Afghanistan, worn down by the relentless resistance of the 
Mujahideen. 

 Understanding Defeat: The Role of the Mujahideen 

 Th e Mujahideen—holy warriors in Arabic—have a long history in  Afghanistan. 
Th ey are a force that has emerged at diff erent points in time to expel infi -
dels. For example, as we saw earlier, the British reported several encoun-
ters with fi erce holy warriors,  ghazi , who used traditional tribal tactics of 
ambush and hand-to-hand fi ghting during the Anglo-Afghan wars.   Th e 
 ghazi  were Afghan tribesmen who had put aside their tribal diff erences to 
unite against the British invaders. Th ey were highly respected for their com-
mitment and courage, and when they led the charge the local  tribesmen 
would follow them into battle.   

 Th e Mujahideen of the Soviet-Afghan war also proved their courage in 
the 1980s against the Red Army. And, as the Red Army commanders who 
gained in-country experience quickly discovered, their commitment was 
unwavering. For example, when the Mujahideen had successfully attacked 
one supply convoy aft er another in the southwest Nimroz Province, instead 
of launching a counterattack, a resourceful Red Army commander tried an 
unconventional tactic—bribery. Th e local Mujahideen leader was off ered 
250 Afghanis (the local currency) for every vehicle allowed safe passage. 
If the Mujahideen could not be driven out, so the reasoning went, perhaps 
they could be bought. However, the local Mujahideen leader’s response to 
this bribe—a huge amount of money by local standards—epitomized the 
motivation and determination of the Mujahideen: “As long as the Soviets 
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are here, we make no deals.”   And as had previous invading armies, the 
Red Army ended up fi ghting a losing battle in a hostile and ancient land in 
which determined tribal warriors gave no quarter. 

 Th e Mujahideen   consisted of four elements or factions that all inter-
preted Islam diff erently but were united in a common cause—to expel the 
infi del Soviets. Th e Mujahideen were at fi rst few in number, but they cov-
ered the whole spectrum of political Islam as it emerged from the 1960s. 
According to Roy’s study of the Mujahideen, the four major factions were 
(1) fundamentalist Sunni clerics, (2) moderate and radical Sunni Islamists 
affi  liated with the Muslim Brothers, (3) Wahhabis, and (4) Shi’ia Islamists.   
Each of the Islamic factions was key to the overall Mujahideen resistance 
because of its ability to animate diff erent elements of the Afghan popula-
tion and to draw on external support from Saudi Arabia, Pakistan, and the 
United States. We describe them in detail here. 

 Th e fi rst Mujahideen group, consisting of the fundamentalist Sunni cler-
ics, called for a return to Muslim rule for Afghanistan and a Muslim state 
based on the Shari’a. Simply put, this particular group was less concerned 
with the politics of who ruled Afghanistan and more concerned with 
Afghanistan’s return to Islamic rule. 

 Th e second group, the moderate and radical Sunni Islamists, consisted 
of the two most important political Mujahideen groups, the moderate 
Jam’iyyat-I Islami (JIA) and the radical Hizb-I Islami-ye (HIH). Th e found-
ers of each group were active on university campuses and in clerical circles 
as early as 1968, having learned from the experiences of the Egyptian-based 
Muslim Brotherhood. But they diff ered in several important aspects. Th e 
more moderate JIA, of which the future President Rabbani was a found-
ing member, emphasized a more individual religious reform rather than 
reform imposed on the population en masse by clerics. Politically, the JIA 
could also tolerate more secularization of the state, as long as Afghanistan 
remained an Islamic nation with an Islamic leader. Th e HIH, on the other 
hand, emphasized a much more rigid religious organization based on “strict 
discipline, obedience, and allegiance.”   For the HIH, it was the job of the 
clerics to bring all Afghans back to this strict interpretation of Islam, and 
politically the HIH saw only one option for Afghanistan—a return to strict 
Islamic rule under a devout Islamic ruler. 

 Th e third group consisted of Mujahideen connected to the Wahhabi 
movement, as noted earlier, who rejected all modern interpretations of 
Islam as well as the mystical Sufi  form of Islam. Wahhabi-funded  madra-
sa s in Pakistan sent its graduates to serve as mullahs—religious leaders—in 
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Afghanistan’s northeastern Kunar and Badakhshan provinces.   In return, 
as the Soviet-Afghan war progressed, the schools received a steady supply 
of refugees. Th e teachings of these  madrasa s and their students provided 
the foundations for the fundamental Islamic practices of the Taliban. 

 Finally, the fourth faction, the Shi’ia Islamists, provided links to non-
Afghan Shi’ia groups such as Hizbullah.   Th e young intellectuals who com-
prised the Shi’ia Mujahideen inspired their local audience with the example 
of the Iranian revolution, and the Afghan Shi’ia connected to the Iranian 
religious leader, Ayatollah Khomeini. 

 Considering the diversity of beliefs among the Mujahideen factions, it 
is remarkable that they were able to overcome their religious doctrinal dif-
ferences to unite and cooperate. Th is extraordinary cooperation was pos-
sible only because these very diverse groups were focused on one external 
foe—the infi del Soviet invaders. Despite their diff erences, the overriding 
and long-standing historical narrative of the holy warriors ousting infi del 
intruders was suffi  cient to unite all the Mujahideen throughout  Afghanistan 
behind the latest iteration of this common purpose. 

 Each faction within the Mujahideen was connected to both tribal and 
ethnic groups inside Afghanistan as well as to foreign groups in Saudi 
 Arabia, Iran, and Pakistan. Th ese external links became important for sup-
plies of weapons, money, and possibly thousands of non-Afghan Muslims, 
who came to fi ght in the holy war. However, in the beginning of the war 
it was predominantly Afghan Mujahideen who returned to their tribal 
areas to reconnect with their kin and lead local groups against the Soviet 
invaders. And the number of Afghan Mujahideen rapidly increased from 
the ideologically pure few in the fi rst months to hundreds of thousands as 
the war dragged on and Soviet brutality aff ected more and more ordinary 
Afghan citizens. 

 According to Olivier Roy, “the Mujahideen model for war, the jihad, 
is supposed to diff er from both guerrilla and conventional warfare in the 
sense that it is an ethical duty and a religious duty, not a particular concept 
of tactics and strategy.”   Jihad equates to a total commitment to war, some-
thing that the tribal warrior and tribal society seek to avoid because of the 
destruction it can unleash. However, when infi del invading forces seek to 
dominate Afghanistan then a jihad strategy has taken precedence.   

 In the Soviet-Afghan war, Afghanistan’s initial Mujahideen soldiers were 
part of the political intelligentsia from the cities who had been part of the 
resistance against the People’s Democratic Party of Afghanistan. When 
Moscow sent its troops to help the PDPA secure control over the unruly 
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population, these university-based groups resisted the Soviet invasion just 
as they had resisted the excesses of the PDPA. From the beginning, the 
Mujahideen scorned the Soviet soldiers because they fought for money and 
not for a cause they believed in. But in the fi rst days of the invasion they 
tried to match conventional Soviet forces with a conventional force of their 
own.   Th ey quickly learned that although Islam provided an eff ective uni-
fying narrative, it did not provide an eff ective war-fi ghting doctrine. 

 Afghan traditional society, however, which reveres and reinforces the 
tribal structure, has excellent operational and tactical models for conduct-
ing war. Local fi ghters, commanded by their local Mujahideen leaders, 
battled in their local hills and mountains, using traditional tribal hit-and-
run tactics. Th us, Mujahideen warriors fought as tribal warriors, and they 
fought very well.   To the very end, the Mujahideen gave no quarter and 
never relented in attacks against the Red Army, no matter the cost. As 
we noted earlier, one Mujahideen leader, veteran of countless successful 
ambushes in the Soviet-Afghan war, explained the Mujahideen resolve in 
stark absolutes: “We intended to fi ght to the last man and they didn’t.”   

 The Rise and Fall of Taliban and Tribal Opposition 

 While the Mujahideen fought exceptionally well to force the Red Army 
retreat, they failed in the aft ermath to fi ll the power vacuum and establish a 
viable government. Th is was due in large part to the war having been con-
ducted without this goal in mind. Th e objective was to drive out the invader 
and restore the status quo, not reorder the traditional political system. As 
Roy explains, the Mujahideen had conducted war against the Soviets the 
way that tribes always conducted war. Th ey had kept their  markaz —base 
camps—separate from private social life, and they did not attempt to mobi-
lize the population to take over the institutions of government. Th ey did not 
attempt to usurp the role of government by levying taxes or raising funds to 
pay soldiers and buy arms.   As discussed previously, the Mujahideen had a 
diverse leadership with power bases scattered throughout Afghanistan and 
no single structure or organization. Th us, with the departure of the Soviets, 
the Mujahideen were simply not organized for the postwar setting. 

 When the Red Army withdrew in 1989, Afghanistan was still nomi-
nally ruled from Kabul by the PDPA, the communist party that Moscow 
had invaded to prop up a decade earlier. Although political observers pre-
dicted it would collapse immediately, President Mohammad  Najibullah 
and the PDPA clung to power with the help of the Afghan Army and Soviet 
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fi nancing for another two years. In the meantime, the Mujahideen steadily 
extended their infl uence. And while they waited for the inevitable demise 
of Najibullah’s government, they tried to develop a consensus within 
their own ranks over who should lead Afghanistan once the PDPA fell. 
Th e result was the 1992 Pakistan Agreement, brokered by the Pakistan 
 government with the Mujahideen factions, providing for a revolving presi-
dency to be shared among former resistance leaders. Th e thousands of 
rank-and-fi le fi ghters were to transition into the Afghan police force or be 
demobilized. 

 Although the paper agreement called for a peaceful transfer, the reality 
was just the opposite. When Islamic scholar and founding member of the 
more moderate Sunni Jam’iyyat-I Islami (JIA) political party Burhannudin 
Rabbani took power, civil war broke out between his supporters (includ-
ing forces led by Ahmed Shah Massoud) and the Pakistan-backed forces of 
Gulbuddin Hekmatyar. Th e fi rst battle for Kabul, fated to be one of many, 
was won in short order by Massoud’s forces in 1992. Rabbani took power. 
Th e former PDPA prime minister, Najibullah, was captured at Kabul air-
port attempting to fl ee.   

 Despite his initial success in seizing the reins of power, Rabbani proved 
unequal to the tasks of uniting and governing the armed groups that 
had been the de facto rulers of Afghanistan since the Soviet departure.   
Th us, while Ahmed Shah Massoud’s and Hekmatyar’s forces continued to 
struggle for control of the major cities, Afghanistan descended into law-
lessness. With the Mujahideen at war with themselves, shift ing battle lines 
and local warlords created a bloody turmoil throughout the country that 
was as bad as anything the Afghan population had endured under Soviet 
occupation. Th e powerful local warlords who had fought the Red Army to 
a standstill now fought each other over the lucrative and suddenly boom-
ing opium trade, and armed bandits ravaged the highways.   Kabul likewise 
saw daily bloodbaths as Mujahideen fought door to door and shells rained 
down on schools, hotels, and homes. An estimated 25,000 people—largely 
 civilians—died in the civil war by the end of 1993. It was from this chaos 
that the  Taliban arose in 1994. 

 Th e Taliban originated near Kandahar as a small group who followed the 
teachings of Mullah Omar, the one-eyed cleric who would later be vilifi ed 
by the West for off ering sanctuary and support to Osama bin Laden and 
al-Qaeda operatives. In 1994, while the civil war continued to rage, people 
around Kandahar asked for help to hunt down bandits who had raped some 
young girls. Th e Taliban group stepped in to fi nd and punish the bandits. 
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 Th e word  talib  has been used in Afghanistan for centuries to mean a 
wandering cleric. Mullah Omar’s Taliban fi ghters were at fi rst welcomed 
for their ability to impose order on chaos and bring Islamic virtues back 
to everyday life. According to Taliban expert Ahmed Rashid, the fi ghters 
were: “orphans of the war, the rootless and the restless. . . . they admired 
war because it was the only occupation they could possibly adapt to. Th eir 
simple belief [was] in a messianic, puritan Islam which had been drummed 
into them by simple village mullahs.”   

 Th e religious roots of the Taliban were based on a vision of Islam derived 
from the Wahhabi movement. As discussed previously, Wahhabism began 
in the eighteenth century and had gained favor in Saudi Arabia in the early 
twentieth century. Th e fundamentalist doctrine demanded a return to the 
unadulterated Islam of the mid-tenth century.   According to Parekh’s defi -
nition, “[T]he fundamentalist accepts no separation between politics and 
religion; aims to capture and use the state.”   And from their humble begin-
nings outside Kandahar, the Taliban quickly set about gaining control of 
the state in order to achieve their religious goals. 

 Th e Taliban graduated from being one of the many armed groups to a 
dominant political force when they seized a large stockpile of arms in 1994 
and took Kandahar by October. Suddenly, Afghanistan had a new military 
force with which to be reckoned. Th e Taliban continued to be connected 
to Pakistan through the personal contacts of many of its highest members, 
through ties with  madrasa s, and through ties with the Pakistan Intelligence 
Service (ISI), which provided them with weapons, training, and funding.   
Th e link with Pakistan had important consequences for the polarization 
of religion and tribal power in Afghanistan, since the Taliban and their 
 Pakistani supporters were mostly Sunnis and Pashtuns. 

 Between 1994 and 1996 the Taliban and their followers were able to 
capture and hold three out of fi ve of Afghanistan’s major cities: Kandahar, 
Herat, and Jalalabad. Control of Kabul would oscillate between factions, 
including those led by Massoud and the Taliban. Although the Taliban 
originated as part of the backlash against the lawlessness, their religious 
and political agenda for Afghanistan’s major cities quickly became apparent 
with new laws requiring women to wear burkhas in public and men to grow 
beards. Th e extremes of Taliban rule were well documented by journalists 
and human rights groups in Afghanistan: women were denied education 
and stoned to death for sexual intercourse outside marriage; the hands and 
feet of thieves were cut off ; singing, kite-fl ying, beard trimming, and play-
ing music were forbidden; and Afghans who failed to fast during Ramadan 
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or pray fi ve times a day were sent to prison.   On September 26, 1996, the 
Taliban fi nally seized Kabul and held the trappings of state power, although 
only Pakistan, Saudi Arabia, and the United Arab Emirates off ered them 
recognition as the legitimate rulers of Afghanistan.   

 Outside of the Pashtun tribal areas however, in the north and west of 
Afghanistan, the Taliban had no power to enforce their radical religious 
beliefs. Th ey also could not destroy the tribal system or force the clans to 
accept the rule of the mullahs over their tribal leaders. Despite the choke 
hold on Afghan society that allowed the Taliban to have women stoned to 
death in the streets of Kabul and to provide the terrorist group, al-Qaeda, 
with a secure sanctuary, they struggled to bring the warlords to heel. By 
1999, however, the Taliban had subdued most of their rival Mujahideen 
factions and fi nally had forced Massoud back into his tribal homeland, the 
Panjshir Valley. Although the remnants of the non-Pashtun  Mujahideen 
continued to fi ght with Massoud as part of the Northern Alliance, the 
 Taliban ruled supreme over the cities of Afghanistan. 

 Massoud proved to be a very skilled adversary and a very diffi  cult man 
to defeat. Massoud’s way of war was diff erent from the other Mujahideen 
leaders because he did not rely on any single ethnic or religious group for 
support. Instead he was able to unite many diff erent groups under his ban-
ner with considerable success. Massoud was lionized in his native  Panjshir 
 Valley and until his assassination on September 9, 2001, continued to 
threaten the ability of the Taliban to subdue Afghanistan. 

 Once in control in fall 1996, the Taliban solidifi ed its links with fellow 
Wahhabist, Osama bin Laden. Bin Laden had been active in Afghanistan 
during the Soviet-Afghan war, and spent the money he received from 
Saudi sources building a network of caves and tunnels around the cit-
ies of Khost and Jalalabad.   In spring 1996, bin Laden had returned to 
Afghanistan, via Pakistan, to continue his global jihad operations aft er 
the Sudanese government asked him to leave for fear of U.S. reprisals for 
harboring bin Laden and his terrorist network.   Th e extreme Islamic 
beliefs of bin Laden and his supporters dovetailed well with those of the 
Taliban under Mullah Omar. Moreover, according to Rohan Gunaratna, 
al-Qaeda “developed a guerilla unit especially to assist the Taliban in the 
fi ght against the Northern Alliance.” Th e guerilla unit, the 055 Brigade, 
consisted of 1,500–2,000 Arabs who trained, lived, and fought alongside 
the Taliban’s forces. According to Gunaratna, in return for this assis-
tance, the Taliban supplied al-Qaeda with weapons and allowed them free 
 movement in the country.   
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 Ties between Mullah Omar and bin Laden quickly strengthened; aft er 
bin Laden issued his second  fatwa  in 1998 directed against the United 
States, he was invited to live in Kabul under the protection of the Taliban. 
In return, al-Qaeda’s 055 Brigade continued to operate against the Taliban’s 
adversaries, and bin Laden arranged for the assassination of the last thorn 
in the Taliban side, Massoud, on September 9, 2001, as a “gift ” to Mullah 
Omar.   And it was hand in glove with the Taliban that the U.S. forces 
found him aft er bin Laden’s September 11 attacks in the United States. 

 Operation Enduring Freedom 

 Th e terrorist attacks on American soil on September 11, 2001, were master-
minded by Osama bin Laden from the safe haven the Taliban provided him 
and his organization. On October 11, 2001, President Bush demanded that 
the Taliban “cough-up” bin Laden or suff er the consequences. Th e  Taliban 
refused, claiming that the U.S. “intention is a war against Muslims and 
Afghans.”   

 With the battle lines thus drawn, the stage was set for Operation Endur-
ing Freedom (OEF). Th e challenge for the Bush administration was how to 
strike al-Qaeda in its  Afghan sanctuary. A barrage of media stories warned 
the United States of the perils of becoming bogged down in a confl ict with 
the tribal warriors of Afghanistan. Th e Pentagon eventually came up with a 
war plan to remove the Taliban from power, remove Osama bin Laden and 
al-Qaeda from Afghanistan, and not leave the United States enmeshed in 
an intractable confl ict such as the Soviets had experienced. Th ey did so by 
tapping into the power of the tribes. 

 While America was still reeling from the impact of 9/11, the Bush admin-
istration planned its response. Within the administration, however, a debate 
took place over how to fi ght. Should the United States invade Afghanistan 
or should it use a more limited approach? Secretary of State Colin Powell 
called for a limited operation to focus on al-Qaeda. Th e military objective 
was to bring its leaders to justice and to destroy its infrastructure. If the 
 Taliban cooperated they could survive. President Bush articulated this posi-
tion in his early speeches. Th is approach was attractive to allies and friends 
of the United States. 

 Bush demanded that the Taliban turn over bin Laden and the al-Qaeda 
leadership. When they did not, he began military operations against 
them. Th e initial strategy refl ected Secretary Powell’s recommendations. 
 However, this approach would take time, perhaps a year. And it did not 
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seek to take advantage of the Northern Alliance, which was to be kept at 
arm’s length. 

 Many commentators continued to caution, as the war began, of the 
 danger of falling into the trap that the Soviets and the British had experi-
enced. Reporters were quoting Kipling and recalling the Soviet debacle. Th e 
United States was in danger of becoming trapped in the same quagmire, 
a word that brought back the bad memories of Vietnam. Afghanistan was 
a graveyard for outsiders who had intervened in the past, and the United 
States could suff er the same fate. 

 But how relevant was the past? Th e Soviets had backed a government 
that was not popular and fought a resistance that was. Th e Taliban, a tyran-
nical regime, had little popular support. And the U.S. objectives diff ered 
from those of the Soviets. To be sure, there were operational lessons to be 
learned, but this was a diff erent military setting; and there were opportuni-
ties that the United States could exploit. 

 By early October the Taliban had made clear they would not comply 
with President Bush’s demand to give up Osama bin Laden. On October 7, 
President Bush announced the bombing of al-Qaeda camps and Taliban 
military installations. Operation Enduring Freedom was underway. But 
what did the U.S. hope to achieve? Was it going to punish the Taliban using 
graduated escalation to force them to comply? Or was it going to seek to 
topple the regime? Th e fi rst phase of Operation Enduring Freedom was in 
line with the former goal. While the Department of Defense had advocated 
a policy of regime change and support for the Northern Alliance, this was 
not popular with U.S. allies and was rejected. It likewise was opposed in 
various parts of the American government. 

 Th e initial military campaign’s goal was to split the Taliban and to kill its 
most intransigent elements. Th is amounted to a search for Taliban mod-
erates. Th rough diplomacy and force they would be brought to power and 
al-Qaeda to justice. 

 Th is phase of the campaign relied heavily on air power. Attacks focused 
on Taliban air defense, command and control, political, and infrastructure 
targets. It resembled the air campaign used in Kosovo. As for the Northern 
Alliance, they were to be kept at arm’s length, and questions were raised 
about their capability. Questions were also raised about their ethnic 
makeup and past record to include human rights abuses, involvement with 
drug traffi  cking, and close links to Iran. 

 Th is initial strategy met with limited success. At the end of October 
the Taliban were hanging on, and the United States found that it was not 
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so easy to defeat them. Th e air campaign had not coerced or compelled 
the Taliban to comply with U.S. demands. What the air campaign did 
do was to exacerbate the already severe refugee problem and disrupt the 
relief eff ort. And it generated regional and international criticism. Civilian 
 casualties were rising, and U.S. aircraft  inadvertently hit a UN de-mining 
facility, a Red Cross food distribution center, and a Red Cross food convoy. 
By the end of October the quagmire warning was turning into a media 
mantra. 

 At this point the administration made a strategic reassessment, and, as 
a result, decided to work much more closely with the Northern Alliance, 
to broaden the use of Special Operations Forces, and to refocus the air 
campaign. Th e new strategy had three steps. First, the Northern Alliance 
moved from pariah to partner. Although it had been maligned in the West 
between 1996 and 2001 it had survived as a guerrilla and semi-regular force 
capable of tying down large Taliban forces, which had benefi ted both from 
al-Qaeda assistance from and the backing of Pakistan’s military and intel-
ligence establishment. Th e Northern Alliance had accomplished this with 
little outside help. Massoud had built an eff ective force that in the face of 
great odds had been able to stay in the fi ght. 

 To aid the Northern Alliance the Department of Defense sent in Special 
Operations Forces (SOF), which moved from the margins to a  central 
role and played a key part in the second phase of the war. SOF provided 
advice and assistance to the Northern Alliance. Th ey also attempted to pro-
vide the same kind of help to tribal elements in the south—Pashtuns that 
were anti-Taliban—but with little success. SOF used a high-tech/low-tech 
mix to coordinate direct-action air strikes against the Taliban and al-Qaeda 
forces arrayed in defensive positions. 

 Th is entailed a shift  in how airpower was to be used in the second phase 
of the war—from targeting and destroying meager Taliban air defense, 
command, control, and communications, military supplies, and infra-
structure to destroying Taliban frontline forces. Strategic aircraft  were used 
against tactical targets, which proved to be decisive. Th e synchronization 
of airpower, Northern Alliance forces, and SOF rapidly broke the Taliban 
defensive positions. Th e breakthrough led in turn to defections and morale 
problems, which the Northern Alliance exploited. 

 Th e result was to end the stalemate and begin a rolling momentum that 
led to a quick victory. By December 7 the Taliban had fl ed their  Kandahar 
stronghold, and the regime collapsed. Th e al-Qaeda infrastructure in 
Afghanistan was likewise largely destroyed. Th e Taliban were no match for 
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this new approach. It sought to fi ght a positional war against a Northern 
Alliance force that was able to draw on U.S. airpower and special opera-
tions capabilities. Th e change in U.S. strategy proved decisive. But defeating 
the Taliban was the easy part. 

 Th e U.S. next faced the challenge of establishing stability in Afghanistan 
as a prelude to undertaking a nation-building process that would keep that 
country from falling back into the situation that had existed there in the 
1990s. To do so, Washington had to come to grips with the tribal structure 
and the reemergence of warlord politics. Th e anti-Taliban groups that the 
U.S. worked with were almost exclusively from the non-Pashtun tribes. 
Th e Pashtun majority had either supported the Taliban or was compelled 
to accept its power over their region of Afghanistan. But any attempt at a 
long-term settlement in Afghanistan must inevitably include the Pashtuns 
in the new government structure. 

 Th e fi rst milepost in nation building was the success of the fi rst post-
Taliban presidential elections, held on October 9, 2004. Despite Taliban 
threats to disrupt the voting and some attacks on election workers, for the 
most part the mood on election day was jubilant and the day itself passed 
without serious violence; Interim President Hamid Karzai was returned 
to power with a large majority. However, the post-election road has been 
rocky. U.S. forces continue to hunt for top al-Qaeda leadership in the 
mountains of Afghanistan, while reconstruction eff orts have been sharply 
criticized for the exclusion of local Afghan workers in favor of foreign engi-
neers and skilled labor. In May 2005, bumper opium crops were reported, 
and Afghanistan still supplies 80 percent of the world’s illegal opium. President 
Karzai has also struggled with the powerful Afghan warlords, and attacks 
by Taliban and al-Qaeda forces in Kabul make the city dangerous for U.S. 
troops and reconstruction workers. 

 In Retrospect: An Assessment of the Afghan Way of War 

 Afghanistan has a traditional tribal system with an uncompromising and 
unconventional way of war, which has presented extremely diffi  cult combat 
challenges for much stronger conventional armies that proved extremely 
diffi  cult to overcome. Why has this been the case? Th e following retort was 
imparted to British Envoy Elphinstone by an elderly Afghan tribal leader 
in the early 1800s: “We [Afghans] are content with discord, we are content 
with alarms, we are content with blood,” but “we will never be content with 
a master.”   
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 It was not a consideration the British were able to easily appreciate, as 
the history of their stay in Afghanistan reveals. Rather, senior offi  cials were 
dismissive of the capacity of Afghans to challenge the military power of 
the empire. Th is indiff erence is captured in the following assessment from 
an 1840 report to London from its envoy in Kabul on British pacifi cation 
eff orts in Afghanistan: “In a few years hence, when the present generation 
of turbulent intriguers shall have been swept away, the task will be compar-
atively easy.”   Underestimating the martial tenacity of the Afghans, over-
looking their social norms and tribal mores, and dismissing the power of 
tribal ties left  many members of the British army to suff er the fate so grimly 
captured in Kipling’s ode to “Th e Young British Soldier.” Recall the previ-
ously cited verse: 

 When you’re wounded and left  on Afghanistan’s plains 
 And the women come out to cut up what remains, 
 Jest roll to your rifl e and blow out your brains 
 An’ go to your Gawd like a soldier. 
 Go, go, go like a soldier, 
 Go, go, go like a soldier, 
 Go, go, go like a soldier, 
 So-oldier of the Queen! 

 Th ere were important lessons to learn from those tragic British military 
misfortunes, but a century later the Soviets failed to come to terms with 
them before rolling into Afghanistan. Employing those lessons to answer 
the six questions posed in our framework for assessing the war-fi ghting 
methods of non-state armed groups like the Afghan Mujahideen would 
have equipped the Red Army with a better understanding of the opponent 
they would encounter. To the contrary, Soviet commanders, once in the 
fi ght, had great diffi  culty reconciling their experiences on the ground with 
their own ideological, political, military, and ethnocentric perspectives. Th e 
consequences of these misperceptions have been illustrated in the narrative 
above. 

 What follows are the principles of the Afghan way of war. Th ey pro-
vide the details of the Mujahideen methods of combat that Moscow was 
unable to appreciate let alone defeat. In the fall of 2001, the U.S. military, 
and in particular its Special Operations Forces, had a better grasp of this 
traditional doctrine for warfare. At least that appears to have been the case 
during Operation Enduring Freedom, as the Taliban fell quickly.  However, 
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in the aft ermath of that victory, despite the success of the fi rst Afghan 
 presidential elections, Washington has found it diffi  cult to help the new Afghan 
government to establish a politically stable, democratic, and unifi ed state. 
Understanding and managing Afghanistan’s complex tribal system and 
its proclivity for internecine warfare proved much more challenging than 
expected. 

 Concept of Warfare 

 Th e Afghan way of war has been shaped by a past beset with armed struggle 
against powerful invading armies. Beginning in ancient times, Afghanistan 
became a battleground for armies seeking to reach the wealth of India. Th is 
can be traced back to Alexander the Great, who aft er defeating the Persians 
in three battles in  a.d.  334 , ordered his army to march to India by crossing 
Afghanistan. It took four bloody years to do so. In this chapter we dealt 
with only those confl icts that have taken place in contemporary times, but 
it is vital to understand that it is both ancient and modern confl icts that 
have created the Afghan tradition of warfare—a tradition passed on from 
generation to generation. 

 Specialists who have studied tribes in Afghanistan report that when 
fi ghting one another warfare “is never total war and takes place in specifi c 
space and at a specifi c time . . . and not during the harvest.” But war against 
outsiders is just the opposite. Th en, warfare becomes total.   For centuries, 
recurring external aggression has had a great impact on Afghanistan’s local 
communities. It caused them to think about the use of all resources for pro-
tracted armed struggle. As a result, Afghan warriors developed unconven-
tional combat tactics that allowed them to drag an invading army deep into 
the mountains and then to trap it in bloody struggles in which small tribal 
units employ raids and hit-and-run tactics. 

 All of this resulted in the development of legends about Afghan warriors 
for newer generations to learn about and emulate. Even in the most remote 
areas of Afghanistan, local communities have narratives about heroic 
unconventional warriors who have become celebrated fi gures in their his-
tory. Preparation for and the conduct of this kind of warfare became part 
of the psycho-cultural development of Afghanistan’s tribal units. Knowing 
how to use fi rearms—and using them well—formed a symbolic and prac-
tical aspect of daily life for Afghan tribal communities. Keeping the arms 
in good condition was either a father’s responsibility or one he assigned to 
older boys in the family. 
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 Th is tradition of armed struggle has had a deep impact on the Afghan 
psyche, instilling a need for individual and communal security among 
ethnic, linguistic, and religious groups. It has also shaped tribal social and 
cultural traditions in two important ways. First, tribes have developed and 
cherished a strong sense of pride in the concept of fi erce individualism. 
Afghan tribal society reveres and reinforces the role of the individual war-
rior inside the tribal structure. Th e individual has a responsibility to fi ght 
to defend the core interests of his family, clan, and tribal community. Th us 
each individual is charged with protecting his own pride and personal dig-
nity and that of his family members. For example, verbally insulting a fam-
ily member or even a close friend may cause him to risk his life in order to 
retaliate and defend the honor of his family group. 

 Second, the concept of autonomy in Afghanistan has strong roots in its 
social and political history. For centuries, ethnic and communal groups 
lived in their own territory, independent from one another. Traditional soci-
ety was fragmented and segmented. As discussed earlier, only when there 
was an external threat did these autonomous groups come together and 
form a united front to fi ght the invading forces. Th roughout  Afghanistan’s 
modern history there were many attempts by the central government to 
take away autonomy from the local ethnic groups. Th ese attempts created a 
wide range of armed resistance by the local community against the central 
government, which kept the notion of autonomy strong among ethnic and 
communal groups. 

 Organization and Command and Control 

 How do Afghans organize their forces for war-fi ghting? How are those 
organizations led? How does a force pitted against them adapt to counter 
and defeat them? Th ese are among the central questions that those who 
have intervened in Afghanistan both in ancient and in modern times have 
had to address. As we saw, during the Soviet intervention the organization 
and command and control of the Mujahideen was a puzzle that the Red 
Army never quite fi gured out. 

 Th e Mujahideen’s main factions all operated independently of each 
other. Th ere was an attempt by Pakistan’s intelligence service to develop a 
coordinated strategy for them. However, it did so with only limited suc-
cess. To be sure, there were exceptions. For example, in the area around 
 Kandahar local Mujahideen commanders worked well together. Th e same 
was true during the defense against Operation Magistral in 1987.   And, 
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most important, there were the organizational adaptations by Massoud 
highlighted below. 

 However, these were the exceptions. Th e rule was traditional small-unit 
operations built around local tribal and  qawm  loyalties, which generated an 
informal military hierarchy, decentralized fi ghting units, local command-
ers with legitimacy and authority to impose discipline on their fi ghters, 
and a capacity to mobilize rapidly. Th ese combat organizations refl ected a 
martial tradition and way of warfare that have shaped Afghan culture over 
centuries. 

 Again and again local Mujahideen guerrilla units were able to cause sub-
stantial damage to the powerful Red Army. Th ey sustained active warfare 
for long periods of time. Skilled in nontraditional ways of fi ghting, employ-
ing surprise attacks, hit-and-run strikes, deception, and misdirection, they 
were merciless toward their Soviet enemy. Th ey tended to stay within their 
own area of operations, usually determined by their tribe and  qawm  back-
ground. 

 In the fi eld, these units were under independent fi eld commanders. As 
in past campaigns against invading forces, there was no centralized com-
mand and control, and oft en little coordination with other groups. Each 
individual Mujahideen commander had the responsibility of commanding 
his own operation against Red Army forces. Some commanders were more 
eff ective than others, but it was this independent command-and-control 
structure, coupled with innovative leadership, that allowed the Mujahideen 
to be so eff ective against seemingly impossible odds. 

 To understand the success of the Afghan tribal warfare model, it is nec-
essary to grasp the importance of the uncompromising leadership provided 
by these commanders and the morale they instilled in their fi ghters. As 
noted earlier, this unwavering resolve is captured by the story of the com-
mander who refused a bribe: a toll of 50,000 afghanis ($250) per vehicle 
passing through the area. “I turned him down with the words ‘As long as 
the Soviets are here, we make no deals.’ ”   Th ese were words that the Sovi-
ets would have done well to heed. 

 Th e most legendary of these commanders was Ahmed Shah Massoud, 
who established his base of operations for the war in the Panjshir Valley. 
Massoud adapted the traditional Afghan way of war to meet the conditions 
created by the Soviet intervention and emerged as the most successful of 
the Mujahideen combat chiefs. In the spring of 1982, Soviet forces launched 
a major military operation supported by large numbers of tanks, air bom-
bardment, and serious use of sophisticated gunships. Th ey were able to 



A SUPERPOWER CONUNDRUM 191

reduce Massoud’s mobility and cut off  his fi ghters from their bases north 
of Kabul. Massoud’s forces were virtually trapped in the valley along with 
thousands of civilians, all suff ering from severe shortages of food, medi-
cine, and ammunition. At this critical juncture, Massoud rose to the chal-
lenge and developed a new approach that sought to improve coordination 
with and the fi ghting capability of several Mujahideen commanders. 

 Convinced that he needed to innovate and expand his forces through-
out the Panjshir Valley, Massoud adapted the traditional Afghan war-fi ghting 
approach for a long-term war against the Soviets. A part of that strategy was to 
go beyond ad hoc hit-and-run units in order to form an army of well-trained 
fi ghters skilled in asymmetrical warfare. To expand his forces he opened 
communications with the local commanders in the neighboring areas and 
provided their fi ghters with training and arms. Massoud was able to reach an 
agreement with Mujahideen commanders in Badkhshan, Takhar, and Kun-
duz in the northeast and Balkh in the north to form a council. Th e council 
launched a civil administration in the areas it controlled and provided the 
Mujahideen, as well as the local communities, with public services. 

 Massoud knew that the ethnic and communal diff erences were strong 
barriers against his long-term and coordinated strategy. Th us he opened a 
military academy and recruited fi ghters from diff erent ethnic and communal 
groups, and he organized them into one of the three military formations—
strike forces (Ghata-e-Markazy), mobile forces (Ghata-e-Mutahareka), 
and central forces (Ghata-e-Zarbat)—for fl exible responses to the military 
demands of the war. Over a fi ve-year period the council’s forces, which 
 Massoud led, were able to create the most organized and well-disciplined 
force that fought against the Soviets. Conducting military operations in dif-
ferent locations simultaneously, they came to dominate several important 
provinces, expanded toward Kabul, and captured areas close to the Bagram 
air base, which was the main command-and-control center for Soviet forces 
in Afghanistan.   

 Th is adaptation of the traditional Afghan informal military hierarchy, 
which was based on small-unit operations by local tribal and  qawm  forces, 
became an exemplary armed organizational model for other Mujahideen 
groups in Afghanistan to emulate. 

 Area of Operations 

 As in Somalia and Chechnya, the area of operations (AO) for the Mujahideen 
forces centered on these locations where irregular and unconventional 
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forces have traditionally fought invading armies. Th ese included the moun-
tains, the time-honored Afghan AO, and the lines of communications—
rural roads—that the Soviets used to move troops and supplies to various 
parts of the country where its forces were stationed. Th ese were the princi-
pal battlefi elds, and in those areas the Afghans fought well, ensconcing the 
Red Army in a protracted confl ict they could not win. 

 Fighting from atop mountain passes was not new. During its nineteenth-
century interventions in Afghanistan, the British Army was attacked by 
tribal warriors in the same way. As we saw, especially during their withdraw-
als, the Afghans used their sniper capabilities to massacre British soldiers 
one by one. 

 During the Soviet incursion, the Mujahideen employed the same mobile 
warfare—traditional raids and hit-and-run tactics—in these rural areas 
to overcome the technological advantages of Soviet weaponry and draw 
Red Army units into unfavorable situations. In a constant game of cat 
and mouse, the Soviets conducted cordon and search or block and sweep 
maneuvers to hunt down and trap mobile tribal units. More oft en than 
not the Afghans, who had intimate knowledge of the areas in which they 
fought, would simply melt away into caves and mountainous hideaways. 

 To gain control of Afghanistan, the Red Army had to control the lines 
of communications. Th e conduct of Soviet military operations to secure 
the Salang Highway may be used to illustrate the diffi  culties they faced in 
moving troops and supplies to various parts of Afghanistan where it had 
established garrisons. Aft er its forces gained control around Kabul, the Red 
Army launched a major military campaign against Mujahideen forces in 
several other parts of the country and established a number of forward 
bases. Th e Salang Highway connected Soviet-controlled Kabul to their sup-
port bases near the Soviet-Afghan border area in Mazar-e-Sharif. Soviet 
forces put a great deal of military eff ort into securing the highway from 
Massoud’s forces, which resulted in initial success. Th e Red Army was able 
to secure parts of the highway. 

 Th ese developments turned the highway into a major battle front. Mas-
soud realized that if the Soviets moved deep into the north, they could 
threaten his Panjshir base. He therefore dispatched his well-disciplined and 
well-trained units to ambush convoys on the Salang Highway. Th is caused 
the Soviets, in turn, to build security stations along the road, which were 
supported by numerous military garrisons in strategic locations. 

 In spite of this military buildup, Massoud’s fi ghters were able to continue 
their irregular attacks and block the highway periodically. Th is turned the 
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area around the highway into front lines for the course of the war. It like-
wise was a critical area of operations for Massoud’s forces, as it was the way 
to his Panjshir Valley base. Th e Salang Highway was but one of many areas 
of operation where this protracted war drew the Red Army into the Afghan 
quagmire. 

 Targeting and Constraints on Warfare 

 Th e Afghan tribes have strict customary rules about when and where war-
fare can take place, the acceptable levels of violence that can be employed, 
and who can and cannot be targeted. Outside invading forces have oft en 
either been unaware of or unconcerned with the centrality of these norms, 
and they have paid a steep price for their violation. Th e Soviet Union found 
this out the hard way. 

 By invading Afghanistan, killing noncombatants, bombing villagers, 
and ignoring strict customs regarding the safety of women and children, 
the Soviets placed themselves outside of Afghanistan’s long-established tra-
ditional rules of engagement. Th ese methods altered Afghan limitations on 
warfare. At this point, whether it was holy war or tribal war made no diff er-
ence in terms of retaliation—the invaders went beyond the bounds of cus-
tom, and Afghan tribes responded with brutal punishment of the violators. 
Th e Russian army fought with little concern for the international laws of 
armed confl ict or Afghan society, and their Afghan opponents responded 
ferociously. 

 Th is ferocious fi xation on punishing the Soviet interlopers resulted in 
very diff erent targeting by the Mujahideen, which instilled fear in those 
Russian soldiers sent to fi ght them. Th e Afghan code that eschewed infl ict-
ing excessive suff ering or casualties on one another did not extend to 
 Russians. Just the opposite was the case. Th e Afghans’ response to brutal 
Soviet tactics was an absolute and unfettered rejection of the presence of 
the Soviet soldiers in Afghanistan, which manifested itself in an obses-
sion with those who waged that war—the Soviet soldiers themselves. As a 
result, the Mujahideen preferred to ambush convoys and launch attacks on 
Soviet garrisons and outposts rather than to target inanimate objects such 
as Soviet infrastructure. Grau and Jalali note that this focus on human tar-
gets resulted in lost opportunities to weaken the Soviet forces by attacking 
vulnerable oil pipelines.   But blood vendettas had to be settled for Red 
Army excesses and this was accomplished by killing as many of its soldiers 
as p ossible, whenever possible. 
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 Role of Outside Actors 

 In terms of the role of outside actors, the Soviet invasion marked an impor-
tant change in the Afghan way of war. In the past, outside aggressors were 
fought almost exclusively by indigenous tribal forces. However, this was not 
the case in the 1980s. Th e Mujahideen’s capacity to attract and utilize sup-
port from external sources was an important adaptation of the Afghan way 
of war that Moscow seems not to have contemplated when making the deci-
sion to intervene. Th is outside assistance, as this chapter has highlighted, 
took two basic forms and internationalized the confl ict. 

 Th e fi rst was weaponry and the fi nancial assistance to purchase it. Early 
in the Soviet-Afghan confl ict the Mujahideen fought with a mishmash of 
old arms, including World War I–vintage bolt-action rifl es and nineteenth-
 century British weapons left  behind aft er they were driven from  Afghanistan. 
However, this quickly changed in the 1980s, because the Soviet invasion took 
place within a Cold War context in which the Reagan administration sought 
to turn that confl ict into Moscow’s Vietnam. Washington provided massive 
assistance to the Afghan warriors, eventually including the sophisticated 
Stinger missile. Also contributing heavily to the Mujahideen coff ers were the 
oil-rich Arab regimes of the Persian Gulf, most importantly Saudi Arabia. 

 One estimate of external support for the Mujahideen, based on records 
kept by the Pakistan ISI who dealt with the more radical Islamic  Mujahideen 
groups, suggests that up to a hundred training camps were established just 
outside of Afghanistan.   Mujahideen were reportedly trained and armed in 
these installations for the fi ght against the Red Army. Th e Soviets estimated 
that up to fi ft y thousand men could be instructed in these camps in any one 
training cycle but admitted that the numbers were probably more like fi ve 
to fi ft een thousand. Th ere can be little doubt that this fi nancial assistance 
and the weapons and training it generated allowed the resistance to raise 
the lethality—killing power—of their irregular combat methods. 

 Th e second form of outside assistance was the result of the Islamic radi-
calization of the confl ict. As noted in earlier chapters, beginning in the 
1960s within the context of the revival of Islam a militant strand began 
to be articulated by a number of individuals associated with the Muslim 
 Brotherhood. Th ey argued for the establishment of new regimes in a num-
ber of Arab countries based on a strict interpretation of Islam and rule 
based on Islamic law. Th ey advocated holy war or jihad as the means for 
doing so. 
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 Th e 1960s and 1970s were diffi  cult and trying times for these Islamic 
extremists. In Egypt, for example, where they assassinated several govern-
ment offi  cials and attempted to kill President Nasser, retaliation was brutal. 
His security forces eventually drove a large number of the Muslim Broth-
erhood leadership out of Egypt and killed or executed many of those that 
remained. However, by the end of the 1970s the Islamic revolution gained 
its second wind with the overthrow of the Shah of Iran by the forces led by 
Ayatollah Khomeini. 

 Within this context, the Soviet invasion of a sovereign Muslim nation, 
Afghanistan, was a watershed for the militant Islamic revivalist movement. 
Leaders of that movement, such as Abdullah Azzam, framed the confl ict 
there in terms of an international jihad against Moscow’s infi del invading 
forces and called for holy warriors from around the Muslim world to go to 
Afghanistan to expel them. Th ey did so in large numbers. 

 During the 1980s Muslim radicals from Islamic countries in the Middle 
East, North and East Africa, Central Asia, and the Far East streamed into 
Afghanistan to fi ght the Red Army. Th e actual number of these foreign 
fi ghters, the “Afghan Arabs,” is not known. But reasonable estimates are 
approximately fi ft y thousand. And as with Afghanistan’s indigenous tribal 
warriors, these internationalists benefi ted from massive amounts of U.S. 
and Saudi fi nancial assistance. Before entering the fi ght they were likewise 
trained and armed in the camps that money fi nanced. Th eir presence also 
reinforced the burgeoning and sinister networks between non-state armed 
groups that would by the 1990s come to connect tribal warriors to transna-
tional Salafi  jihadists and to international criminal groups.    
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 CHAPTER    7 

 Iraq: From Dictatorship to Democracy? 

 The Sunni Triangle, 2004: Remember Fallujah! 

 On March 20 (Baghdad time), 2003, Operation Iraqi Freedom kicked off  
earlier than scheduled with a stealth air strike against a “target of oppor-
tunity” in Baghdad.   Th e CIA said it had real-time intelligence that put 
Saddam Hussein and his two sons, Qusay and Uday, at a meeting in a three-
building compound in the Iraqi capital. Th e attack was executed on very 
short notice. Two F-117s dropped four 2,000-pound bombs on the target, 
obliterating it. Th e only problem was that neither Saddam nor his sons were 
there. 

 Th at was one of the few things to go wrong in a six-week war that the 
military historians Williamson Murray and Robert Scales Jr. described as 
having served notice “to the entire world that the United States . . . has the 
capacity and will to defeat rogue states . . . who threaten the vital interests 
of the American people.”    

 But the war turned out to be the easy part. In the months that followed, 
President Bush’s May 1, 2003, declaration that “major combat operations in 
Iraq have ended,” proved to be erroneous.   While the U.S. and UK achieved 
an impressive conventional victory, Operation Iraqi Freedom did not end 
with the collapse of the Ba’athist regime in spring 2003. Rather, an uncon-
ventional war, unanticipated by the U.S. intelligence community, com-
plicated the occupation. By August 2004, more than 1,000 U.S. military 
personnel and more than 130 foreign journalists, UN workers, and contrac-
tors, in addition to hundreds of Iraqi civilians and police, had been killed 
by an array of diff erent armed groups.   
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 FIGURE 5 Iraq 
 Public domain map from the Central Intelligence Agency Factbook, 

available at http://www.cia.gov/cia/publications/factbook/ 

 And those attacks quickly became increasingly vicious and shocking. 
Who can forget the horrifi c sight of the burnt corpses of four U.S. contrac-
tors in Fallujah, fi lmed and shown worldwide on television, being ripped 
apart by a jeering and frenzied mob? And then in a grim fl ashback reminis-
cent of Somalia, their body parts were dragged through the streets and the 
dismembered corpses of two of the men hung from a bridge. Underneath 
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was the epitaph, “Fallujah is the cemetery for Americans.”   Th e war in Iraq 
was far from over. 

 Historical Traditions and Iraqi Identity 

 In the weeks before the United States launched Operation Iraqi Freedom, 
much speculation took place over the extent of the Iraqi population’s enthu-
siasm for regime change. Th e UN’s Commission for Human Rights April 
2002 report condemned the Iraqi tyrant for nothing short of “systematic, 
widespread and extremely grave violations of human rights and interna-
tional humanitarian law” and for conducting a campaign of “all pervasive 
repression and terror.”   Saddam Hussein had been a brutal and oppressive 
dictator, who had used rape, torture, executions, and even chemical weap-
ons against his own people. His human rights record was soaked in Iraqi 
blood, and many in Washington believed Iraqi civilians would welcome an 
American-led liberation force with open arms. 

 While Iraqis may have been happy to see the overthrow of the Ba’athist 
regime, however, their reaction to the U.S.-led occupation force was hardly 
what the White House expected. Th e U.S. intelligence community had 
provided no warning, and the insurgency came as an ugly surprise for the 
United States. Th us the U.S. suff ered the strategic consequences of failing to 
understand  both  the potential for internal war that its invasion engendered, 
 and  the manner in which the insurgents would fi ght. 

 Leaders of the U.S. intelligence community now publicly acknowledge they 
gave little consideration to the likelihood that, in the aft ermath of the conven-
tional campaign, armed insurgent groups could attack U.S. forces as rapidly 
and violently as they have.   In fact, CIA analysts received no prewar tasking 
from policymakers or intelligence community managers to consider whether 
insurgency was even a possibility. Why not? How should the postinterven-
tion phase of Operation Iraqi Freedom have been appraised, particularly in 
terms of the chances of resistance by armed groups? Were there historical 
and contemporary warning signs—intelligence  indicators—suggesting that 
the days aft er Saddam fell could turn violent and bloody? Likewise, for those 
who would turn to violence, what indicators were there about how they would 
fi ght? What traditions and historical narratives have shaped the tactics and 
strategy of the insurgents? And, how could knowledge of the Iraqi way of war 
have helped U.S. planners better manage the aft ermath of the invasion? 

 Had intelligence specialists been tasked to explore these questions, 
their starting point would have been to decode the foundations of Iraqi 
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 identity—its historical and cultural narratives. Th is would have been a 
complex undertaking, to be sure; but in the protracted fi ght that followed 
the conventional war, history, Arab and tribal culture, and Islam mattered 
a great deal. 

 Iraq’s Tribal, Islamic, and Arab Narrative 

 Iraq has a storied history. Considered the cradle of civilization, ancient 
Mesopotamia began to be settled in 5000  b.c.  Around 3500 a people called 
the Sumerians moved into the region. Th ey established Sumer, considered 
the oldest of the ancient civilizations, which lasted until 2000  b.c.  Th e 
Sumarians were accomplished in the disciplines of mathematics, agricul-
ture, astronomy, and literature. Th ey also advanced the means of warfare 
through the development of the wheeled chariot. 

 While other cultures, principally Assyrian and Babylonian, built upon 
these Sumerian advances, Phebe Marr writes in  Th e Modern History of Iraq  
that Mesopotamian civilization “played a very small role” in shaping con-
temporary Iraqi identity. However, “Th e same cannot be said of the Islamic 
era. Th e Arab-Islamic conquest of the seventh century was the decisive 
event.”   

 With the conversion of Arabia to Islam in the seventh century, things 
changed dramatically in Iraq. Prophet Muhammad, a member of the 
Hashemite clan of the powerful Quraysh tribe of Mecca, began to gather 
adherents for the monotheistic faith of Islam. However, converting Arabia 
proved diffi  cult. Still, by  a.d.  622 Muhammad had defeated his polytheistic 
and tribal opponents and consolidated power. Following his death in 632, 
a secular successor, Abu Bakr (632–634), the fi rst caliph and the father-in-
law of Muhammad, begin to spread Islam into the Byzantine and Sassanid 
Empires. 

 In 634, an army of 18,000 Arab tribesmen pushed into Iraq, which at 
the time was ruled by the Sassanids, Iranians who had taken control of 
 Mesopotamia in 227. In 637, Arab Muslim warriors soundly defeated them. 
Arabic replaced Persian, and gradually the territory was converted to Islam. 
With this came an Arab migration. A large number of Arabian Arabs 
migrated to the Tigris and Euphrates valleys, stretching from Basra in the 
south to Mosul in the north. With them came the culture of the Bedouin 
tribes, and their martial prowess and warrior traditions. 

 Nevertheless, the territory of modern Iraq—ancient Mesopotamia—
proved diffi  cult to settle and convert to Islam. According to Marr, “During 
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much of the fi rst Islamic century, Iraq remained in turmoil.”   Th e causes of 
that violent discord included entrenched tribalism and Islamic factional-
ism. Many early Islamic political struggles were fought in Iraq, and it was 
there that Islam’s greatest division occurred. 

 Th e details of that seventh-century clash are complex. It grew out of a 
dispute over who should replace the third caliphate, the civil and religious 
leadership of the Muslim community, and the impact of the outcome can-
not be overstated. Islam split into two great divisions—the Shiites and the 
Sunnis. Following the murder of Ali, Muhammad’s cousin and son-in-law, 
and one of the claimants to the caliphate, leadership of the Muslim commu-
nity fell under control of the Damascus-based Umayyad dynasty. But those 
who followed Ali and his son, Hussein, broke away. Hussein fl ed to Mecca 
and led the Shia, mostly Iraqis, in armed revolt. But at Karbala, in Iraq, 
he was cornered along with a small group of fi ghters by Umayyad troops. 
All were killed and Hussein’s head was taken to Damascus. Karbala, along 
with Najaf, also in Iraq, where Ali is buried, became the Shiites’ most holy 
places.   

 Th ere are important doctrinal diff erences between the Shia and Sunni 
that persist to this day. Most important, Shiites see themselves as opponents 
of privilege and power in Islam, which they trace to the usurping of the 
caliphate by the Umayyads. Th ey assert that Islam took the wrong path aft er 
the murder of Ali. Consequently, obedience to Sunni authority was rejected 
then and remains so today. Shiites are the minority in an overwhelmingly 
Sunni Arab world, although in Iraq, Shiites greatly outnumber Sunnis. 

 Iraq remained embroiled in confl ict until 750, when the formation the 
Abbasid Caliphate began what is considered the golden age in the history of 
the Arabs, Islam, and Iraq. Lasting until 1258, the Caliphate was marked by 
great achievements in science, literature, and philosophy. Baghdad became 
the capital of the Abbasid Empire—and the Abbasids brought a blending of 
Persian and Semitic culture to the city. Th e result was that Baghdad became 
a city of great infl uence and power, refl ecting both Arab and Persian accom-
plishments. In Arab history the early Abbasid Caliphates are remembered 
for nurturing Arab culture and establishing traditions that continue to be 
embraced. In the four centuries of Abbasid rule, Iraq was the epicenter of 
an affl  uent and thriving Arab civilization.   

 For Iraq, however, the period was also one in which diff erences in reli-
gion, civilizations, and tribes weakened these triumphs. First there was 
the Sunni-Shia split. Th at schism was the source of protracted instabil-
ity. Cleavages between Arabs and Persians, each of which vied for control 
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over the Abbasid Caliphs, added to the instability and unrest. Finally, the 
nomadic tribes of Iraq opposed and clashed with the centralizing tenden-
cies of Abbasid rule. 

 By the thirteenth century, these diff erences had made Iraq vulnerable 
to the invasion of Genghis Khan and his Mongol hordes, who captured 
 Baghdad in 1258, ending the Abbasid dynasty. Th e Mongol period brought 
war, chaos, and decline to Iraq. In its aft ermath, more outside forces—the 
Safavid rulers in Iran and the Ottoman Turks—fought over who would 
dominate Mesopotamia. Th e Safavid-Ottoman clash lasted for nearly a cen-
tury, with the latter fi nally establishing supremacy in 1638. An important 
byproduct of this clash for Iraqi identity was an intensifi cation of fi ssures 
between Shiites and Sunnis.   

 Th ese fi ssures were further deepened during the period of Ottoman rule, 
which lasted from 1638 to 1918. Having defeated the Iranians, the Turks did 
not have the forces necessary to control all parts of its empire. In Iraq that 
meant relying on co-opted locals. Th ey provided political, economic, and 
educational benefi ts to Sunni tribal elements to gain their support and 
employ them to help rule over the territory. Shia were excluded from these 
opportunities. As a result, both tribal and Sunni authority were empowered 
and developed into the dominant forces in Iraq. Th e historical narrative of 
Iraq, including the Ottoman era, is also the story of tribal migration from 
the Arabian Peninsula, and of the tribal confl ict that accompanied it. As the 
nomadic-rural population expanded with the infl ux of Bedouin tribesmen, 
raiding among the tribes and on settled areas became impossible to stop. 

 Out of this migration emerged large tribal confederations that became 
powerful regional actors. For example, in the lower Tigris area the Bani Lam 
held sway, while in the north Kurdish tribes joined forces to resist Ottoman 
power. Likewise, in the south, Basra and the marshlands were controlled by 
Marsh Arab tribes. Th ese developments made even the most token control 
over large parts of Iraq impossible for the Ottomans, so that aligning with 
tribal sheikhs became a political necessity. 

 By the latter half of the nineteenth century, however, the Ottomans 
fi nally imposed direct control over Iraqi’s provinces under Midhat Pasha, 
who was appointed governor of Baghdad in 1869. To do so he shift ed the 
tribal-urban balance of power away from the tribes to the urban centers, 
which empowered the new fl edgling urban and nationalistic elite class. 
However, the tribal, Islamic, and Arab pillars of identity weathered these 
political storms and persevered in Iraq long aft er the power of the Ottoman 
Empire waned. 
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 Understanding the tribal, Islamic, and Arab pillars is indispensable to 
decoding the situation that the United States found itself mired in following 
the swift  toppling of Saddam’s dictatorship in the spring of 2003. Histori-
cally, the infl uence of tribal organization has ebbed and fl owed, but it has 
never vanished as a core element of Iraqi identity. And as we shall see later, 
its reactivation under Ba’athist rule gave even Saddam Hussein pause. 

 In the Middle East, attempts by imperial forces or indigenous leaders to 
dominate and centralize power have frequently been resisted by tribes, which 
have united against external forces. To be sure, the strength of their solidarity 
against external foes depends on the politics of the day, the power of occu-
piers or indigenous state authority, and whether or not the times are harsh. 
However, tribes have oft en been able to defy external attempts to maintain 
autonomy, and military occupation has served only to further reinforce tribal 
identity.   Iraq is the quintessential example of this tribal defi ance. 

 Tribal organization, customs, values, and mores form powerful coopera-
tive and binding obligations. Marr writes that “loyalty to family and tribe 
has dominated Iraq’s social and political life.” Th ere is “intense concern 
with family, clan, and tribe; devotion to personal honor; factionalism; and 
above all, diffi  culty in cooperating across kinship lines—the underlying 
basis of modern civil society.”   Th e persistence of this solidarity over long 
historical periods has deepened commitment to tribal identity and to the 
defense of these communal values against external pressure—be it foreign 
or indigenous—through the use of force. 

 To understand how a tribe functions in Iraq, it is necessary to grasp the 
basic concepts that defi ne Iraqi social and political relationships.   Hosham 
Dawood writes that these “denote a particular order of relations allowing 
each individual to situate his self in the social system. . . . In local cultural 
usage, the term  ashira  (tribe) signifi es an ensemble of individuals and groups 
speaking the same language and dialect, split into multiple sub-groups.” Th ese 
include clans (  fakhidhs ), sub-clans ( hamoulas) , and families ( bayts).    

 While the size of each can vary greatly in Iraq, all tribes defi ne “themselves 
by their common patrilineal descent.” And the “territory claimed by the tribe 
as its own. . . and which it is prepared to defend by force, [also] constitutes 
another fundamental element of its reality.”   An individual’s tribal, clan, or 
sub-clan membership determines the rights he possesses, the fi xed obliga-
tions he is expected to meet, and the blood loyalties he must defend. 

 Buttressing tribalism are the two other interwoven elements of Iraqi 
identity—Arab culture and Islamic religion. In reality, the two cannot be 
separated historically, culturally, or intellectually. Iraqis, with the exception 
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of the Kurds and a few other much smaller minorities, view their identity 
within the context of an Arab culture and Islamic religion that produced 
one of the world’s greatest civilizations. 

 Th e migration of Arab tribes to Mesopotamia began in the seventh cen-
tury and by the latter half of the twentieth century constituted approxi-
mately three-quarters of Iraq’s population. Th ey brought with them what 
are still referred to and revered as Bedouin values. Th e Bedouins were and 
remain desert dwellers or nomads.   Th eir austere environment led to a way 
of life, an ethos, which still plays an important role in the modern Arab 
identity found in Iraq. Th e upholding in contemporary families of the cus-
toms found in their tribal roots and ancestry is due, in many instances, 
to identifi cation with the Bedouin foundations of that legacy. Th is can be 
observed not just among rural Iraqis, but also among those whose families 
have lived in Baghdad for generations.   

 What values and norms can be traced back to Bedouin origins, and how 
do they strengthen social cohesion today? Th e most enduring and respected 
characteristics are hospitality, generosity, careful etiquette, and civility 
toward one another. Indeed, the modern-day adherents of these traditions 
oft en follow rather exacting conventions. For the individual, they include 
a strong code of honor that is extended to the family, clan, and tribe. Th is 
creates a deep sense of responsibility to those social groupings.   

 Likewise, bringing to justice all who violate individual or group honor, 
and an unwillingness to easily forgive or forget such infringements, is a 
central part of the Bedouin ethos. Indeed, revenge, blood feuds, and even 
war can ensue as the means for settling such transgressions. Oft en, revenge 
is formally prescribed in tribal norms as the duty of all its male members. 
Th is includes a willingness to risk one’s life for the honor of the family or 
tribe.   Nonviolent means, however, are also employed to settle feuds. Th ese 
require mediation by tribal elders and honor is restored not through blood-
letting but other forms of recompense. 

 Th ese enduring tenets of revenge and mediation are Bedouin customs 
that still remain part of contemporary Arab life, both in a rural and urban 
setting.   Bedouin culture has also been shaped by Islam, which exerts 
moral and ethical infl uences on Arab spiritual and daily life. 

 Confl ict and Martial Skill in the Iraqi Narrative 

 Another enduring theme running through Iraq’s tribal, Islamic, and Arab 
narrative is respect for martial feats, courage, military achievement, and a 



FROM DICTATORSHIP TO DEMOCRACY? 205

readiness to resort to the use of force. Th is respect, which permeates art, 
literature, music, and recorded history, is rooted in folklore extolling the 
Bedouin warrior. According to John Jandora: “In the accounts of the pre-
Islamic era the mere resort to arms [had] value,” and within that context 
“Bedouin warriors have the highest positive profi le.”   Courage and fi ght-
ing prowess were their raison d’être. Images of these early fi ghters have 
endured to the present. Th ey are captured in the well-mounted Bedouin 
fi ghter at the ready to carry out a surprise attack—a raid—against an enemy 
tribe. Success derived from the endurance, speed, riding skill, and shooting 
ability of the raider. Fighting skills were borne of necessity. Th e Bedouins, 
whose origins were in the nomadic tribes of the Arabian Peninsula, lived in 
an extremely austere desert environment. Th e rigors of that life demanded 
communal cooperation, social discipline, and security to survive. When 
tribes clashed over grazing lands, water rights, or other scarce resources, 
the kinship group, whether tribe, clan, or extended family, depended on 
itself for survival and protection. Men of the tribe were expected to dem-
onstrate mental and physical toughness in the face of unremitting dangers 
and all able-bodied men had the duty to protect their families. 

 Today we would call the Bedouin way of fi ghting “irregular warfare.” It 
entails hit-and-run tactics and surprise attacks by small units. John Jandora, in 
his book  Militarism in Arab Society: An Historical and Bibliographical Source-
book , Jandora describes this approach as based on “the mystique of the raid”: 

 From pre-Islamic to pre-modern times, raiding was an important facet of 
the tribal society of Arabia. Since the possession of camels amounted to 
wealth. . . raiding was an opportunity for one tribal group to gain an eco-
nomic advantage at the expense of another. Th is practice was apparently 
carried on with minimal violence in most cases. However, sometimes a raid 
became the fl ash point for tribal war which brought about considerably more 
bloodshed. . . . Th e conduct of a raid aff orded a test of courage and martial skill 
for the tribesmen involved. Arab tribes commemorated their most signifi cant 
raids through oral traditions and poems. Th is lore was eventually recorded in 
historical works, commentaries on poetry, and historical romances.   

 Ibn Khaldun, the fourteenth-century Arab philosopher who fi rst pro-
vided a window into the complex society of Arabian tribal peoples, paid 
particular attention to Bedouin traditions, tribal behavior, and fi ghting 
ability. Khaldun observed: “[Th e] tribal group that is more fi rmly rooted 
in Bedouin life . . . is more likely to be superior when there is approximate 
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equality in number.” Bedouin martial prowess “sharpened their edge in 
attaining superiority.”   

 Bedouin social customs and tribal structure were ideally suited for the 
key operational feature of irregular warfare—the raid. In the history of 
armed confl ict, raiding has appeared oft en in both conventional and uncon-
ventional combat. While weapons have changed over time, the basic tactics 
of raiding have not: avoid the opponent’s strength and exploit targets of 
opportunity through highly mobile and unpredictable attacks. Indeed, this 
was the approach adopted with great success by the early Bedouin tribes 
of Arabia. Raiding was central to tribal combat and formed the basis for 
irregular warfare. So was leadership. Th e eff ectiveness of a tribe’s fi ghting 
ability depended on the quality of its leader. Th e selection of such men was 
determined consensually and was based on proven fi ghting ability.   It was 
this Bedouin tradition of warfare that T. E. Lawrence capitalized on during 
World War I, a development we will return to below.   

 With the coming of Islam, Bedouin warriors and their way of fi ght-
ing became part of the Islamic movement’s military power under the 
 Umayyads, the fi rst dynasty of Arab caliphs. And it was passed on to the 
Abbasid dynasty, which gained power in 750. In their 200-year struggle 
with the Byzantine Empire, Arab forces had little luck invading  Byzantium 
with large regular armies; instead, border raiding by Arab irregular forces 
became the primary form of combat. Th is was a practical choice, which 
Jandora notes had an important eff ect: “Muslim scholars endowed the bor-
der raid with new prestige. In their written works, raiding was acclaimed 
as a religious duty and a long-established tradition.”   

 In sum, these traditional Bedouin martial skills became important attri-
butes of tribal and Arab culture that were passed on from one generation to 
the next. And, as Lawrence understood, they were still important and well-
honed skills even in the twentieth century. 

 Finally, we must consider Islam’s contribution to the Iraqi way of war. 
Much has been written about the Islamic precept of jihad or holy war, espe-
cially since the end of the Cold War. Some argue that Islam is an inherently 
militant religion that is prone to violence and confl ict.   Others assert this 
is not the case. “Comparative evidence,” according to this latter assessment, 
“indicates that Muslim society, as a historical continuum, has been no more 
militant than others. . . . Muslim scripture as a whole does not concern 
itself much with the subject of war—certainly no more than the Old Testa-
ment.” Moreover, its attitudes toward violence and war have been shaped by 
“temporal circumstances, foreign infl uences, and native traditions.”   
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 Th is debate withstanding, jihad has received a great deal of contemporary 
attention because radical Islamist movements such as al-Qaeda use it to jus-
tify apocalyptic terrorist acts and call for holy war on a global scale. However, 
in the customary Islamic discourse, jihad is not confi ned to confl ict and war. 
According to Ruthven, jihad translates more commonly as “struggle,” and 
includes “Many forms of activity . . . In the classic formulation the believer 
may undertake jihad by his heart; his tongue; his hands; and by the sword.” 
Jihad is also a “collective obligation for Muslims—a duty . . . distinct from 
the purely personal obligations of prayer, fasting, and pilgrimage.”   In this 
respect, fi ghting for the faith can take the form of struggle through the use 
of force to either extend Islam to areas where it does not exist or to defend 
those areas where it does against outside invaders. 

 Collective obligation is important in jihad. It played an essential role 
during the founding period, when Muhammad authorized the use of the 
sword to convert the Arabian tribes. Likewise, the early Islamic dynasties 
maintained themselves through force and war. And this was likewise the 
case during the period of Islamic conquest, when Muslim Arabs estab-
lished one of history’s greatest empires. Collective obligation has also been 
central to armed resistance against outside threats to the Muslim commu-
nity such as the Christian Crusaders. Jihad has been part of the history of 
tribal, Arab, and Islamic society in Iraq and remains so. Jihad also remains 
an important aspect of Iraqi traditional respect for military achievements 
and martial prowess.   

 In sum, within the narrative of traditional Iraqi society there are long-
standing martial customs and irregular methods of warfare. To be sure, 
there are also customs and procedures for managing confl ict to keep it from 
spiraling out of control. However, the use of force for the resolution of dis-
putes between identity groups has deep-seated roots. Force has also played 
a central role in resisting foreign occupation. 

 How does this tribal, Arab, and Islamic narrative relate to modern-day 
Iraq? Is any of this legacy still relevant? And do the martial and fi ghting 
traditions found in this narrative still shape attitudes about such matters in 
contemporary Iraqi society? Were these traditional ways of thinking about 
confl ict, the use of force, and war present in twentieth-century Iraqi history 
and politics? And, today, can they be found at play in the violent and brutal 
insurgency that the U.S. and fl edgling Iraqi government have had to con-
front in the aft ermath of the military success of Operation Iraqi Freedom? 
It is these questions that the U.S. intelligence agencies should have posed, 
but failed to do so. It is to these matters that we now turn. 
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 Modern Iraq 

 On the eve of World War I, Ottoman control over Mesopotamia was tenu-
ous. Iraq was marked by deep-seated communal cleavages and confl icts 
that grew out of tribal and religious diff erences. Local communities relied 
on tribal confederations and armed militia forces to ensure their own secu-
rity. Th e tribal federations, which had been forming since the seventeenth 
century, grew strong, independent, and increasingly resistant to Ottoman 
occupation. By the beginning of the twentieth century, the tribal map of 
Iraq included more than ten major confederations, each consisting of a 
number of powerful individual tribes. 

 Opposition to Ottoman occupation also began to ferment in the ranks 
of the as yet embryonic nationalist intelligentsia. Aft er initially aligning 
themselves with the Turks in the hope of gaining greater self-rule, many 
of this small elite group joined clandestine opposition societies. Al Ahd 
was the most noteworthy of these sub-rosa factions, which consisted 
mainly of Iraqi offi  cers who served in the Ottoman army. 

 Th e opportunity to exploit declining Ottoman power in Mesopotamia 
also attracted European powers with geopolitical and commercial aspira-
tions. Foremost among them was Britain. London considered the lines of 
communication running through Mesopotamia as vital to the core of its 
empire—India—and worried that the communication fl ow could be dis-
rupted if Germany gained a foothold. Moreover, if Germany were to insin-
uate itself into the region, British oil interests in Iran and elsewhere in the 
Persian Gulf would be at risk.   

 World War I and Arab Expectations 

 When the fi rst salvos in World War I were fi red, the Turks aligned with 
 Germany. In response Britain moved forces immediately into  Mesopotamia. 
On November 6, 1914, Indian Expeditionary Force D landed at the Fao pen-
insula and marched north. Th ings went well until early 1916. At Kut a Brit-
ish force of ten thousand under the command of Sir Charles Townshend 
was trapped by Turkish forces who blockaded the area; but Townshend was 
ordered to hold Kut and tie up as many Turkish forces as possible. A relief 
column failed to break the siege, and on April 29, 1916, Townshend surren-
dered unconditionally to his counterpart, Khalil Pasha. Figures on British 
casualties vary, but of the ten thousand who  surrendered to Turkish forces 
in April it is estimated that two-thirds, already weakened by disease and 
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starvation, died in captivity. It was a humiliating defeat, and it was an awful 
setback to British infl uence in the region; but it stopped only momentarily 
the British campaign to take  Mesopotamia. By early 1917, reinforcements 
arrived, and Lieutenant  General Sir Frederick Stanley Maude took com-
mand of the  Mesopotamian front and quickly recaptured Kut. By March 11 
his Tigris Corps had captured Baghdad. 

 Th e campaign for Mesopotamia was one part of a British strategy to 
oust the Ottomans from the region. Concurrently London also encouraged 
what came to be known as the “Great Arab Revolt.” Th e revolt was based 
on a plan by London to convince the Arabs, mainly those from the Hijaz in 
Arabia, to join them in expelling the Ottomans. Th e carrot off ered was sup-
port for an independent Arab state once the war was over. Many promises 
were made to that eff ect, and the Arabs were ripe for this British induce-
ment. Th e Sharif of Mecca and head of the Hashemite family, Hussein ibn 
Ali, a descendent of the Prophet Muhammad, wished to become king of an 
independent and unifi ed Arab state and seized the opportunity off ered by 
the British. By June 1916, Hussein and his sons, Abdullah and Faisal, were 
leading an uprising against the Turks. 

 Th at revolt was fought, with T. E. Lawrence in the thick of things, 
 Bedouin style, with a combined force of tribesmen and Arab national-
ists. Many of the latter had been trained by and served in the Ottoman 
army before the war. Th ese included a contingent from Mesopotamia. 
Lawrence believed that the traditional Bedouin ways of fi ghting, as illumi-
nated in their own historical-literary record, could be employed eff ectively 
against the Turks. He also believed they were not suited to fi ght as conven-
tional troops of the line. Early operations confi rmed this, and in response 
 Lawrence devised strategy and tactics for irregular warfare. In essence, 
Lawrence turned to raiding as the central operational concept.   Here was 
the essence of that approach: 

 Th e Arab war was geographical. . . . Our aim was to seek the enemy ’ s weakest 
material link and bear only on that till time made their whole length fail. Our 
largest resource, the Bedouin on whom our war must be built, were unused to 
formal [conventional] operations, but had assets of mobility, toughness, self-
assurance, knowledge of the country, intelligent courage. With them dispersal 
was strength. Consequently, we must extend our front to its maximum, to 
impose on the Turks the longest possible passive defense, since this was, mate-
rially, their most costly form of war.   
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 Lawrence’s knowledge of Arab war-fi ghting traditions as well as of their 
culture, language, and mores paid dividends. Led by Faisal, a charismatic 
personality in his own right, raiders repeatedly blew up Turkish railroad 
tracks and harassed their troops, which diverted their eff orts from fi ghting 
to protecting transportation and supply routes. And in a daring example 
of indirect and surprise attack, Faisal’s forces crossed the desert to take the 
strategic port of Aqaba on July 6, 1917, opening for the British a sea route 
into the interior. Finally, in the fall of 1918, Faisal arrived in Damascus as 
the British were entering the city.   

 As the war ended, British forces fi nally gained control of Mesopota-
mia. It had been a tough campaign that had cost nearly 100,000 casual-
ties and £200 million. During the war, and specifi cally upon taking control 
of Baghdad, the commander of British forces, Lieutenant General Maude, 
declared that London intended to set Mesopotamia free from four hun-
dred years of alien rule. He and his army had come as “Liberators,” not 
“Conquerors.”   By the fall of 1918 his army controlled the three Ottoman 
provinces of present-day Iraq—Mosul, Baghdad, and Basra. 

 In November 1918, an Anglo-French Declaration reaffi  rmed what 
 General Maude had pledged. It set out a future vision for the region in 
which Iraqi and other Arab peoples would attain “complete and fi nal lib-
eration . . . and the setting up of national governments and administration 
that shall derive authority from the free exercise of the initiative and choice 
of the indigenous population.”   On the basis of these public declarations 
and private assurances, Faisal journeyed to Paris in 1919 believing the Allied 
powers were committed to Arab self-determination. Aft er all, self-determi-
nation was one of the central principles of Woodrow Wilson’s fourteen-
point plan for constructing a new world order. 

 But it did not work out that way for Faisal and the Arabs. Faisal quickly 
discovered that the Europeans, especially Britain and France, were not about 
to support Arab self-determination. Th e new world order, it appeared, had 
its limits. British encouragement of the Arab revolt set in motion military 
operations based on the political promise of independence. But what the 
Arabs—including those in what would become Iraq—got aft er the war was 
the mandate system. 

 The Mandate System and the Great Iraqi Revolution 

 Th e 1919 Paris Peace Conference, under Article 22 of the League of Nations 
Covenant, decreed that Iraqi independence would have to wait. Rather 
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than “complete and fi nal liberation,” Iraq was made a Class A mandate and 
 Britain was put in charge of it.   On April 25, 1920, the San Remo Conference 
made that arrangement offi  cial. Over an ill-defi ned period of time, Britain 
would groom the Iraqis for self-rule. Other parts of the region received the 
same treatment. Palestine (to include modern Jordan) was likewise placed 
under a British mandate, while Syria (to include present-day Lebanon) was 
assigned to the French.   

 At the very time the European powers were partitioning the region at 
San Remo, a Syrian national congress was meeting in Damascus to  proclaim 
Faisal king of Syria. His was a short-lived rule. In July a French army,  acting 
under the French mandate, marched over the mountains from Lebanon 
and into Damascus. King Faisal was unceremoniously sent packing. 

 How did this about-face take place? What happened to all those  promises 
of “complete and fi nal liberation” for the Arab people? Were the public 
pledges made to the Arabs about self-determination wartime maneuvers 
of necessity by London? Certainly this is the way the Arabs came to see the 
situation in the aft ermath of San Remo. Moreover, it has since been revealed 
that several senior offi  cials who were the architects of British policy in the 
Middle East at the end of the war had serious reservations about Arab self-
rule.   According to the historian Charles Tripp, in those high policy circles 
the debate was over what form British rule in Iraq should take. Th e options 
were direct or indirect: 

 With the end of the war in 1918, diff erent ideas about the nature of  [British] 
interests surfaced in diff erent branches of the British state. Some held to a 
strong imperial vision that believed that it was part of Britain’s mission to 
practice the micro-technologies of power, to make society fi t the new admin-
istrative order. Another view infl uenced both by moral doubts about the 
imperial project and practical questions of resources and commitment, advo-
cated a lighter touch. Here the argument was that Britain had only two basic 
requirements of any government in Mesopotamia: that it should be admin-
istratively competent and that it should be respectful of British strategic 
requirements. It was this view which triumphed and upon which the state of 
Iraq was founded.   

 Th e news of the mandate, widely seen as humiliating to the honor of the 
Arab people, sparked countrywide rebellion by Sunni and Shia, nationalists 
and tribal confederations. Indeed, Shiites and Sunnis put aside their tradi-
tional animosities, and city dwellers found common cause with tribesmen 



212 IRAQ

from the Euphrates valley. In May 1920, nationalist political activity was 
quickly stepped up, and Arab fl ags and pamphlets appeared countrywide 
urging all Iraqis to reject the mandate. In Baghdad, mass demonstrations 
took place involving Sunnis and Shiites, as well as embittered ex-Ottoman 
offi  cers.    

 Th e revolt gained momentum. By the end of June tribal warfare had spread 
across Iraq: from Mosul in the north down the Euphrates valley into the 
southern part of the country. Diff erent tribal confederations joined the fi ght. 
Th e Shiite ulama mobilized their masses, commanding them to carry out a 
holy war against the British. Th e grand mujtahid of Karbala issued a fatwa to 
that eff ect, charging it was against Islamic law for Muslims to be ruled by infi -
dels. In a matter of weeks a full-fl edged Iraqi revolt was underway. 

 Th e situation quickly spun out of control. Th e British, who had twenty-
fi ve thousand of their own and eighty thousand Indian troops on the 
ground, rushed in more from India and Iran. According to David Omissi, 
“Th e situation was at its most serious during the last week of August when 
the rebellion spread to the upper Euphrates and to the countryside around 
Baghdad: there were also the fi rst signs of unrest in Kurdistan.” At the 
height of the rebellion, he notes, “the tribesmen fi elded about 131,000 men, 
of whom perhaps half were armed with modern rifl es.   

 London prevailed aft er several months of bloody fi ghting against these 
traditional irregular forces. But the cost was high. By October’s end  British 
casualties reached 2,500. Th e bill for the revolt was £40 million. For the 
Iraqis, the death toll was far greater. British ground forces and bombard-
ment by the Royal Air Force, the new trump card for cowing angry Iraqis, 
had infl icted ten thousand casualties.   

 The British Strategy of Indirect Rule 

 London drew important lessons from the revolt of 1920. First, given the 
postwar conditions in Britain, the cost of direct rule in Iraq in blood and 
treasure was prohibitive. Second, the way to avoid this was to create an 
indigenous Iraqi government and army that would receive nominal inde-
pendence but remain acquiescent to London’s will. Th ird, native uprisings 
could be put down, for now, with the new technologies of war—airplanes 
and armored cars. Th e new war machines, it seemed, were more cost eff ec-
tive than a large occupation force. 

 Th e 1920 revolt also left  a deep impression on the Iraqis, shaping their 
national raison d’être. It became a symbol of national pride and vital part of 
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their historical narrative. Resistance to foreign domination was the duty of 
every Iraqi. 

 Post-revolt, British strategists sought to protect long-term British vital 
interests in the region, and this was refl ected in the new political entity 
they created: the state of Iraq. Th e details were thrashed out at the Cairo 
Conference in June 1921. Held at the direction of the new colonial secre-
tary, Winston Churchill, the meeting selected Faisal to be king, planned an 
indigenous army, and draft ed the Anglo-Iraqi Treaty. Iraq’s very bound-
aries, however, were drawn with British interests in mind. Th us, the three 
 Ottoman provinces of Baghdad, Basra, and Mosul were all included in 
the new state. Th e latter was controversial. Th e Kurds who populated 
it demanded their own state, and the Turks claimed the province should 
be included within their borders. But London wanted it in the new Iraqi 
entity largely because the province was thought to be rich in oil. In 1925 the 
League of Nations backed the British; Mosul became a part of Iraq. 

 Th e choice of Faisal to rule Iraq was considered an inspired one.  London 
believed he enjoyed suffi  cient nationalist and Islamic credentials to be 
acceptable to the Iraqis as their leader. Aft er all, he had been a central fi gure 
in the 1916 revolt. He had, however, never spent one day in Iraq, was not of 
Iraqi decent, and was seen by many as a British invention. Th is would make 
him dependent on London. 

 Faisal’s administration was dominated by Arab Sunni lawyers, offi  cers, 
and civil servants. But just to ensure Faisal did not emerge as a national 
unifying force, London employed its time-honored colonial tactics of 
divide and rule. As a counterbalance to Faisal, the British empowered tribal 
sheikhs and local tribal communities by granting them ownership of the 
land tended by their tribe. In doing so, they ensured that British interests 
would be served at the local level: should the new monarch seek to create a 
unifi ed national consciousness, these tribal sheikhs would stand as a check 
on such centralizing ambitions. British support of Faisal would keep the 
monarchy stronger than any one single tribal confederation, but the King of 
Iraq would be unable to control all the tribes from Baghdad. Th is strategy 
paid off  for London in the short run. But it had disastrous consequences for 
long-term Iraqi political development. 

 Th e Cairo Conference in 1921 also established an indigenous army to 
help preserve Iraq’s internal stability. To that end, a series of treaties insti-
tutionalized British control of the nascent Iraqi military, which, over time, 
was expected to evolve into a force capable of standing on its own—a pre-
requisite for independence. Th e evolution of the army, however, served to 
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further undermine Iraq’s long-term political development. Sunni domi-
nance of the military was guaranteed since the offi  cer corps was almost 
wholly Sunni—men who had served under the Ottomans and then fought 
against them during World War I. Th e rank and fi le came from the tribal 
population, including many Shia. 

 Finally, the Anglo-Iraqi Treaty, a twenty-year accord, ensured British 
ascendancy, stipulating that King Faisal follow their direction on all mat-
ters aff ecting London’s interests. Moreover, British offi  cials would serve as 
advisers in all key departments of his administration. And Iraq would pay 
half the costs of their presence during the mandate. 

 Instability followed during the mandate years. Th e divisions fostered by 
London ensured that broadly based political institutions did not develop. 
Rather, there emerged “Sunni and Shi’a landowning tribal shaykhs [who] 
vied for positions of power with wealthy and prestigious urban-based Sunni 
families and with Ottoman-trained army offi  cers and bureaucrats.”   

 Likewise, opposition to foreign control persisted, and when it turned vio-
lent the British again deployed the Royal Air Force to keep order.   But in the 
end, it was not escalating armed resistance that closed out the British adminis-
tration in Iraq but the 1929 election of a Labour Party government to power in 
London. It pronounced support for Iraq’s admission to the League of Nations 
in 1932, and a new Anglo-Iraqi Treaty set in motion Iraq’s independence. 

 All was not smooth sailing, however, for the newly liberated Iraq. King 
Faisal’s prime minister, Nuri al-Sa’id, faced serious internal resistance to the 
details of the treaty, especially concessions to London. According to Marr, 
that “opposition was silenced, the press muzzled, and parliament pro-
rogued” by Nuri.   Britain’s presence was protected, and it retained two RAF 
bases and the rights to all its facilities in Iraq. Additionally, British advisers 
remained in country to assist the monarchy, including training his army. 

 Th e mandate was fi nally over. But the Iraqi monarch and his prime min-
ister remained closely tied to Britain. Power in the new state was fi rmly 
concentrated in the hands of Faisal and his inner circle of supporters, men 
like Nuri al-Sa’id and other former Ottoman-trained army offi  cers. Th at 
concentration of authority, with its Sunni base and British backing, gener-
ated serious opposition from several corners of Iraq. 

 Independence and Instability 

 From 1932 to 1958, the newly independent Iraq was plagued by instability. 
Although the history of the short-lived monarchy is complex and beyond 
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our scope, there are key events that require brief attention. First was the per-
sistence of tribal, ethnic, and religious revolts during this period. Th ese were 
an outgrowth of autonomy and power sharing demands that were eschewed 
under the post-mandate political formula. As a result, insurrections began 
with the Assyrian minority challenge in 1933 and quickly spread to the tribal 
areas of the mid-Euphrates, as Baghdad attempted to extend its authority 
into those areas. Th e Kurds in the north, who had always fi ercely opposed 
awarding Mosul to Iraq, remained intensely independent. Th e monarchy 
managed to avoid open confl ict with them in the early days of independence, 
but Kurdish hostility to any outside intrusions eventually resulted in clashes 
with Baghdad. Finally, in the south the Shia, who were poorly represented in 
the government, revolted when their demands were ignored. 

 To quiet the brewing revolt, the monarchy turned to General Bakr Sidqi, 
who took a leaf out of British strategy and used air power to bomb rebel-
lious elements into submission. Summary executions were meted out and 
martial law imposed. Th e implications of these actions were signifi cant, 
writes Marr. Th ey “gave rise to the notion in military circles that the army 
was being used as a tool of civilian politicians and that politics might be 
better served by direct military intervention.”   Indeed, a three-decade-long 
series of military coups followed, culminating with the Ba’athist seizure of 
power in 1968 and the rise of Saddam Hussein. 

 General Bakr Sidqi seized power for himself in October 1936, but he did 
not hold it for very long. Of Kurdish decent, he was seen as pro-Turkey, 
and Arab nationalist offi  cers almost immediately began to conspire against 
him. So did the politicians he ousted from power, including Nuri, who fl ed 
to exile in Egypt. In August 1937, Sidqi was gunned down in Mosul; Nuri 
returned as prime minister, and the military strengthened its grip on the 
political life of Iraq. Shortly thereaft er, Faisal’s son, Ghazi, who had become 
king in 1933, died in a car crash. He was replaced by his cousin, Abd al-Ilah, 
who served as regent to Ghazi’s infant son. 

 Th e combination of Nuri al-Sa’id and Abd al-Ilah, both close to the 
 British, did not go down well with that part of the Iraqi offi  cer corps com-
mitted to a Pan-Arab nationalism. By the end of the decade that ideology 
had become a powerful infl uence in the Iraqi military. Moreover, because 
of London’s use of force to put down revolts in Palestine during the late 
1930s, opposition to the British presence in the region intensifi ed among 
those members of the offi  cer corps who took aim at the monarchy. 

 In the early months of 1941, a coup briefl y ousted Nuri and the regent. 
Both fl ed to Transjordan. Britain, at war with the Axis powers, saw the new 
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Iraqi prime minister, Rashid Ali, and his radically nationalist cabinet as a 
serious threat. London would have none of it; British forces landed at Basra, 
and by June they had reinstated the regent and Nuri. Th us began Britain’s 
second occupation. Iraq became a wartime base for British military control 
of Iran and the eastern shores of the Mediterranean. To solidify his position 
at home, Nuri closed ranks with London, and it was this allegiance that set 
in motion events that culminated in his 1958 demise.   

 Dissatisfaction with the monarchy’s internal and foreign policies fer-
mented more uprisings. Th e Iraqi government countered with martial 
law, relying on repression to hold on to power. Th e eventual downfall of 
the monarchy began in 1955 when Nuri, seeking outside support to shore 
up an increasingly weak regime, announced that Iraq would join a mutual 
defense pact with Iran, Pakistan, and Turkey. Th e impetus for the accord 
was the Eisenhower administration, strongly backed by Great Britain. As 
a result, Iraq became the headquarters for the new alliance, known as the 
Baghdad Pact. In the Middle East of the 1950s, however, the Baghdad Pact 
was anathema. Escalating Arab nationalism had politicized the region, and 
the Baghdad Pact was seen as another subterfuge by which the West was 
manipulating the region to ensure its interests. Egyptian President Gamal 
Abdul Nasser certainly saw it that way. Th e leading voice of Arab nation-
alism, he poured scorn on the pact and the Iraqi government, and called 
for a coup to overthrow it. On July 14, 1958, in a swift , predawn takeover, 
Brigadier Abd al Karim Qasim and Colonel Abd as Salaam Arif did just 
that. King Faisal II, Abd al Ilah, and Nuri were all executed; and crowds in 
Baghdad cheered their demise, proclaiming support for the new republic.   

 Republican Iraq and the Ba’athist Seizure of Power 

 Between the 1958 coup and the Ba’athist seizure and consolidation of power 
in 1968, one faction of army offi  cers aft er another sought a hold over Iraq. 
Th eir authority was narrow, derived from the ethnic, sectarian, and politi-
cal groupings to which they belonged. Indeed, the Qasim-Arif coup began 
a decade of intrigues, assassinations, coups, and bloody factional mêlées 
among civilian and military elites. For example, the offi  cer corps, which 
came mainly from Arab Sunni families, almost immediately began plotting 
against Qasim, who was not of their lineage and drew power from the new 
communist left  in Iraq. Th e fi rst putsch in 1959 failed but more followed.   

 Th e next challenge came from the Ba’athists. Founded in Syria in 1947, the 
Ba’ath movement stood for secularism, socialism, and pan-Arab  unionism. 
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It sought to resuscitate the Arab spirit in the face of foreign domination and 
cultural deterioration. Th e Iraqi branch of the Ba’ath movement, founded in 
1954, was led by militants who established a tightly structured clandestine 
apparatus. Th ey believed the only way to stop the rising tide of commu-
nism was to kill Qasin. But the assassin, Saddam Hussein, only wounded 
him.   Qasim survived, but his hold on power was increasingly tenuous. In 
February 1963, Arab nationalist military offi  cers, led by Abd as Salam Arif 
(Qasim’s coup partner in 1958), and militant Ba’athists, joined to oust him. 
Qasim took refuge in the heavily fortifi ed Ministry of Defense. Aft er sev-
eral days of fi ghting he was captured and summarily executed. 

 Th e new regime in Baghdad was dominated by Ba’athists, who estab-
lished a National Council of Revolutionary Command (NCRC) to rule 
Iraq. Arif was made president and Ahmad Hasan al Bakr, a key nationalist 
offi  cer, prime minister. Th e Ba’ath Party’s civilian head, Ali Salih al-Sa’di, 
became minister of the interior. A skilled clandestine operator, he made 
sure the Ba’athists dominated the NCRC.   Despite these moves, they were 
plagued by inexperience, ideological divisions, and feeble coercive instru-
ments for maintaining control. Within a year Arif ousted the Ba’ath in a 
bloodless coup. Upon seizing power, he began placing men from his family 
and Jumailah tribal lineage into all essential positions of power. It was pure 
nepotism. Iraqi tribal expert Faleh Jabar has termed such practices, “etatist 
[or state] Tribalism.”   

 To solidify his position, Arif put his brother, Abd ar Rahman, his close 
colleague, Colonel Said Slaibi, and offi  cers from the Twentieth Brigade, 
which he commanded, into all the positions of power. However, his gov-
ernment and that of his brother’s, which followed his death in 1966, did not 
last long. Neither government had a political plan for Iraq; in reality, the 
ministers were nothing but a collection of offi  cers held together by tribal 
ties. In 1968 Rahman’s government was toppled by yet another coup, which 
the Ba’athists quickly took advantage of to seize the reigns of power.   

 Th is time around, the Ba’athists were ready to hold onto power thanks to 
two key developments. First, in 1967 the party created its own militia and 
intelligence organizations—its very own instruments of coercion. Second, 
party leadership was consolidated in the hands of men with close family 
and tribal ties from the northwest city of Tikrit. Led by Ahmad Hasan al 
Bakr, they dominated the Ba’ath’s Revolutionary Command Council (RCC), 
as well as the cabinet posts of president, prime minister, and defense minis-
ter. Saddam Hussein was a key member of these Tikritis, as they came to be 
known, and a relative of Bakr.   
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 Two men of power—Ahmed Hasan al Bakr and Saddam Hussein—
turned an attempted coup against them in 1968 into a fi ve-year reign of 
terror to eliminate anyone from within or without the party suspected of 
opposing their rule. It was a ruthless and bloody aff air, but it did the trick. 
By 1972 they were in control of the party and government. Next, the two 
men established a network of intelligence organizations and started on their 
plans to enlarge the Ba’athist militia to fi ft y thousand in order to dominate 
Iraqi society.   

 Saddam’s Reign: Terror and Strategic Blunders 

 Saddam Hussein—adroit party organizer, ruthless infi ghter, practiced clan-
destine operator—was not content playing second fi ddle for long. During the 
1970s, Bakr progressively disengaged from the day-to-day business of ruling 
Iraq because of illness. Th at responsibility de facto shift ed to Saddam and by 
the end of the decade he maneuvered to push a Bakr into retirement. 

 In July 1979, Saddam became president of Iraq, secretary-general of 
the Ba’ath Regional Command, head of the RCC, and commander of the 
armed forces. Once in power, he consolidated his grip through a grizzly 
purge. Within days of taking charge, Saddam had manufactured a phony 
coup plot. All of his potential rivals were implicated in the cabal. Arrests 
and show trials followed. Twenty-two senior party offi  cials were summarily 
executed, some at the hands of their fellow Ba’athists to demonstrate their 
own loyalty.   

 Saddam packed the top posts of the party and government with family 
and clan members. Men from his tribe (Abu Nasir) and clan (Bayjat) were 
recruited into sensitive security units such as the bodyguards of top leaders. 
Tribes closely related to Saddam’s, including the Dulaym, Dur, Jabbur, and 
Ubayd, were enlisted into the Republican Guards, the Special Republican 
Guards, and the various intelligence and security units. His cousin became 
deputy commander of the armed forces, and his brother took charge of the 
intelligence service, the feared Mukhabarat. In a few short years, Saddam 
took “Etatist Tribalism” to a new level.   

 As Saddam assumed control of Iraq, it became immediately obvious 
that his would be a brutal dictatorship.   He demanded absolute loyalty, 
and his paranoia was acute. No one dared question his judgments or chal-
lenge his authority. Independent thinking could land Iraqis in the hands 
of the Mukhabarat. Th e bloody purge of 1979 and his merciless wielding 
of the brutal intelligence forces meant that Saddam was free to do as he 
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pleased with Iraq. And he demonstrated this in September 1980 by going to 
war with Iran. Th is was the fi rst of two catastrophic strategic blunders—the 
other being the invasion of Kuwait in August 1990—that would doom Iraq 
and the Iraqi people to two decades of terrible suff ering and misfortune. 

 Invading Iran 

 Iran and Iraq have long-standing and deep diff erences. In terms of power, 
Iran was in ascendancy in the 1960s under the Shah, who had the strong 
backing of Washington. Indeed, a CIA-orchestrated coup in 1953 had 
returned him to the Peacock Th rone. Rising Persian power alarmed Sad-
dam. It forced Iraq to cede control of half of the strategic Shatt al-Arab 
waterway to Tehran in 1975, settling a dispute that dated back to the 1930s. 
Th e 1975 agreement, as Saddam saw it, was illustrative of Iran’s unrestrained 
encroachment of Iraqi territory.   

 Th en in the late 1970s the situation changed dramatically. An Islamic 
revolution toppled the Shah and sent him packing, in succession, to Egypt, 
Morocco, the Bahamas, Mexico, the United States, Panama, and fi nally 
back to Egypt, where he died on July 27, 1980. Saddam saw these events as 
both a threat and an opportunity. Ayatollah Khomeini’s craving to spread 
the revolution into the Shia region of Iraq alarmed the Iraqi dictator. While 
evidence suggests there was no groundswell of support for this in southern 
Iraq, Saddam saw danger and clamped down on the Shia. 

 With the home front secure under the ruthless rule of his intelligence 
services, Saddam moved to exploit the situation in Iran. Th e Ayatol-
lah was rapidly sinking Iran into debilitating chaos which, in Saddam’s 
eyes, provided a strategic opportunity. Th e military, economy, and politi-
cal system’s were all collapsing, and Tehran was also in the throes of an 
escalating hostage crisis with the United States. From Saddam’s perch in 
Baghdad, Iran was low-hanging fruit, ripe for the picking, and in Septem-
ber 1980, Saddam abrogated the 1975 treaty and took back control of the 
Shatt. 

 Iran countered by shelling the Iraqi side of the waterway. Saddam 
escalated the crisis by sending ground forces into Iran. While his objec-
tives, beyond control of the Shatt, were unclear, there is little doubt that he 
thought accomplishing them would be a cinch. It proved to be a grave mis-
calculation. Eight years of bloody war followed. 

 For most of the eight-year war with Iran, Iraq fought desperately on 
the defensive. Iran exploited its vast manpower advantage to frequently 
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overwhelm and demoralize Iraqi forces and triumph again and again 
through massive human-wave assaults. By 1986, Iran had occupied the 
Faw Peninsula, and in 1987 Iranian forces mounted a massive attack to take 
Basra. Th e Iranians were poised to break through until Saddam Hussein 
used poison gas to halt their advance. 

 Th e war with Iran forced Saddam to resort to desperate moves to survive. 
For example, he mended fences with the Arab Gulf sheikdoms, for whom 
he had great contempt, in order to receive considerable cash to buy the 
weapons needed to turn back the Iranian onslaught. Moreover, to redress 
Iran’s manpower advantage, Saddam reversed a central tenet of Ba’athism 
that considered tribalism reactionary and irrelevant to Iraq’s modern social 
development. He did so to enlarge the army. According to Amatzia Baram, 
“As soon as it came to power in July 1968, the Ba’ath Party announced in 
Communiqué No. 1 its rejection of ‘tribalism’ in no uncertain terms. ‘We 
are against religious sectarianism, racism, and tribalism,’ it declared, defi n-
ing all of these as remnants of colonialism.” Th is decree, reiterated oft en 
in the 1970s, portrayed “shaykhs and tribalism . . . as the epitome of back-
wardness and social reaction.” Both undermined “building a new society” 
and “creating a [new] Arab man.” Th irty-nine sheikhs were killed or jailed 
in the purge. Tens of thousands of tribal people were forced to relocate to 
cities. Th e use of tribal names was banned.   

 All of this changed during the Iran-Iraq war. For Saddam Hussein and 
the Ba’athists, it was simply a matter of survival, as Iran advanced into Iraqi 
territory. Given the need for soldiers—and plenty of them—Saddam was 
compelled to revive tribalism. He made peace with many of Iraq’s 150 tribes 
and their clan subdivisions in order to expand the army. Th us, despite 
Communique No. 1 and other Ba’athist policies, tribalism remained the 
core around which Iraqi society revolved. 

 Saddam’s fi rst step was to forge alliances with tribal sheikhs, legitimizing 
those who had been portrayed in Ba’athist dogma as “major obstacles on the 
road to the socialist transformation.”   Now, they were partners at the local 
level. Tribal chiefs favored by the regime became rich and more powerful. 

 Next, Saddam began reviving tribal customs and values. Tribal roots 
became a central part of one’s identity, and tribal honor a guiding tenet 
for behavior. Th e state-controlled media extolled the martial prowess of 
the Bedouin warrior. Images of well-armed fi ghters at the ready to attack 
an enemy appeared frequently on recruiting posters. And tribal warfare 
 concepts—valor, courage, manly behavior, and military prowess—were 
widely celebrated. Traditional Bedouin war-fi ghting attributes became 
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important symbols for expanding the army. Th e regime promulgated them 
as the basis for the “new Arab man” and the source of true Arabism, which 
emanated from within the historical, cultural, and anthropological narra-
tive of traditional Iraqi society.   

 Within the major tribal groupings of the Sunni region, the Ba’athist 
employed these traditional themes to recruit men to fi ll the ranks of the 
army. First, the Republican Guard divisions were expanded. Other para-
military, intelligence, and security-related units were likewise enlarged 
with personnel from the Sunni triangle. Finally, several regular army units 
were formed. Beginning in 1982, the regime actively recruited from among 
its fi ve major tribes. Th e result was the creation of regiments with a tribal 
identity, drawn from urban centers that have become very familiar: Tikrit, 
Mosul, Ramadi, and Fallujah. 

 In sum, Saddam expanded the army by tribalizing it. In the end, the deci-
sion to revive tribalism paid off , helping Saddam survive. Sunni tribal fi ght-
ers alone, however, were insuffi  cient, given the size of the Iranian armed 
forces, and Saddam’s regime used a similar approach to draw in the Shia of 
southern Iraq. A modifi ed version of tribalism was even adapted to recruit 
Kurds for the fi ght. With the infl ux of new soldiers, the tide fi nally turned in 
the spring of 1988, and Iraq took to the off ensive. On July 18, Iran accepted 
a cease-fi re orchestrated by the United Nations aft er a series of Iraqi off en-
sives had taken it deep inside Iranian territory. Th e war ended, but the price 
of survival was high. Although Iraq had made signifi cant inroads into Iran 
in the last off ensives of the war, using chemical, biological and conventional 
weapons, the war cost Iraq far more than it gained. When it fi nally ground 
to a close, more than 150,000 Iraqis had died in the fi ghting and another 
500,000 had been wounded. Iran remained a hostile neighbor—a neighbor 
that was busily rearming. Iraq’s war debt was $80 billion. And rebuilding 
would cost $230 billion more.    

 Invading Kuwait 

 Having barely survived the war with Iran, Saddam would steer clear of 
any such future adventurism. Or so the newly elected Bush administra-
tion thought in the spring of 1989. In National Security Directive (NSD) 
26 the White House planned to encourage what it perceived as Saddam’s 
growing moderation, assuming he had learned his lesson in Iran. Th e 
United States would encourage that  temperate behavior with economic 
and political carrots.   
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 And where did the White House get such ideas? From its most 
 knowledgeable source: the U.S. intelligence community. In its National 
Intelligence Estimate (NIE), entitled “Iraq: Foreign Policy of a Major 
Regional Power,” Saddam was portrayed as rational and predictable. He 
was said to be focused on rebuilding Iraq and was neither expansionist 
nor interventionist. U.S. intelligence laid the foundation for constructive 
engagement with Iraq’s strongman.   

 It did not turn out that way. To alleviate his war debt, Saddam demanded 
at an Arab Cooperation Council meeting in February 1990 that the Gulf 
States cancel Iraq’s loans. Aft er all, he had fought Iran on their behalf. Th is 
argument did not wash, even when he added, “Let the Gulf regimes know 
that if they do not give this money to me, I will know how to get it.”   Next, 
he accused Kuwait during a May session of the Arab League of siphoning 
oil from the Rumaila fi eld under their common border and demanded two 
billion dollars in remuneration. Again, it did not wash. 

 On August 2, Saddam backed up his threats by sending his army into 
Kuwait to get the money. Th e invasion was a cakewalk. Aft er seizing con-
trol in one day, Saddam immediately announced Kuwait’s annexation. But 
in doing so he committed the second catastrophic strategic blunder of his 
reign. Apparently, he had convinced himself that the United States would 
acquiesce, having no stomach for the bloodshed it would suff er going to 
war with Iraq. Washington would fi nd itself in another Vietnam fi ghting 
“the mother of all battles.”   

 Saddam was wrong again. Th e Bush administration was far from intimi-
dated. It fashioned an impressive coalition and received UN backing to use 
all means necessary against Iraq if it failed to withdraw. Th e ultimatum 
was unconditional.   By January 1991 the coalition strength had reached 
700,000, including 500,000 U.S. personnel.   

 Th e Iraqi forces did not stand a chance. When Saddam failed to pull 
out, the U.S.-led coalition bludgeoned his army. Washington’s war plan 
used maximum force to keep the Iraqi forces on the defensive. Following 
the most intense strategic bombing campaign in history, a hundred-hour 
ground war sent Saddam’s army reeling up the highway of death and back 
into Iraq.   

 As the severely battered Iraqi military limped home, the coalition 
could have followed up the Iraqi expulsion from Kuwait with a death 
blow to  Saddam’s government in Baghdad, but opted instead for a cease-
fi re. However weak Iraqi forces now were, regime change was not in the 
cards.   It had been excluded from the UN mandate, and key members of 
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the  coalition—Saudi Arabia and Turkey—insisted that the Ba’ath regime 
remain in power to keep Iraq from disintegrating and destabilizing the 
region. 

 Th ese political calculations among the coalition allowed Saddam to 
retain enough military power to savagely put down internal uprisings 
encouraged but not assisted by Washington—which followed his Kuwait 
debacle. Shiites in southern Iraq rose in revolt, followed by Kurds in the 
north. Republican Guard divisions brutally crushed both uprisings. In the 
north nearly one million Kurds fl ed into the mountains to escape slaughter. 
A massive relief eff ort followed, which resulted in a de facto   Kurdish state, 
secured by Western airpower. Th e Kurds were lucky. In the south, the Shia 
felt the full force of Saddam’s retribution. Many thousands died in what 
amounted to an off ensive scorched-earth policy.   

 Baghdad, however, did not get off  scot free. It was compelled to consent 
to UN Resolution 687, which set tough political, economic, military, legal, 
and humanitarian consequences for attacking and occupying Kuwait—
most importantly, disarmament. Saddam was ordered to liquidate all weap-
ons of mass destruction (WMD), and the infrastructure for producing 
them. Likewise, he was to destroy all ballistic missiles with a range of more 
than 150 kilometers. A Special Commission of inspectors was to be given 
unfettered access to verify Iraq’s compliance.   

 Saddam spent the next ten years locked in a game of cat and mouse with 
the UN inspectors in what appeared to the world to be a protracted eff ort to 
retain his WMD capacity. Th is resulted in the UN saddling Iraq with draco-
nian sanctions. But Saddam was unconcerned with the suff ering that sanc-
tions infl icted on Iraq.   For example, he did not allow the UN administered 
Oil-for-Food program resources to trickle down to his starving people. Ris-
ing infant mortality and other maladies infl icted on his citizens by sanc-
tions made for good anti-sanctions propaganda on al-Jazeera. 

 Th ese developments, however, seriously weakened Saddam’s grip on the 
country, and once again he decided to defy Ba’athism’s condemnation of 
tribalism as reactionary. Defeat in Kuwait, Shia and Kurdish uprisings, and 
now the UN’s sanctions forced Saddam to subcontract security to those 
local tribal chiefs he could co-opt. Jabar labels this “social tribalism.” 

 [Th e] devolution of power by the state to reviving and/or reconstructing tribal 
or kin segments on a local level, denoting the de facto withdrawal of the state 
from such normal areas as judicial functions, tax collection, and enforcement 
of law and order. Th is spread or devolution of state authority to extraneous 



224 IRAQ

social centers of power is anchored in a new hierarchical power structure 
with reconstructing tribal and clan groups acting as an extension of the state 
itself. . . . Th is pattern was, broadly, spread across the communal and ethnic 
divide.   

 Saddam Hussein’s regime bought their allegiance by off ering cash, food, 
other resources, and the opportunity to exercise new authority. Th is took 
place in both rural and provincial urban areas, and included both Sunni 
and Shia. Tribal heads were empowered by the regime, which established 
offi  cial bonds with them. Jabar writes that beginning in 1991 this was sanc-
tioned in elaborate ceremonies in Baghdad: 

 Tribal chieft ains were received at the presidential palace . . . representing 
tribal groups. . . . Th ey came to vow loyalty ( bay ’ a ), an Islamic oath of alle-
giance for rulers, or to vow a covenant (‘ ahd ), a word of tribal honor, to sup-
port and obey the ruler. Each delegate hoisted aloft  its tribal banner ( bayraq ) 
and gave it away at the palace as a sign of total obedience. In the words of 
one obsever: “Tribal banners . . . were lowered and thrown at the feet of the 
President of the Republic.”   

 According to Baram, in 1993 Saddam “instructed tribal chiefs to bring 
with them their tribal rifl es and banners and to dance their tribal war dance 
in his presence, accompanied by popular poetry composed and chanted for 
the occasion. . . . Th is practice . . . [became] almost compulsory.” Shortly 
thereaft er, “tribes in the Basra governorate added his portrait to their tradi-
tional banners . . . and also affi  xed the Iraqi fl ag to their tribal banners.” And 
on occasion Saddam would even “visit the tribes in their domains . . . [as] a 
guest at the local mudif (guest house), where he would sit on the carpets in 
a traditional fashion, sending the message that he was a tribesman among 
tribesmen.”   Saddam himself began dressing in traditional clothing and 
had his visits with tribal chiefs televised. In discussions with them he used 
local tribal expressions, demonstrating knowledge of their folklore. He took 
part in tribal celebrations and even participated in their dances, fi ring his 
gun in the air in a show of solidarity.   

 Tribes were assigned responsibility for maintaining law and order locally. 
Tribal chiefs were to “settle disputes among members, between them and the 
members of other clans or between them and the public at large.”   In terms 
of security, tribes “received a large number of light arms and sometimes even 
RPG rocket launchers, mortars, and howitzers. Th e intention was to enable 
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the chief to build a private army [or militia] among his tribesmen.”   Th ese 
local militias then served as a substitute for an army unable to cover all of 
Iraq. Th e militias were coordinated by the Ministry of the Interior. Given the 
necessary arms and the means of transportation and communication, tribal 
forces could and did crush local unrest for Saddam. 

 Additionally, in the late fall of 1998, “during the Iraq-US showdown, 
tribal armed units in civilian clothes and tribal headwear were deployed in 
strategic points . . . to assist special security forces in carrying out contin-
gency plans.”   Th is was an important development, integrating tribal mili-
tias into Iraqi war-fi ghting plans involving U.S. intervention. 

 Of course, there were risks involved in delegating power to local tribal 
chieft ains. Th ese included clashes with the regime, as well as triggering 
rivalries among diff erent tribes themselves. Both occurred. Th ese were, 
however, risks Saddam had to take to retain control in the decade following 
his defeat in Kuwait. 

 September 11, Regime Change, U.S. Occupation 

 As the Clinton presidency came to an end, Saddam was gaining the upper 
hand in the protracted fi ght over sanctions. Th e restrictions imposed fi rst 
under UN Resolution 687 and subsequently tightened under follow-on 
restrictions were collapsing. Th ose measures had imposed an economically 
devastating set of trade and fi nancial restrictions to force Iraq to comply 
with WMD disarmament. For nearly a decade Saddam resisted. 

 By 2000, sanctions fatigue had set in at the UN. Members of the Secu-
rity Council, France and Russia in particular, had joined dozens of other 
member states seeking to ease and then end the embargo. For Paris and 
Moscow it was about the money. Iraq was a traditional trading partner 
for both, and they were tired of bearing the economic costs of sanctions. 
Others were opposed for humanitarian reasons. It was not merely that the 
sanctions made it impossible to maintain anything beyond minimal educa-
tional, health, and social services, putting the average Iraqi at the mercy of 
unscrupulous profi teers. Sanctions, they asserted, were causing the “mass 
destruction” of the Iraqi people, and continuing these draconian restric-
tions would only kill more innocent Iraqis.   

 Th is was the situation George W. Bush inherited in the initial months 
of his presidency in 2001. Realizing that the days of the existing ban were 
numbered, his foreign policy strategists proposed an alternative—“smart 
sanctions.” Th e objective was to continue to stifl e Saddam’s WMD program, 
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while allowing trade in consumer goods to fl ow freely to alleviate the hard-
ships the Iraqi people had endured for a decade.   

 Th e new U.S. administration feared that an Iraq free of all sanctions 
would ramp up its WMD eff orts. Keeping Saddam “in a box” was a top pri-
ority, and smart sanctions were the way to do so. At the time Washington 
believed it had few other options. Certainly the use of military force to oust 
Saddam was off  the table. To be sure, there were those in the Offi  ce of the 
Secretary of Defense (OSD), among them Secretary Donald Rumsfeld, who 
felt the Iraqi dictator should be toppled. But the political conditions neces-
sary to push that option through the policy process were not present in the 
spring and summer of 2001. Th is sanction debate became irrelevant aft er 
the events of September 11, 2001. 

 Iraq Moves to Center Stage in the War on Terrorism 

 In the aft ermath of 9/11, the Bush administration dealt fi rst with  Afghanistan. 
By early October, Operation Enduring Freedom was well under way. And 
success came quickly. By December, the Taliban had been toppled and 
al-Qaeda’s infrastructure shattered. In the midst of that campaign, the 
White House went through a heated internal deliberation over where the 
war on terrorism should focus next. OSD hard-liners including Secretary 
of Defense Rumsfeld and his deputy secretary, Paul Wolfowitz, aligned with 
Vice President Dick Cheney in arguing that Iraq should be next. Secretary 
of State Colin Powell, his inner circle of assistants, and members of the 
senior military leadership contested this view. 

 By February 2002, Rumsfeld, Wolfowitz, and Cheney had prevailed, and 
toppling Saddam—regime change—became the policy. A signal that that 
decision was in the works could be seen in President Bush’s January 29 State 
of the Union address. In it he characterized Iraq as part of an “axis of evil,” 
and warned: 

 States like these, and their terrorist allies . . . threaten the peace of the world. 
By seeking weapons of mass destruction, these regimes pose a grave and 
growing danger. Th ey could provide these arms to terrorists, giving them the 
means to match their hatred. Th ey could attack our allies or attempt to black-
mail the United States. In any of these cases, the price of indiff erence would 
be catastrophic.   

 Iraq, given its track record, was considered the most dangerous of the 
three members of that troika. 
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 Next, the strategy for regime change had to be worked out. Th ree options 
were considered. One option was to adapt the Afghan strategy to Iraq and 
assist the Iraqi resistance in the same way the United States had done with 
the Northern Alliance. Th e second option was to foment a coup within the 
ranks of the Iraqi military and security services. Th e third option was to 
execute a direct conventional attack similar to that employed in 1991 to take 
back Kuwait, but this time with the sights set fi rmly on Baghdad. 

 Option one was quickly discarded. Th ere was no equivalent to Afghan-
istan’s Northern Alliance in Iraq. Iraqi resistance was minimal, and Sad-
dam’s regime was deeply rooted. Washington could not ride the resistance 
to regime change. Th e military imbalance between the Iraqi army and what 
the resistance could muster was too vast. Likewise, option two, a CIA-run 
coup was not likely. Th e spooks had tried it several times in the 1990s and 
on each occasion come up dry.   CIA was no match for Saddam’s internal 
security apparatus. Th at left  option three: conventional war. 

 By early summer 2002, the war planning was well under way. More inter-
nal debate ensued in Washington over the size of the force needed to bring 
an end to Saddam’s reign of terror. Did it have to be a Desert Storm–size 
eff ort? Rumsfeld did not think so. While this was being worked out the Bush 
administration sought to build a grand coalition similar to that fashioned 
in 1990–1991. To do so, it tried to pressure Saddam, through the UN, to 
permit the weapons inspectors he had ousted in 1998 back in.  Washington 
did not expect him to comply. Th e Bush administration expected Saddam 
to employ the same stalling tactics he had used against the Clinton admin-
istration for eight years. And it was not disappointed. 

 Addressing the world body on September 12, 2002, President Bush chal-
lenged the UN to force Iraq to comply with its resolutions and submit to 
WMD disarmament. While the Security Council was undertaking mea-
sures to do so, Baghdad, on September 16, announced it intended to fully 
acquiesce. In mid-October, the Bush administration charged that Iraq’s 
public acquiesce was just one more stalling tactic and requested the U.S. 
Congress approve a resolution giving the president authority to make war 
on Iraq should it not abide fully with the UN demands. Both the House and 
the Senate did so by wide margins. 

 As the U.S. prepared for war, however, Iraq continued to stall the UN. 
Following eight weeks of negotiations, the Security Council voted 15–0 on 
November 8, 2002, to give Iraq seven days to notify the UN that it intended 
to submit to disarmament. Under Resolution 1441 Baghdad would then have 
thirty days to turn over its weapons of mass destruction. On  November 27, 
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the inspectors were fi nally back on the job in Iraq.   In response, Iraq sub-
mitted a 12,000-page document on December 12 which it said proved that 
Iraq had no weapons of mass destruction.   Washington disagreed, assert-
ing it had evidence Iraq stood in “material breach” of UN Resolution 1441. 
In other words, Iraq had lied in its declaration.   

 In his January 28, 2003, State of the Union speech President Bush again 
asserted the United States would take direct action against Iraq should it 
fail to disarm, and charged Saddam’s unwillingness to fully cooperate with 
weapons inspectors amounted to “material breach.”    On  February 5, Sec-
retary of State Colin Powell made the same argument to the UN Secu-
rity Council—presenting “evidence” of noncompliance (that he later 
recanted)—and requested that the council authorize the use of force to 
bring Iraq into full compliance.   By mid-March 2003 it became clear that 
with the French- and Russian-led opposition to U.S. policy, the UN Secu-
rity Council would not approve a U.S.-led attack on Iraq. Th e United States, 
however, was committed to its policy with or without UN support, and on 
March 17, President Bush delivered a fi nal ultimatum. Saddam and his sons 
were to clear out of Iraq within forty-eight hours or he would send a U.S. 
force of 150,000, along with additional troops provided by the “coalition of 
the willing,” to remove them from power.   

 No Weapons of Mass Destruction 

 As noted earlier, on March 20 (Baghdad time), just two hours aft er the “get 
out of Iraq” deadline passed, Operation Iraqi Freedom was launched. Less 
than three weeks later, Baghdad fell with minimum U.S. casualties. In the 
heady days of April 2003, it seemed that the invasion of Iraq had been a 
cakewalk. As the weeks passed and the U.S. forces failed to fi nd weapons of 
mass destruction, the fi rst harbingers of doubt began to set in. 

 In June 2003, the U.S.-led Iraq Survey Group (ISG) was established 
to investigate weapons of mass destruction developed by Iraq under the 
previous regime.   By June 2004, the ISG interim report stated that Iraq 
had the strategic intention of resuming the pursuit of prohibited weap-
ons programs, including if possible its nuclear weapons program, when 
UN inspection regimes were relaxed; was carrying out illicit research 
and development, and procurement, activities; was developing ballistic 
 missiles; did not, however, have signifi cant—if any—stocks of chemi-
cal or biological weapons ready for deployment, or developed plans for 
their use.   
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 A full discussion of the political fallout for the governments of President 
Bush and Prime Minister Blair over the lack of Iraqi WMDs is outside of the 
scope of this chapter, and the answers to how and why this situation occurred 
will be searched for well into the future. Briefl y, however, in the U.K., the 
 Butler Report on the Review of Intelligence on Weapons of Mass Destruction, 
published in 2004, agreed that a major reason Iraq’s WMD program had been 
overestimated was “the diffi  culty of achieving reliable human intelligence on 
Iraq.”   However, considering the brutality of Saddam’s regime and the degree 
of paranoia and secrecy with which Saddam surrounded himself and his gov-
ernment, even top-level Iraqi offi  cials may not have had an accurate picture 
of Iraq’s WMD program. Moreover, the Butler report also stated that: 

 In general, we found that the original intelligence material was correctly 
reported in JIC [British Joint Intelligence Committee] assessments. . . . we have 
found no evidence of deliberate distortion or of culpable negligence. . . . We 
found no evidence of JIC assessments and the judgements inside them being 
pulled in any particular direction to meet the policy concerns of senior 
offi  cials. . . . We conclude in general that the intelligence community made 
good use of the technical expertise available to the Government. . . .   

 Th e Butler Report concluded by saying: “Even now it would be prema-
ture to reach conclusions about Iraq’s prohibited weapons. Much poten-
tial evidence may have been destroyed in the looting and disorder that 
followed the cessation of hostilities. Other material may be hidden in the 
sand, including stocks of agent or weapons.”   

 In contrast, the U.S. Commission on the Intelligence Capabilities of the 
United States Regarding Weapons of Mass Destruction (Silberman-Robb 
Commission), published in June 2005, placed the blame for the failure to 
fi nd WMDs squarely on the shoulders of the U.S. intelligence community: 

 the Intelligence Community was dead wrong in almost all of its pre-war judg-
ments about Iraq’s weapons of mass destruction. Th is was a major intelligence 
failure. Its principal causes were the Intelligence Community’s inability to 
collect good information about Iraq’s WMD programs, serious errors in ana-
lyzing what information it could gather, and a failure to make clear just how 
much of its analysis was based on assumptions, rather than good evidence.   

 Retired and active U.S. intelligence offi  cials, however, argued that the 
intelligence community had been placed under intense pressure from U.S. 
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policymakers to produce intelligence that supported the Bush administra-
tion’s case for war. In May 2005, leaked minutes of a British cabinet meet-
ing between Prime Minister Tony Blair and his top advisers added fuel to 
the fi re. Th e minutes were for a meeting that took place on July 23, 2002, 
eight months before the invasion, and included comments from Sir Richard 
Dearlove (also know as ‘C’ and then head of MI-6) who had just returned 
from Washington. According to the minutes, Sir Richard’s assessment of 
the situation was that “military action was now seen as inevitable. . . . the 
intelligence and facts were being fi xed around the policy. Th ere was little 
discussion in Washington of the aft ermath aft er military action.”   

 In the United States, however, the Silberman-Robb report dismissed 
allegations that analysts in the intelligence community had knuckled under 
to political pressure. In their report they commented that political pressure 
from the administration played no part in the intelligence failures. In their 
words: “Th e analysts who worked Iraqi weapons issues universally agreed 
that in no instance did political pressure cause them to skew or alter any of 
their analytical judgments.”   

 Th e issues around intelligence and the absence of WMDs were not the 
only things to go wrong at the end of the war. While the political repercus-
sions turned ugly at home, the cheering crowds in Iraq turned to looting, 
and waves of welcome turned to sullen stares and snipers on rooft ops. Sta-
bilizing Iraq, it became clear, would prove a much bigger and largely unan-
ticipated challenge than removing Saddam from power.   

 Ugly Surprise: Instability and Insurgency 

 Winston Churchill once remarked about the decision to go to war: 
“Never, never, never believe any war will be smooth and easy or that 
any one who embarks on that strange voyage can measure the tides and 
storms he will encounter.” Why? Because in the war room “on the morn-
ing of the declaration of war,” several unwelcome guests will “all take their 
seats.” Among those Churchill identifi ed were “ugly surprise” and “awful 
miscalculation.”   

 Earlier we noted that preceding Operation Iraqi Freedom the U.S. 
intelligence community gave little consideration to the likelihood that, 
in the aft ermath of the conventional campaign, armed insurgent and ter-
rorist groups could attack U.S. forces as rapidly and violently as they did. 
CIA analysts received no prewar tasking from policymakers or intelli-
gence community managers to consider whether such internal violence 
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was even a possibility.   What followed was “ugly surprise” and “awful 
 miscalculation!”   

 It did not have to turn out this way. Th e insurgency was predictable 
and parts of it, at least, were preventable. To demonstrate why, the follow-
ing graphic depiction of the “Elements of Iraq’s Insurgency” need to be 
elaborated on. As can be seen, it involves diff erent actors. Each part of the 
graphic represents a particular faction and will be assessed within the con-
text of two questions. First, could the faction’s emergence be predicted in 
the aft ermath of the fall of the regime? Second, could the faction’s emer-
gence be prevented or more eff ectively contained?

      Former Regime Elements 

 As the graphic shows, a core element of the insurgency consists of Former 
Regime Elements (FRE). Documents now suggest that the Ba’athists had 
a plan to continue fi ghting aft er losing. In the months preceding Opera-
tion Iraqi Freedom, according to U.S. military intelligence reports based on 

 FIGURE 6 Iraq Insurgency 2005
Original graphic by author s    
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evidence gathered in Iraq, “Saddam Hussein dispatched more than 1,000 
security and intelligence offi  cers to two military facilities near Baghdad 
where they underwent two months of guerrilla training.” Th ey became 
the leaven for the Former Regime Elements of the insurgency.

  Th ese men, who are mostly Sunnis, were from the key coercive insti-
tutions that collectively kept the Ba’athist dictatorship in power. Th ey 
included the Iraqi Intelligence Service (Mukhabarat), the Special Secu-
rity Organization, the Special Republican Guards, and the paramilitary 
Fedayeen Saddam. Th ey adopted several  noms de guerre  including the Gen-
eral Command of the Armed Forces, the Resistance and Liberation in Iraq, 
the Patriotic Front, the Army of Muhammad, and the Party of the Return. 
All have the same objective—to turn back the clock to restore Saddam and 
his collaborators to power, with all that would entail in terms of their meth-
ods and means of rule. 

 A July 2003 Ba’ath Party memo instructed these operatives to establish 
“small and closed cells” and “transition to covert operations.”   It took time 
for them to reorganize aft er the rapid collapse of the Iraqi military and cap-
ture of high-level offi  cials. However, by early 2004 their attacks had greatly 
escalated and were increasingly sophisticated. Th e FRE targets include police 
stations and other government facilities, oil pipelines, electrical plants, and 
military convoys, as well as the assassination of Iraqi offi  cials and any other 
Iraqi who cooperates with the United States. Th ey have made extensive 
use of improvised explosive devices (IEDs) and suicide bombings against 
 American military forces. Acquiring the means was no problem. Th ey had 
access to virtually all the weapons systems and ordnance previously con-
trolled by the Iraqi military, security, and intelligence services, stockpiled 
in a plethora of arms depots and storage sites throughout the Sunni region. 
Th ey also have plenty of money. Th eir goal is to raise the cost of remaining 
in Iraq for the United States and, ultimately, force Washington to withdraw. 

 Was the refusal of the Former Regime Elements “to go down without 
a fi ght” predictable? Absolutely! Aft er all, they had everything to lose and 
faced prosecution or worse for their bloody legacy. Th ey also had consider-
able personnel from the security organs and fi nancial resources to draw on. 
Th e reaction of the FRE was an important intelligence question that should 
have been addressed. Th at U.S. intelligence did not give serious attention to 
the possibility that the FRE might resist and how resistance might manifest 
itself through armed violence was a glaring oversight. 

 Was it preventable? Probably not. It was, however, containable if the U.S. 
had given consideration to the question not just of whether the  Former 
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Regime Elements would fi ght, but where they were likely to fi ght from in 
the Sunni triangle. Knowledge of this, their hiding places, and a plan to 
make it diffi  cult for them to utilize their resources could also have con-
tained or curtailed this aspect of the insurgency. Instead, Saddam’s former 
operatives all too easily set up shop in the Sunni triangle and started their 
war of attrition. 

 Sunni Arab Rejectionists 

 If Former Regime Elements constituted a like-minded and homogeneous 
faction within the insurgency, the same cannot be said of Sunni Arab 
 Rejectionists (SAR). Th ere is no “one size fi ts all” among the latter. Rather, 
these individuals and groups come from various backgrounds and have 
joined the insurgency for diff erent reasons. To begin with, not every Sunni 
is a Rejectionist opposed to the overthrow of the Ba’athist dictatorship or 
the founding of a new Iraq. And not every Sunni Rejectionist who becomes 
an insurgent is aligned with the FREs. So, who are they and what motivates 
them to participate in the fi ghting? 

 Th eir ranks include members of regular Iraqi army units. Th ese are dif-
ferent from the special formations that join the FREs. Recall that in the 
1980s Saddam expanded the army for the war with Iran by reviving tribal-
ism. Tribal roots became a central part of Iraqi identity, and tribal honor 
was a guiding tenet for behavior. Traditional Bedouin war-fi ghting attri-
butes became important symbols for army recruiting. Within the major 
tribal groupings of the Sunni region these themes were used to expand the 
regular army. As discussed earlier, the result was the creation of regiments 
with a tribal identity, drawn from provincial centers in the heart of the 
Sunni triangle such as Tikrit, Mosul, Ramadi, and Fallujah. 

 In May 2003 Paul Bremer, the U.S. administrator in Iraq and head of 
the Coalition Provisional Authority (CPA), issued Order No. 2, dissolving 
what was left  of the Iraqi armed forces.   Th e destruction of this central 
pillar of Ba’athist repression was necessary but ultimately shortsighted. In 
one fell swoop it rendered many thousands of regular soldiers jobless, and 
Bremer had no demobilization plan to assist these forces’ transition either 
into civilian life or back into reconstituted security forces. In eff ect, these 
tribal soldiers were cashiered and sent home to Sunni cities like Fallujah, 
where they faced unemployment and poverty. It was not a  given  that the 
cashiered regular military would join the insurgency. However, resentment 
at their treatment and fall in status have proven to be potent incentives for 
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their doing so. And by the end of 2003 they were becoming increasingly 
active in the Sunni Rejectionist ranks of the insurgency. Was this prevent-
able? Th e answer seems to be that with the right demobilization plan, one 
that the U.S. administrator in Iraq did not have, many of these ordinary 
Iraqis would not have proved such willing recruits to the insurgency. 

 Rejectionists also came from within the tribal communities in the Sunni 
triangle. Th eir motivation to resist is due, in part, to longstanding tribal 
traditions that reject authority imposed from Baghdad. It is also derived 
from Iraqi nationalism with its equally longstanding opposition to outside 
invading forces. As we saw earlier, Iraqi Sunnis have had little tolerance for 
foreign occupation. In the past they violently opposed it. Th is tradition of 
hostility toward outside interlopers and central authority has been exacer-
bated by Sunni fear that in a new Iraq they would be greatly discriminated 
against as retaliation for their privileged status under Saddam Hussein. As 
our brief study of Iraqi history suggests, the possibility of a hostile if not 
outright violent Sunni tribal reaction to U.S. occupation was certainly pre-
dictable. Moreover, the Coalition Provisional Authority did not help this 
situation: the Iraqi military was not the CPA’s fi rst priority, and there was 
no sense of urgency to reach out to it. Th e severity of Sunni tribal reaction 
could also have been curtailed. Th e initial CPA indiff erence toward Sunnis 
outside of Baghdad was likely seen by the Sunni tribal leaders as the begin-
ning of their marginalization. Magnifying this perception was the diffi  culty 
the CPA encountered in providing basic services and economic recovery to 
this region. 

 Finally, the use of fi repower against insurgent hideouts in the Sunni tri-
angle provincial centers like Fallujah and Mosul may also have contributed 
to the growth of the Rejectionist element of the insurgency. Iraqis and non-
Iraqis alike have charged that the use of heavy conventional strikes by U.S. 
forces in these areas has resulted in civilian casualties.   Here is one early 
example: 

 On April 11, two days aft er American Marines pulled down the statue of 
 Saddam, American warplanes tried to kill one of the dictator’s half brothers by 
dropping six JDAM-guided bombs on a large villa about 11 miles outside the 
city of Ramadi. Th ey didn’t get the brother, if he was ever there, but they did 
kill Malik al-Kharbit, a tribal leader who, since the mid-1990s, had actually 
worked with the CIA and Jordanian intelligence trying to overthrow Saddam 
Hussein. In addition to al-Kharbit, 21 more members of his family died under 
those bombs, including a dozen children. Potential friends were now enemies. 
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And members of the Kharbit clan are considered the leading fi gures in an 
extended tribe called the Dulaimi, who number as many as 2 million. Th eir 
strongholds are in Fallujah, Ramadi, Qaim, Rutbah—places now well known 
as the Sunni Triangle.   

 As discussed earlier, such incidents trigger among the tribes, clans, and 
families the obligation to avenge such transgressions. To the U.S. credit, it 
learned from such experiences. Th is can be seen in how U.S. Marine and 
Army forces took back control of the main insurgent base in Fallujah in 
the late fall of 2004. Although the city suff ered great destruction as a result 
of the fi ghting, civilian casualties were held down thanks to U.S. eff orts to 
evacuate civilians before the assault began.   

 In sum, the Sunni Rejectionist insurgent has a tribal background, may 
have served in a regular army unit, and is motivated by a mixture of nation-
alism, opposition to occupation, loss of status and income, fear of future 
discrimination, and a blood duty to avenge the injury or death of a clan or 
family member caused by coalition forces. 

 Th e Sunni tribes and clans were not ipso facto a natural source of sup-
port and fi ghters for the insurgency. Th e factors that motivate them could 
have been and still can be off set through political and economic incentives. 
If the Former Regime Elements have nowhere to go and no other options, 
the same is not true for the Sunni Rejectionists. Of all the groups involved 
in the insurgency, they are the most likely to react well to overtures that 
present them with positive alternatives to fi ghting. And this is what appears 
to have happened in the aft ermath of the January 2005 election in Iraq. 

 Radical Islamists 

 It was also predictable that in the aft ermath of the U.S. overthrow of the 
Ba’athist regime Iraq would become a magnet for radical Islamists who 
are part of al-Qaeda’s global Salafi  jihad. Aft er all, Iraq, like Afghanistan in 
the 1980s and Bosnia and Chechnya in the 1990s, has turned into the front 
line for jihadi warriors.   A brief look at that internationalist movement 
reveals why. Marc Sageman, an authority on the subject, describes it as fol-
lows. “Th e global Salafi  jihad is a worldwide religious revivalist movement 
with the goal of reestablishing past Muslim glory in a great Islamist state.” 
Salafi  is the Arabic word for “ancient one,” and it is used by the movement 
to signal their goal of restoring “authentic Islam” through a “strategy of vio-
lent jihad, resulting in an explosion of terror.” Th e global Salafi  movement 
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“advocates the defeat of the Western powers that prevent the establishment 
of a true Islamist state.”   

 While the Salafi  movement consists of many diff erent national groups 
that employ terrorism, al-Qaeda serves as the vanguard. Its organization, as 
we saw earlier, was fi rst established in the Afghan-Soviet war. It was there 
that Osama bin Laden’s mentor, Sheikh Abdallah Azzam, “issued fatwas 
compelling Muslims to take up the jihad to repel the [Soviet] infi dels.” He 
had great success in doing so, and the fi rst generation of radical Islamist 
fi ghters who saw it as their “personal obligation” to join the fi ght to “recap-
ture Muslim land lost to infi dels” was brought into being.   

 Th e Afghan jihad was a defi ning moment in the militant Muslim revival-
ist movement. Sageman explains why: “Militants from all over the Muslim 
world fi nally met and interacted for lengthy periods of time. Th e common 
fi ght forged strong bonds among them. Aft er the Soviets withdrew, these 
militants started to analyze their common problems with a more global 
perspective, transcending their countries of origin.”   

 Aft er Azzam’s assassination, the Salafi  movement he founded came 
under the leadership of his deputy, Osama bin Laden, who set a new course 
for it. Not only would al-Qaeda attack corrupt Arab governments that 
defi led Islam and infi del troops occupying Muslim lands, but also Salafi  
fi ghters were ordered to strike at their main enemy—the United States—
anywhere in the world where they had the opportunity to do so, including 
the American homeland. Th is was spelled out in various bin Laden fatwas 
and in  Knight ’ s Under the Prophet ’ s Banner , written by his chief lieutenant, 
Ayman al-Zawahiri.   

 In April 2003, Iraq became a central front in the Salafi  global holy war 
when bin Laden called for its warriors to join the fi ght there. Over the next 
several months they started arriving on their own or, especially, through an 
underground network that Abu Mussab al-Zarqawi established with indig-
enous Islamic radicals known as Ansar al-Islam. Together they began mov-
ing Islamist “zealots to northern Iraq through Europe.”   Th e key point of 
entry was through Syria. 

 Zarqawi fought with the Afghan Mujahideen, having joined the anti-
Soviet jihad as it was coming to an end.   Born in Jordan, he returned there 
aft er Moscow withdrew its troops from Afghanistan. As a member of the 
Jordanian Muslim Brotherhood and an Afghan veteran, he was watched 
closely by Amman’s intelligence service. Zarqawi was eventually arrested 
and served several years in prison. Th at only strengthened his commitment 
to the Islamist cause. 
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 Released in the late 1990s under a general amnesty, he returned to 
Afghanistan and established a training camp with funds in part provided 
by al-Qaeda. He began training Jordanians. Zarqawi played a key role in 
the attacks al-Qaeda planned to carry out in Jordan, the United States, and 
Yemen in 2000. In Jordan the target was the Radisson Hotel in Amman, 
one of the three hotels that al-Qaeda suicide bombers targeted in Novem-
ber 2005, leaving fi ft y-seven dead and more than a hundred wounded.   
Jordanian intelligence foiled the operation and Zarqawi was sentenced in 
absentia to fi ft een years for his part in the plot. 

 In Afghanistan he created Tawhid al-Jihad as an affi  liate of al-Qaeda. 
It focused on Jordan, Israel, and Turkey prior to 9/11. It also established 
networks in Europe to raise funds and arrange the clandestine transit of 
Islamist fi ghters to various battle fronts. Zarqawi moved Tawhid al-Jihad to 
Iraq following the U.S. invasion and became al-Qaeda’s de facto operational 
commander. While the size of his force is considered small by U.S. offi  cials, 
perhaps only 10 percent of the total number of insurgents, Zarqawi’s oper-
atives have carried out the grizzliest attacks: he personally beheaded U.S. 
businessman Nick Berg and South Korean translator Kim Sun-il, later post-
ing the videos on the Internet. 

 Beginning in July 2003 Tawhid al-Jihad began its bloody and indiscrimi-
nate attacks. It fi rst detonated an al-Kurdi car bomb with devastating eff ect 
against the Jordanian Embassy. Next it sent a suicide attacker to the United 
Nations headquarters in Baghdad. Th e blast murdered the UN’s top envoy 
in Iraq, Sergio Vieira de Mello, and twenty-one other victims. Th is was fol-
lowed by the murder of Shiite leader Mohammed Baqr al-Hakim. Th e latter 
was Zarqawi’s fi rst step in an attempt to spark a civil war between Shia and 
Sunnis.   

 Aft er these horrendous killings there began a relentless campaign of 
suicide operations against police stations and recruitment centers, among 
other targets. One assessment in early 2005 of Salafi  Web sites found the 
names of foreign jihadist fi ghters who died in Iraq. Of the 154 names 
posted, 33 were said to have died carrying out suicide attacks. Saudis con-
stituted 60 percent of the foreign jihadists killed and 70 percent of the 
 suicide bombers.   

 Zarqawi’s deadly mass attacks have catapulted him to international 
notoriety as the mastermind of al-Qaeda’s Salafi jihad operations in 
Iraq. He made this fact official on October 17, 2004, when he declared 
his allegiance to bin Laden. The statement, posted on the Internet, read: 
“We bring good news to our glorified Ummah. . . . We announce that 
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Tawhid  al-Jihad, its emir and its soldiers, have pledged allegiance to the 
sheikh of the  Mujahideen, Usama bin Laden, to carry out Jihad in the 
name of God.”   

 As our graphic of the insurgency depicts, joining these international 
jihadists are home-grown Iraqi jihadists. Th e Ba’athist regime had driven 
them deep underground, but with the fall of the regime they have reap-
peared. Ahmed S. Hashim in his article “Th e Insurgency in Iraq” identi-
fi ed several splinter groups, of which little is known beyond their  noms 
de guerre.      Th ey have benefi ted from Zarqawi’s skilled jihadists, who 
work on the ground with their Iraqi counterparts, providing training and 
 operational know-how. 

 It was predictable that Salafi  jihadists would see Iraq as the new 
 Afghanistan, a major front in their global war. Th e United States could 
have taken steps to prevent their entry, particularly along the Syrian bor-
der, at the time Operation Iraqi Freedom was executed in March. Th e fail-
ure to take these steps was due partly to a major change in the war plan. 
Th e Fourth Infantry Division, which was to have spearheaded the attack 
in northern Iraq, was unable to enter through Turkey and as a result there 
were insuffi  cient U.S. troops to control the Syrian-Iraqi border once Bagh-
dad fell.   Th e fi rst wave of jihadists took advantage of this opportunity 
and began materializing almost immediately. For the most part, these were 
young, untrained zealots who either took a bus or drove a car from Damas-
cus through the main border crossings. Once U.S. forces secured those 
main crossing points, it was able to slow this fi rst wave and capture many of 
those already in Iraq.   

 However, by the summer of 2003 a second wave of jihadists began to 
appear. It included Salafi  fi ghters, as described above, who had fought in 
Afghanistan and elsewhere. And they did not take the bus from Damascus. 
Rather, they moved across the border by foot through a network of facili-
tators who monitored the area and helped them transit from one place of 
cover to another without being exposed. 

 Th e United States did not have the forces in place to stem this tide; at 
fi rst it tried to pressure Syria to do something about the use of its territory 
by these international holy warriors but with little success. By mid-2004, 
however, Washington had devised its own plan to slow the fl ow. First, the 
Army built a 15-foot-high earth barrier along the border to complicate infi l-
tration. Next, it initiated a $300 million program to double the number of 
Iraqi border police and to improve their training and equipment. Finally, 
the number of ground sensors along the border was greatly increased, as 
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were fl ights by Air Force surveillance aircraft  and remotely piloted Predator 
reconnaissance platforms.   

 Shiite Extremists 

 As the security situation in Iraq deteriorated in the fall of 2003, and Shiites 
became the target of Former Regime Element insurgents seeking to spark 
a civil war, militias in the Shia political parties began building up their 
strength and their arsenals.   Th e two largest of these armed group were 
Th e Mahdi Army, the military arm of Moqtada al-Sadr’s Jammat al-Sadr 
al-Th ani organization; and the Badr Brigades, the armed wing of the 
Supreme Council for the Islamic Revolution (SCIRI).   Its leader,  Ayatollah 
 Mohammed Baqr al-Hakim, as noted previously, was assassinated in 
August 2003.   

 Th e SCIRI employed the Badr Brigades mainly for self-defense. Hakim, 
who returned to Iraq in May 2003 from exile in Iran, advocated a peace-
ful post-Saddam transition and did not challenge the Coalition Provisional 
Authority through force. His successors continued to adhere to this policy of 
democracy, moderation, and tolerance during Iraq’s transition to elections. 

 Th e same was not true of Moqtada al-Sadr and the Mahdi Army. He 
challenged the moderate stance taken by the SCIRI and the clerical leader-
ship of the Shia community, headed by the powerful Grand Ayatollah Ali 
al-Sistani. Sadr called for a theocratic Iranian-style system. Th e Shiite mid-
dle class and clerical establishment, in turn, considered him an ambitious 
upstart and inveterate intriguer.   

 Sadr’s main support came from Sadr City, a vast area on Baghdad’s out-
skirts populated by two million poor Shiites. Th e city was named aft er his 
father, Muhammad Sadiq al-Sadr, a widely revered ayatollah who in the 
1990s was one of the leaders of the Hawza, the center of Shiite religious sem-
inaries and scholarship in Iraq. As a result, he came to be seen as a threat to 
the regime and in 1999 was gunned down along with two of his four sons. 

 Moqtada al-Sadr created the Mahdi Army in mid-2003 with the aim of 
building his reputation by challenging the Coalition Provisional Authority 
and U.S. occupation forces militarily. Th e fi ghting started in the spring of 
2004, creating a double insurgency in Iraq. At fi rst, the coalition refused to 
move against the Mahdi Army out of fear it could trigger a general upheaval 
in the Shia south. However, when peace negotiations failed to convince Sadr 
to desist and participate in the political process, the Bush  administration 
moved against him. 
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 U.S. forces began launching major operations in late September 2004. 
Th ey had the desired eff ect. Aft er weeks of his militia fi ghters being pum-
meled by the U.S. military, Sadr sent emissaries to Iraq’s major political 
parties and religious groups to negotiate his giving up armed struggle and 
entering the upcoming national elections. As a result, Grand Ayatollah al-
Sistani approved Sadr’s political ambitions. 

 Much was made of Sadr and the Mahdi Army in the media, partly 
because their inclusion in the insurgency was not predictable. Th at ele-
ments of the Shia would fi ght the coalition forces was not expected, and 
with good reason. Th e Shia had been brutalized by Saddam, with all the 
repression that entailed since they rose up in 1991, so an armed revolt by 
the Shia against the forces that had ousted their tormentor was hardly pre-
dictable. Moreover, the U.S. response, which many argue should have come 
earlier, seems to have been clearly calculated and eff ective. Washington 
opted fi rst to degrade the Madhi Army through military attacks that killed 
a large number of its fi ghters, which compelled Sadr to negotiate an end to 
armed struggle.   

 Financial Facilitators and Organized Crime 

 Although the evidence is as yet limited, at least two sources of money for 
the insurgency have been identifi ed. On the graphic these are depicted as 
fi nancial facilitators and organized crime. Th e former includes funds with-
drawn from the Iraqi Central Bank by Saddam’s son, Qusay, just before the 
war began. A large part of these funds ended up in Syria. 

 According to records found in the Iraqi bank, Saddam himself withdrew 
more than one billion dollars in the days immediately before the beginning of 
the war. Th e money—cash only—was placed in stainless-steel briefcases, each 
of which held between one and two million dollars, and loaded onto fl atbed 
trucks. Over nine hundred million was in U.S. dollars and the rest in euros.   

 In Syria the money was managed by Saddam’s half-brother, Sabawi 
 Ibrahim al-Hassan al-Tikriti, the former head of the feared Mukhabarat, 
and one of several top Ba’athist offi  cials who found sanctuary there as 
regime change was taking place. He was considered by the United States to 
be the chief fi nancial facilitator of the insurgency in Syria. And  Washington 
argued that there were other top Ba’athist offi  cials there also assisting him. 
Syria denied these allegations. However, the tide turned for Hassan in 2005 
aft er the February 14 bombing in Beirut that killed the former  Lebanese 
prime minister, Rafi k Hariri. In its aft ermath, Damascus suddenly found 
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itself under a great deal of U.S. and European pressure and international 
attention. By the end of the month the Syrian government abruptly 
announced that Hassan had been arrested in Syria. Saddam’s fi nancier was 
then unceremoniously handed over to Iraqi offi  cials.   

 Hassan’s capture has confi rmed that the funding of the insurgency, to an 
important extent, is in the hands of former senior Saddam loyalists. Until 
his death, in November 2005, Izzat Ibrahim al-Douri, former vice presi-
dent, was reported to have moved back and forth across the Syrian border 
aft er the capture of Baghdad. In addition to moving money out of the coun-
try, it has been reported that former regime offi  cials stashed large caches 
of money inside Iraq before the regime fell. According to one specialist, 
“Many of these caches have been uncovered by American forces, and sev-
eral key insurgents have been captured with large quantities of cash, but the 
insurgents continue to have access to fi nancial resources.” Additionally, they 
receive “donations from private citizens and particularly from rich families, 
especially those who are in the construction, contracting, and commercial 
sectors in the Al Anbar province.”   

 Other fi nancial facilitators include those that fund radical Islamists 
fi ghting in Iraq who are part of al-Qaeda’s global Salafi  jihad movement. 
 Washington has charged, with good reason, that since 9/11 wealthy indi-
viduals in Saudi Arabia and elsewhere provide money to them. A recent 
example involves Muhsin Al Fadhli, a wealthy Kuwaiti. Until his arrest in 
early 2005, Fadhli was a key fundraiser for Zarqawi. He is also suspected of 
fi nancing the attack of a French oil tanker off  the coast of Yemen in 2002.   

 Wealthy Saudi businessmen have likewise been identifi ed as fi nancial 
facilitators of al-Qaeda operations. Reports by the U.S. and UN began to 
appear in 2003 describing this.   Later, the 9/11 Commission pointed to a 
core number of fi nancial facilitators involved in raising money for al-Qaeda 
primarily in Saudi Arabia and other Gulf states.   

 Salafi  jihadists also rely on al-Qaeda’s use of charities to raise and dis-
tribute funds. Studies have identifi ed a number of international and local 
charities, many of which were associated with major Islamic umbrella orga-
nizations headquartered in Saudi Arabia. Of course, charity forms one of 
the pillars of Muslim law and tradition, and many such charities are engaged 
in activities related to religious, educational, social and humanitarian work. 
But we now know that they were also used, wittingly or unwittingly, for 
more nefarious purposes: to assist in fi nancing jihadists in Iraq.   

 Th e second source of funding for the insurgency identifi ed on the 
graphic is organized crime. During the 1990s, the Ba’athist regime moved 
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into organized crime, facilitating the development of smuggling organiza-
tions and networks across Iraq’s borders to circumvent UN sanctions. As 
the mounting evidence of scandal—a fraud of some $21 billion—uncovered 
in the UN Oil for Food program suggests, Saddam’s regime established sev-
eral alternative criminal means to raise revenues to support its opulent life-
style and maintain security institutions of repression. 

 Th ese smuggling organizations and networks did not dissolve with the 
regime’s overthrow.   According to an August 2003 report by the United 
Nations Offi  ce on Drugs and Crime (UNODC): “Th eft  of oil and copper 
and traffi  cking in these products is currently a major problem. Th e evolv-
ing nature of organized crime in Iraq is based on sophisticated smuggling 
networks, many established under the previous regime to circumvent UN 
sanctions. In recent months, an upsurge in violent crime, including kid-
napping and murder, has taken place.”   And states that border Iraq report 
that these syndicates are smuggling drugs, alcohol, and weapons into their 
 territory.   

 Th e use of these criminal syndicates by the FRE to help fi nance the 
insurgency was likewise predictable. As noted, the smuggling networks 
were constructed to help the regime clandestinely move funds in and out of 
Iraq during the sanctions of the 1990s. It makes sense that the FRE would 
continue to use them for the insurgency, but preventing their use requires 
international cooperation in addition to improved border patrols. Th e link-
ages between these criminal syndicates and the former regime elements 
appear to have survived the war, according to two specialists on the Iraqi 
insurgency.   Th e extent to which the former regime elements are able to 
exploit them, however, is unclear. 

 Bloody 2004 

 Th e insurgency in Iraq did not take off  until the late summer of 2003. It 
began with August bomb attacks against high-profi le targets. Th en in 
September a member of the Iraqi governing council was assassinated in 
 Baghdad, the UN headquarters was the target of a suicide bomb attack, and 
an increasing number of U.S. soldiers were killed in ambushes. 

 However, Iraq had been far from peaceful in the months prior to the 
August–September escalation. Th e country experienced violence and chaos 
with the collapse of the police force, decline of law and order, and inad-
equate U.S. planning and resources to deal with these developments. Loot-
ing was a case in point. It took the U.S. military by surprise even though it 
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was not the fi rst time it had to deal with looting following an intervention 
to change a regime. It happened in Panama in 1989–1990 following Opera-
tion Just Cause.   Looting in Iraq was facilitated by criminal gangs, both 
those that surfaced aft er Saddam released more than 200,000 prisoners in 
2000 and the aforementioned criminal syndicates that he created in the 
1990s to counter sanctions. Indeed, organized crime may have been behind 
the looting of millennia-old artwork from Iraq’s National Museum accord-
ing to Interpol Secretary General Ronald Noble.   

 Following the September violence the UN Security Council, on October 
16, unanimously passed Resolution 1511. It called for the U.S. role of admin-
istering and rebuilding to continue, while stipulating that the transfer of 
sovereignty to the Iraqi people should happen “as soon as practicable.”   
Th e resolution challenged Iraqi leaders to develop by December 15 a time-
table for writing a new constitution and holding elections. 

 Any notion that this would take place in an orderly fashion was quickly 
dispelled with the bombings in Baghdad of the International Committee of 
the Red Cross and several police stations, the shooting down of a Chinook 
helicopter near Fallujah killing fi ft een U.S. soldiers, and the suicide attack 
against the Italian police headquarters in Nasiriyya. Th e CIA, which had 
failed to consider the possibility of insurgency prior to the war, now con-
cluded in a report leaked to the press that the prospects for democracy in 
Iraq were evaporating as armed resistance groups escalated the violence.   

 Th e year ended with Paul Bremer, the head of the Coalition Provisional 
Authority, being recalled to Washington for consultation. Out of those 
meetings came the decision to yield to the Iraqi Governing Council’s wish 
to reverse the original plan to write a constitution, hold elections, and install 
a new government. Instead, the Council would be installed as an interim 
government by June 2004, followed at a later date by elections and draft ing 
a constitution. Washington realized it was not possible, given the violence, 
to hold elections before the United States handed over power in June 2004. 

 Th e winter of 2004 saw more suicide and other insurgent attacks. It was 
the beginning of a very bloody year. Illustrative were two suicide car bomb 
attacks on February 10 and 11 near Baghdad that killed nearly a hundred 
new police recruits. Th ree days later insurgents attacked a police station 
and the mayor’s offi  ce in Fallujah. At the same time Zarqawi and his Salafi  
jihadists began to play a more active part in the violence.   

 As the Iraqi Governing Council was busy approving an interim constitu-
tion in early March, insurgent suicide bombers targeted Shiites in Karbala 
observing the  Ashura  rites commemorating the martyrdom of Iman 
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Husayn in 680. It was also in March that Sadr’s militia turned the confl ict 
into a two-front war by attacking U.S. forces in Baghdad and the south. Th e 
CPA had shut down his newspaper for inciting violence and Sadr escalated. 
Th en, on April 1, the gruesome killing and dismemberment of American 
civilian contractors in Fallujah took place. 

 Th e situation in April and May only worsened as insurgents began kid-
napping foreign contractors and aid workers to induce their counterparts 
to leave the country. Th en Zarqawi upped the ante by having his behead-
ing of American contractor Nick Berg, aft er reading a statement asserting 
he was acting in the name of Islam, posted on the Internet. It was aired on 
al-Jazeera. 

 Th e insurgents also continued to target senior offi  cials; on May 17 they 
killed Iraqi Governing Council President Ezzedine Salim with a suicide 
car bomb.   Finally it was in the midst of this tumultuous violence that the 
CBS news show  60 Minutes  reported that U.S. military personnel abused 
Iraqi prisoners in Baghdad’s Abu Ghraib prison.   Th e Red Cross later con-
fi rmed that instances of abuse had occurred there since the fall of 2003. Th e 
news coverage of Abu Ghraib was nonstop through the summer, worsening 
an already bad situation. President Bush publicly apologized and promised 
that those responsible would be brought to justice. 

 Th e summer of 2004 began with the handover of sovereignty to the new 
Iraqi government headed by interim Prime Minister Iyad Allawi. It was 
tested immediately as the insurgents struck with a rash of random attacks 
targeting and killing scores of Iraqi citizens. By August the major fi ghting 
was concentrated in two principal locations. In Najaf and the Sadr City sec-
tion of Baghdad, U.S. troops battled Moqatada al-Sadr’s militia. Fighting 
was fi erce and continued into the fall months. Sadr appeared to be digging 
in, unwilling to accept attempts by Grand Ayatollah al-Sistani to negotiate a 
deal whereby his men would lay down their weapons.   

 Concurrently, sizeable parts of Iraq’s Anbar Province, including Ramadi, 
Samarra, and, most important, Fallujah, had become the center of gravity 
for former Ba’athists and the Salafi  jihadists. Th e insurgency in these loca-
tions of the Sunni triangle was now better organized and more widespread. 
Th e kidnappings and brutal murders of hostages Ken Bigley and  Margaret 
Hassan, and the discovery in late October of the bodies of forty-nine 
unarmed Iraqi army recruits in a mass grave near Baquba in the triangle, 
showed that in some areas like Fallujah the insurgents could operate with 
impunity.   Th e Sunni triangle had become a sanctuary for the insurgents 
to build up their forces and plan operations. Kidnappings of foreigners, 
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 suicide  operations, and mass killings became increasingly brazen. Violence 
continued to escalate. 

 Th e United States moved against these two fronts of the insurgency in 
October and November. As noted previously, Washington took a carrot and 
stick approach in dealing with Sadr. First, the stick was applied to the Madhi 
Army, which suff ered heavy casualties under intense U.S. military pressure. 
Th is induced Sadr to negotiate and Grand Ayatollah al-Sistani approved his 
political ambitions.   

 In the Sunni triangle, the United States took back the insurgent sanctu-
ary of Fallujah. On November 8, the Marines led a major off ensive opera-
tion into the heart of the city. It was a bloody, close quarters, and fi erce fi ght 
that destroyed signifi cant parts of Fallujah. Air bombardment, artillery bar-
rages, and ground assaults ruined many homes and damaged many of the 
city’s mosques. Th e number of insurgents slain was not clear, but that they 
were driven from their sanctuary was unambiguous. It was a decisive set-
back for the insurgents because they lost a safe haven from which they had 
been able, unencumbered, to establish secure bases for training, planning, 
and launching operations. 

 And the off ensive did not stop there. In the middle of November the 
U.S. Marines turned their attention to the northern city of Mosul and 
began ousting insurgents from there through small-unit operations. Th e 
insurgents countered, and on December 21 they carried out the worst sin-
gle attack on U.S. forces since the beginning of the war. A suicide bomber 
killed thirteen American soldiers, fi ve civilian contractors, and four Iraqis 
at a base in Mosul. Th e city was put under curfew and counterinsurgency 
operations intensifi ed. 

 December 2004 and January 2005 were particularly violent as the insur-
gents pulled out all the stops, intensifying their attacks to derail the elec-
tions scheduled for January 30. Th e Shia areas were particularly targeted, as 
the following two examples demonstrate. On the 19th, more than sixty were 
killed in suicide car bombings in Najaf and Karbala. And on January 21 a 
bomb went off  outside the Shiite al-Taf mosque in Baghdad, killing four-
teen worshippers. 

 Th ese weeks of horrifi c violence and intimidation reached their apex 
when Zarqawi declared war on the election and on democracy itself. In 
a widely circulated Internet message, al-Qaeda’s top commander in Iraq 
declared a “fi erce war” against all “apostates” who vote in the election. Th ey 
“are considered enemies of God,” he said. Moreover, Zarqawi declared 
a “bitter war against democracy and all those who seek to enact it.” He 
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labeled candidates running for election “demi-idols” and those planning to 
vote “infi dels.” Democracy was nothing short of “heresy” and “against the 
rule of God.”   

 As January 30 approached, posters and handbills appeared everywhere 
in Iraq with the chilling warning that to turn out and vote is to risk death. 
Voices in the United States and Europe called for postponement of the elec-
tion. Th is was the message in the lead editorial in the  New York Times  on 
January 12, 2005, “Facing Facts About Iraq’s Election.”   

 The Election and the Insurgency: A Turning Point? 

 Th e  New York Times  was not alone in calling for the postponement of the 
election. Many other voices from across the globe chimed in with unblink-
ered sureness that the security situation was so problematic that Iraqi vot-
ers would stay home on January 30. 

 Consider  Der Spiegel ’ s  January 10, 2005, appraisal: “In truth, terrorism 
will have already prevailed long before the fi rst votes are cast. Fear is the 
dominant mood in the cities, and many Iraqis in the countryside are at a 
loss as to [know] who or what will even be up for election in three weeks. 
Communication in rural areas has essentially fallen apart, as the recently 
completed wireless [mobile phone] network has been out of service in parts 
of central Iraq for days.”   Arab delegates attending an international confer-
ence on Iraq in Sharm al-Shaikh, were concerned that Iraqi Sunnis would 
boycott the elections. Egypt also agreed it would be better to delay the vote 
beyond January 30 to ensure full participation.   

 An estimated eight and one half million Iraqis (55–60 percent of regis-
tered voters) did not concur. In spite of the bloody attempts of the insur-
gents to keep them hunkered down in their homes, on Election Day they 
walked to the polls and voted, demonstrating that terrorism had not “pre-
vailed.” And in spite of not having “wireless” cellphones, they knew who 
was “up for election,” selecting from a slate of 111 parties the representatives 
to provincial parliaments. Th ey also picked delegates to a 275-seat Transi-
tional National Assembly which was to draft  a new constitution for Iraq. 

 According to a plethora of international and domestic monitoring 
groups, the January 30   election was free and fair. Indeed, the party the 
United States had hoped would win, interim Prime Minister Allawi’s coali-
tion, received only 14 percent of the vote. Th e United Iraqi Alliance, the 
Shia ticket, garnered 48 percent, just short of a majority.  And the Kurds 
with 26 percent assured themselves a place as a power broker. 
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 As predicted, the voting in the Sunni areas was sparse. In the political 
deliberations that followed, however, those who had been elected made 
clear their intention to establish a broadly representative government for all 
of Iraq’s ethnic and religious constituencies—including the Sunnis. Th eir 
low voter turnout would be adjusted to ensure that they were part of the 
Transitional National Assembly and the draft ing of a new constitution. 

 Was the election a critical turning point for Iraq? And what does it mean 
for the insurgency? Th ese are critical questions that only time will answer. 
To be sure, the election was an important democratic moment for Iraq and 
for the region. Of course, as Fareed Zakaria has eloquently argued in  Th e 
Future of Freedom , democracy is more than picking leaders through elec-
tions. It is the establishment of institutions of pluralism and attitudes of 
majority forbearance and minority acceptance and protection.   

 Questions remain for Iraq: Can those elected on January 30, 2005,   

 accomplish these critical norms of democracy? Can the Transitional 
National Assembly write a constitution that results in the emergence of a 
secular state that guarantees civil liberties and minority rights? Will that 
constitution forestall a tyranny of the majority? And on top of all of this, 
will that transitional government produce security and basic needs like 
water and electricity? Only time will tell. Th e election was only the vital 
fi rst step—the beginning of a long process. 

 What about the insurgents? Th e election was a serious setback for them. 
One of the major determinants of successful insurgencies is the extent to 
which insurgent groups can win popular support. Mao Zedong, who wrote 
the classic text on insurgent strategy in the 1930s, explained the relationship 
between the people and the insurgents as follows: “Th e former [the people] 
may be likened to water, the latter [the insurgents] to the fi sh who inhabit 
it. How may it be said that these two cannot exist together? It is only undis-
ciplined troops who make the people their enemies and who, like the fi sh 
out of its native element cannot live.”    Th us, for the insurgents to translate 
violence into political power in Iraq, they must gain the sympathy of the 
population or at least a signifi cant segment of it through positive political 
methods and programs. 

 To date, the two main elements—the Former Regime Elements and the 
Radical Islamists led by Zarqawi—have yet to produce the kind of political 
appeals that creates popular support. Th e Former Regime Elements have 
relied on terror and the vilest forms of intimidation. Th ey have no politi-
cal doctrine that sets out a plan for a new Iraq. Rather, they call themselves 
the Party of the Return. In other words, their aim is to resurrect the days 
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of Ba’athist rule. Th e idea that the Iraqi people would willingly select such 
repression, what George Orwell described as “a boot stamping on a human 
face,” over democracy seems to have been rejected on January 30.   

 In contrast, the radical Islamists and Zarqawi do have a doctrine and 
plan for Iraq. As described earlier, they reject modernity root and branch 
and also reject the idea that government derives its legitimacy from the 
consent of the governed, as expressed in elections. Indeed, they reject the 
very idea of elections. Recall that Zarqawi characterized democracy as an 
“evil principle” and “heresy itself ” because the will of the governed sup-
plants God’s will. His plan calls for a theocratic state along the lines of that 
established by the Taliban in Afghanistan. 

 It seems evident that eight and one half million Iraqis did not see the 
January 30   democratic elections as “evil” or “heresy.” And they were not 
intimidated either by Zarqawi’s declaration of war on the election or the 
weeks of horrendous violence he unleashed to intimidate potential voters. 
Rather, the election was a remarkable show of defi ance by those Iraqis who 
campaigned and voted. Next, the October 15 referendum on the constitu-
tion and the election for the constitutional government on December 15 
revealed the extent to which the nation-building  process in Iraq is robust.   
In the case of latter, nearly twelve million Iraqis voted, and this time that 
included a substanial Sunni tournout. 

 Finally, although the insurgency remains largely confi ned to certain 
parts of Iraq, important questions remain about its prospects. To what 
extent will it continue into the future; can we expect it to increase in scope? 
Th e answers, in large part, will be determined by the extent to which it is 
able to establish legitimacy. 

 At present the insurgency does not have the political appeal of a popu-
lar nationwide movement. Neither the Sunni Kurds nor Shia Arabs appear 
willing to fi ght and die to bring back the former regime, which repressed 
them with such great violence, or to establish a Taliban-like Sunni funda-
mentalist theocracy with a diff erent but equally repressive plan for them. 
And, given the establishment of a viable alternative by the new government, 
it is also possible that the Sunni Rejectionist elements of the insurgency can 
be persuaded to negotiate an end to their part in the armed struggle. Aft er 
all, one of their primary reasons for fi ghting is the belief that they will be 
marginalized by the new government dominated by Shia and Kurds. If they 
are given (and believe they have) a political stake in the system along with 
security, law and order, and economic reconstruction, the insurgents will 
lose the internal geographical sanctuary they now have in various parts of 
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the Sunni triangle in Iraq. If this happens, the insurgents will no longer be 
able to depend on the elements of the Sunni population for concealment, 
sustenance, and recruits. 

 Th ese are the challenges that now face the government that emerged 
from the 2005 elections in Iraq. Opportunities exist to degrade the insur-
gency, but these opportunities have to be translated into popular political 
developments and security that broaden and deepen its legitimacy with all 
segments of the population. Th at has proven diffi  cult, given the unrelent-
ing attacks by insurgents in the fi rst half of 2006. Th rough the use of indis-
criminate violence they seek to thwart political and development progress 
by the government from taking place and to drive Iraq into sectarian civil 
war. Likewise, they seek to undermine U.S. support for that government, 
undercut U.S. public support for the war, and eventually force a withdrawal 
of American forces. 

 Consider the insurgents’ use of suicide operations. Since the summer 
of 2003 more than 400 such bombings have shaken Iraq. Of those an esti-
mated 90 took place in the late spring of 2005, more than two years aft er 
the offi  cial end of the war in Iraq. Carried out for the most part by vehicles 
but also through individuals wearing explosive-laced belts or vests, suicide 
bombers have targeted and killed or injured many U.S. soldiers and thou-
sands of Iraqis, including children. For example, during the early days of 
July 2005, “27 people, mostly children, died in a suicide attack staged as U.S. 
soldiers handed out treats, and at least 25 others were killed when 10 suicide 
bombers targeted vehicles in coordinated attacks in Baghdad.”   

 In sum, success for the Iraqi government and its U.S. ally will be neither 
easy nor quick. And that success will come not just by killing or capturing 
insurgents, but also through a political and development process that pro-
vides all Iraqis with security and meets their social and economic needs. 
However, as Secretary of Defense Donald Rumsfeld intimated in October of 
2003, “it will be a long, hard slog” before these objectives are  accomplished.   

 In Retrospect: An Assessment of the Iraqi Way of War 

 On February 7, 2005, Secretary of Defense Donald Rumsfeld received a 
memorandum from the president of the Rand Corporation that contained 
“lessons Rand researchers have drawn from U.S. military planning and 
operations in Iraq.”   It told the secretary in unambiguous language that 
“Planning for . . . postwar operations in Iraq lacked the fl exibility necessary 
to enable the U.S. military to respond to the situation that emerged aft er 
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the defeat of the Saddam Hussein regime.” Specifi cally, “Post confl ict stabi-
lization [stability operations] and reconstruction were addressed only very 
generally, largely because of the prevailing view that the task would not be 
diffi  cult.”   

 As for the insurgency that ignited following Saddam’s demise, the United 
States was not ready for it. Why? “Iraq underscores the overwhelming orga-
nizational tendency within the U.S. military,” and we would add the intel-
ligence community, “not to absorb historical lessons when planning and 
conducting counterinsurgency operations.”   

 Th ings could have turned out diff erently. Th is insurgency should have 
been expected, and could have been prevented from reaching the level of 
intensity it did. Th e traditional Iraqi way of war, and how Iraq fi ts into the 
larger global jihad, could have been deduced by U.S. planners. However, 
that necessitated an understanding of Iraq’s complicated history and, within 
that history, the centrality of martial feats, a readiness to resort to the use of 
force, and irregular warfare methods. 

 Concepts of Warfare: Iraqi and Jihadist 

 Like its Afghan counterpart, the Iraqi concept of warfare is, to an important 
degree, the product of resistance to invading armies and foreign occupa-
tion. And the form that resistance has taken is shaped by and carried out 
within the context of Iraq’s narrative. 

 In the history of Iraq, violent resistance to these outside forces has a 
long-standing tradition that in the twentieth century became particularly 
fi erce. However, as noted earlier, the roots of that practice can be traced 
back through Iraqi history. But it is in modern times—the end of Ottoman 
domination and post–World War I British ascendancy—that vehement 
resistance to foreign intrusion became a resolute and entrenched duty for 
every Iraqi. Th e key contributing event was what Iraqis have seen as the 
imperial perfi dy of the League of Nations’ mandate that ensured British 
interests in Iraq were well served. When the news of mandate status reached 
Iraq, as discussed earlier, embittered and violent revolt quickly followed. 
Quelling the revolt took plenty of British bombs and bullets and Iraqi lives. 
However, despite their losses, the importance of the 1920 insurrection to 
Iraqis cannot be overstated: It became a symbol of national pride and a vital 
chapter in their historical narrative. And reinforcing that nationalist per-
ception of betrayal and subjugation by Western imperial powers was the 
Iraqis’ perception of themselves as a part of an even greater international 
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treachery—the denial of self-determination to the Arabs  writ large , a right 
they were promised for joining the fi ght against the Turks in World War I 
and helping to push them out of Arabia. 

 Violent resistance on the part of Iraqis has not only been confi ned to 
invading armies and occupying foreign powers. It also has manifested itself 
in long-standing tribal traditions, which rejected and forcefully clashed 
with attempts at centralizing rule imposed from Baghdad. Th e persever-
ance of tribal solidarity throughout Iraqi history has embedded commu-
nal identity and values deep into the social fabric. And this commitment to 
tribe, clan, and extended family resisted the imposition of external author-
ity from the capital. Th is was true even during the totalitarian years when 
Saddam dominated Iraq. 

 Consequently, it should have come as no surprise that U.S. forces inter-
vening in March 2003 were not going to be welcomed by large crowds 
handing out fl owers, even though most Iraqis were happy to be free of the 
Ba’athist tyranny. American intelligence should have been aware of the 
possibility that U.S. and British forces could encounter armed insurgent 
resistance that, in part, came from the tribal communities of the Sunni tri-
angle. Iraqi Sunnis have had little tolerance for foreign occupation in the 
past and, as noted above, violently opposed it before 2003. Also factoring 
into that resistance was fear of being marginalized in a post-Saddam Iraq 
dominated by the Shia. As we noted, “Sunni Rejectionist insurgents” were 
inspired by an admixture of nationalism, opposition to occupation, loss 
of status and income, fear of future discrimination, and a blood duty to 
avenge the injury or death of clan or family members caused by coalition 
forces. 

 If U.S. intelligence had understood these entrenched traditions and his-
torical experiences, described in anthropological and historical studies, 
steps could have been taken to preempt Sunni suspicions, reservations, 
and resistance. Counterinsurgency doctrine and case studies, both U.S. and 
British, provide the grist for these anticipatory political and economic mea-
sures. Had they been taken, at least two constructive outcomes are likely 
to have followed. First, fewer Sunni Rejectionists would have joined the 
insurgency. Second, it would have been more diffi  cult for other elements 
of the insurgency—Former Regime Elements and Radical Islamists—to 
fi nd sanctuary within and to fi ght from the Sunni-populated parts of Iraq. 
Why? Because the Sunnis would have had positive alternatives that would 
have served as good reasons not to tolerate the presence of Ba’athists and 
Islamists in their towns and villages. 
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 Finally, it was also foreseeable that the insurgency in Iraq would have 
an international jihadist element. Jihad has been an essential part of the 
history and traditions of the Arabs and has remained prominent in their 
defense. Armed resistance against outside threats to the Muslim commu-
nity is a collective obligation, as explained earlier. Moreover, beginning in 
the 1980s and intensifying in the 1990s, al-Qaeda has exploited this Islamic 
concept of warfare. In the aft ermath of the victory in Afghanistan over one 
superpower, it began attacking the United States, which bin Laden iden-
tifi ed as the main enemy of the Muslims. He tasked al-Qaeda jihadists to 
carry out off ensive warfare across the globe. Th us, that Iraq would become 
a central front in the Salafi  global holy war was a given. 

 Organization and Command and Control 

 Th e traditional Iraqi way of war, entrenched in the practice of armed resis-
tance to foreign occupying forces or homespun centralizing ones, has been 
waged using methods of fi ghting anchored in long-standing individual mar-
tial customs and irregular warfare techniques. Th is can be seen in how tradi-
tional Iraqi kinship units have organized for fi ghting—a tradition that persists 
even in modern times. 

 Th e origins of these methods can be traced to the individual Bedouin 
warrior and the small-unit raid. Indeed, the raid became a test of mar-
tial prowess and was chronicled in the oral (and later written) folklore of 
tribes, clans, and extended families. Recall that the original Bedouin way of 
fi ghting entailed hit-and-run tactics and surprise attacks by small irregu-
lar units. Th ey employed what we described earlier as unconventional or 
irregular strategy and tactics. Units were recruited from kinship groups 
who depended on them for survival and protection. It was the duty of all 
able-bodied men to join kinship militias. Th ese units and the fi ghting skills 
of their individual members became important components of tribal and 
Arab culture. 

 Adopted by the early Bedouin tribes of Arabia, these methods were 
passed on from one generation to the next as a proven way of organizing 
for combat. It is a way of war that has been extolled in historical studies, 
commemorated in oral and written poetry, and romanticized in fi ction. 
Lawrence learned of this through his study of the Arabs, convinced his 
superiors it was still viable in the twentieth century, and adapted it to an 
irregular warfare strategy. He was sure it would be eff ective against the 
Turks and capitalized on it during World War I. 
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 Raiding was the central operational concept around which Lawrence 
molded the campaign in Arabia. And aft er the war, those who resisted the 
mandate and British ascendancy adopted this way of organizing and fi ght-
ing. Irregular small-unit attacks were the way to fi ght a superior  British mil-
itary, so it was no revelation that Iraqi insurgents and international jihadists 
fi ghting U.S. and coalition forces since the summer of 2003 would adopt 
and adapt these methods of irregular warfare. Th is was particularly true of 
Sunni Rejectionists. 

 Recall that in the aft ermath of the defeat in Kuwait, Saddam’s security 
services and army lost their ability to control all of Iraq. Consequently, he 
subcontracted security to tribal chiefs who were given the arms and author-
ity to establish local militias. In addition to being assigned the mission of 
crushing local uprisings, these militias were also tasked to coordinate with 
special elements of the Ministry of the Interior to resist U.S. forces should 
they invade. To do so, militias were to deploy in small-unit formations and 
employ guerrilla-warfare tactics. Th ose former militia members—now 
Sunni Rejectionists—who joined the insurgency are using these irregu-
lar methods of organizing and fi ghting. To be sure, they have adapted 
this  traditional form of combat to modern weapons and means, but their 
 martial customs of organizing and unconventional ways of  fi ghting have 
Bedouin roots.   

 Area of Operations 

 Th e traditional area of operations (AO) for unconventional warfare in 
Iraq has been rural territory. And today’s insurgents continue to operate 
from that terrain to attack U.S. convoys. In doing so, they employ the time-
honored guerrilla methods of ambush, hit-and-run strikes, and surprise 
attack. Added to these tactics is the frequent use of well-placed Improvised 
 Explosive Devices (IEDs). 

 However, today’s battlefi eld has shift ed for insurgents and terrorists 
from the countryside to the city, a fact that Iraqi insurgents have grasped. 
Around the world, internal confl icts have become urbanized, as armed 
groups increasingly operate concealed in the sprawling population  centers 
of cities. Th e world’s urban population has multiplied from roughly half 
a billion in 1950 to more than 3 billion today, and it is not surprising that 
insurgents have found new refuge in the cities.   For example, in 1965 it was 
estimated that 40 to 45 percent of Iraqis resided in urban centers. In 2003 
the UN Population Fund reported it to be 70 percent.   
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 Like their Chechen counterparts, the Iraqi insurgents adapted their 
small units and irregular warfare methods to the urban canyons. And the 
tactics employed have been expanded beyond ambush, hit-and-run opera-
tions, and surprise strikes. Th ey also use suicide bombings, hostage taking, 
beheadings, assassinations, and an array of IEDs. 

 Th e ability of the insurgents to fi ght in urban terrain has been arresting, 
even though it is a battlefi eld the U.S. military has devoted considerable 
money and eff ort to prepare for since the mid-1990s. Th e Marines were in 
the forefront of that preparation. Th e commandant at that time, General 
Chuck Krulak, described the urban battle as a “Th ree Block War.” In block 
one, Marines would fi ght a heavily armed and well-equipped enemy, who 
dug into the buildings, basements, sewers, and alleyways of third world 
cities. In block two they would come up against mobile forces operating 
guerrilla-style. And block three would involve post-confl ict stability oper-
ations and humanitarian assistance.   

 But the U.S. Marines were not alone in assessing this new theater of war. 
Non-state armed groups likewise appear to have done so. Th us, in Iraq they 
constitute a very diffi  cult and costly challenge for the U.S. military.  Fallujah 
and the other provincial cities and towns in the Sunni triangle, as well as 
Baghdad, are illustrative of what the former Marine Corps commandant 
envisioned. Narrow streets, mosques, and ancient neighborhoods make for 
excellent guerrilla redoubts. And the commanders of Iraqi insurgents and 
terrorists benefi t from in-depth knowledge of this urban terrain and how 
to use it to gain advantages over better armed and trained Americans. Such 
understanding, for example, allows insurgents to use streets and buildings 
to conceal themselves in ways that can channel the movement of enemy 
forces into narrow killing zones. Th e clutter of buildings creates unlimited 
fi ghting positions for them, while making it harder for U.S. forces to see, 
communicate, and gain eff ective control of these combat zones. 

 In Fallujah, as well as in several other Iraqi cities and towns, insurgents 
have relocated and adapted to urban terrain, which has off ered American 
commanders their toughest urban foe yet. Th ese highly unpredictable, 
loosely networked, and adaptive groups of guerrillas and terrorists come 
together to strike and then disperse with considerable skill. Th ey epitomize 
the urbanization of confl ict today. 

 Targeting and Constraints on the Use of Force 

 In traditional Iraqi tribal society the use of force in defense of individual 
and collective honor can take the form of blood feuds and vendettas. Th ese 
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can be used to settle transgressions by one tribe or clan against another one. 
Revenge, which can be very bloody, is oft en formally prescribed in tribal 
norms as the duty of all its male members. Th is retribution is not confi ned 
to the specifi c wrongdoer but can be exacted against any member of his 
communal group. Th ere are rules, however, limiting who can be targeted. 
Blood feuds, for example, are confi ned to certain members of the commu-
nal group responsible for the off ense. Infl icting excessive suff ering is to be 
avoided. Moreover, as noted above, there are other means—negotiations 
and mediation—that under certain conditions may be employed to settle 
disputes before they turn into protracted and deadly feuds. 

 Outside intervention by foreign forces has in Iraq’s past been treated 
as a national-level transgression of collective honor. In those cases target-
ing and the use of force have not been constrained. Th ey were to be fought 
fi ercely, with “no quarter” given. More recently, discrimination in targeting 
has given way to the unconstrained use of force and terrorism where non-
combatants, including Iraqi women and children, have become a principal 
target of kidnapping and suicide bombing attacks. Th is has become a core 
tactic for the Radical Islamists, and their attacks have not been limited to 
civilian members of the Coalition Provisional Authority, UN representa-
tives, NGO workers, foreign contractors and journalists, and Iraqi citizens. 

 In sum, these and other methods represent a dramatic shift  from the 
traditional tribal limitations on warfare. Th ey refl ect the use of unfettered 
violence and brutality in a determined eff ort to undermine reconstruction 
and stabilization of the country. In this context, no one—man, woman, or 
child—is off  limits. 

 Role of Outside Actors 

 It was also possible to predict that an Iraqi insurgency would have an inter-
national dimension. As we know, in the mid-1990s bin Laden, Zawahiri, 
and the other al-Qaeda chieft ains set a new course that directly targeted 
the United States. In addition to attacking “the near enemy”—corrupt 
Arab governments that defi led Islam and infi del troops occupying Muslim 
lands—al-Qaeda’s fi ghters were told to strike the “far enemy”—the United 
States—anywhere in the world the opportunity presented itself, including 
the American homeland.   A U.S. invasion and occupation was certain to 
draw Salafi  jihadists to the fi ght. 

 Beginning with the 1998 attacks on the embassies in Kenya and 
 Tanzania, and culminating in the United States on 9/11, al-Qaeda opera-
tionalized its strategy of shocking the “far enemy.” Consequently, in the 
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aft ermath of Operation Iraqi Freedom, Iraq became the new central front 
for the al-Qaeda–led global Salafi  Jihad Movement. It is seen as a great 
opportunity for the jihadists. If the new government in Iraq fails, Iraq 
could become what Afghanistan was in the 1980s, a base for training and 
weapons, and a hotbed of jihadi ideology. 

 Finally, the extent to which these foreign jihadists are a part of the 
insurgency in Iraq has generated considerable debate. To be sure, as our 
graphic of the composition of the insurgency has illustrated, they are sig-
nifi cantly involved. But their numbers are by no means huge. According 
to most informed sources, to include the top U.S. military leadership in 
Iraq, foreign holy warriors number between one and two thousand fi ght-
ers.   If the hard-core resistance numbers are between eight and twelve 
thousand fi ghters, then the jihadists constitute only 10 to 15 percent of the 
insurgency. But numbers are not the only measure of impact. Th eir suicide 
bombings, kidnappings, and video-taped beheadings have had a dramatic 
eff ect on perceptions of the insurgency. However, in the end, this indis-
criminate  violence may be the source of their own demise. Even as attacks 
such as those on the golden dome of the Askariya shrine in February 2006 
are bringing Iraq ever closer to a sectarian civil war, ordinary Iraqis, police, 
and politicians are working to end the violence. If Iraqis succeed in rebuild-
ing their state and society and create representative institutions, it is likely 
that the seeds of hatred, spite, and enmity the jihadists seek to sow will fail 
to take root.     
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  CHAPTER 8 

 When Soldiers Fight Warriors: 
 LESSONS LEARNED FOR POLICYMAKERS, MILITARY 

PLANNERS, AND INTELLIGENCE ANALYSTS 

 Sun Tzu Again 

 Remember Sun Tzu! His advice was simple and yet timeless: “know your 
enemy.” Even centuries aft er Sun Tzu fi rst warned his political masters, this 
maxim is still a primary principle for all who go to war. And his advice still 
rings true even for dominant political powers like the United States, which 
possesses the most technologically advanced military capabilities. As the 
studies in this book remind us, soldiers and statesmen alike ignore Sun 
Tzu’s counsel at their own peril. 

 But with the end of the Cold War, many believed a new world order 
was dawning. Disputes would now be settled through impartially negoti-
ated agreements brokered by a rejuvenated United Nations. Sun Tzu was 
no longer germane. Th e role of force would diminish, and the waging of 
war would fade into an historical curio. Sadly, things did not turn out that 
way. Rather, the last decade of the twentieth century left  a terrible legacy of 
violence, bloodshed, and destruction in its wake. 

 While the end of the twentieth century heralded an avalanche of pro-
gressive global change, it was also accompanied by a plethora of unantici-
pated confl icts. Th e Cold War gave way to a decade of bloody internal wars, 
with transnational dimensions, that pitted non-state armed groups against 
the military forces of modern nation-states. Insurgents, terrorists, militias, 
and criminal organizations, in large measure, were the product of weak 
and failing states.   And, as the 1990s demonstrated, it was precisely in those 
lands that armed groups burgeoned and violently challenged state author-
ity.   Moreover, when it was caused by communal and religious diff erences, 
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as oft en was the case, the fi ghting was particularly brutal, long-lasting, and 
diffi  cult to terminate. According to the experts, these kinds of confl icts, 
generated by non-state armed groups, will remain a major cause of violence 
and instability in many regions of the world for the foreseeable future.   

 If the end of the twentieth century was marked by violent internal wars 
around the globe, the twenty-fi rst century began even more tumultuously 
for the United States with al-Qaeda’s lethal transnational attacks on the 
World Trade Center and Pentagon. Th ose strikes are now recognized as 
part of a global Salafi  jihad movement, which combines a radical and puri-
tanical interpretation of Islam with the use of deadly terrorist operations. 
Th e ultimate goal of the movement is to reestablish past Muslim glory in 
a great Islamist state. In addition to attacking corrupt Arab governments 
that defi le Islam and infi del troops occupying Muslim lands, the vanguard 
of that movement—al-Qaeda—told its fi ghters in the late 1990s to strike 
the United States anywhere in the world where the opportunity presented 
itself, including the American homeland. 

 Since 9/11, the Salafi  jihad movement has suff ered major setbacks, 
among the most important the loss of its Afghan sanctuary. Nevertheless, 
it remains functioning and lethal in many parts of the world. As an interna-
tional war-fi ghting organization, al-Qaeda has sought to adapt and relocate 
its networks.   It has not given up the armed struggle. Leading specialists on 
radical Islam agree that al-Qaeda remains very dangerous and will not hesi-
tate to use weapons of mass destruction to further its mission.   

 Th is is all a far cry from the hopeful refrain of “no more war.” And 
accordingly, Sun Tzu’s guidance remains as relevant for soldiers and states-
men in the twenty-fi rst century as it did when he fi rst off ered it in the fourth 
century  b.c.  Regardless of the type of confl ict, the time, or place, knowing 
whom you will engage in combat and how they will fi ght you is the essen-
tial element or condition—the sine qua non—in order to prevail. And, as 
we saw in the case studies, how the irregular forces of traditional societ-
ies fi ght, the ways in which they organize for combat, the concept of war-
fare they follow, the strategy and tactics they employ, and the international 
assistance they receive all diff er greatly from the conventional militaries of 
modern nation-states. Th rough the centuries, these unconventional ways 
of war have more oft en than not given the world’s great powers awful fi ts. 
Remember the British experiences in Afghanistan in the nineteenth cen-
tury. As we have learned in these pages, when statesmen and their military 
and intelligence services dismiss the capabilities of such irregular adversar-
ies as primitive, and fail to plan appropriately, catastrophe ensues. 
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 Th e confl icts in Somalia, Chechnya, Afghanistan, and Iraq, as well as on 
9/11: Th ese wars, which pitted armed insurgent, terrorist, militia, and crim-
inal groups against the armies of modern nation-states are prologue for the 
years ahead. We believe there is little to suggest otherwise. Th erefore, U.S. 
policymakers as well as military and intelligence professionals can draw 
practical and prudent lessons from these pages. Indeed, as Iraq has demon-
strated, it is absolutely vital that the Iraqis develop more eff ective methods 
for understanding and assessing such unconventional adversaries whose 
long-established conduct of warfare diff ers greatly from their own. 

 Th is study provides a framework for doing so. It sets out a series of 
 operational-level questions for profi ling and assessing the war-fi ghting  modus 
operandi  of armed groups, and demonstrates where to look for and how 
to fi nd the answers in historical, anthropological, and cultural studies. We 
employed the framework to describe and appraise four post–Cold War 
confl icts—Somalia, Chechnya, Afghanistan, and Iraq—in which the armies 
of modern nation-states fought armed groups, oft en with great diffi  culty, in 
traditional societal settings. 

 Lessons Learned 

 If U.S. civilian leaders send soldiers to engage such unconventional war-
riors, then military commanders must have a clear-eyed understanding of 
their adversary’s way of war. Moreover, when soldiers fi ght warriors, they 
must also know how to adapt to their adversary’s way of war in order to 
prevail against it. To not understand and adapt accordingly, as the U.S. pol-
icymakers and military forces found out in Iraq, is to pay a considerable 
price in blood and treasure. 

 It is possible to gain an informed understanding of how, where, when, 
and why non-state armed groups will fi ght. By doing so, modern conven-
tional militaries and their planners can avoid underestimating these tra-
ditional and unconventional warriors, and not repeat the mistakes of the 
past. Our case studies are illustrative of such underestimations and contain 
important operational lessons for U.S. policymakers and their advisers—
civilian and military. It is to these lessons that we now turn. 

 Traditional Concepts of War Remain Relevant 

 Th e fi rst lesson to be learned from this study is that traditional concepts of 
warfare do indeed exist, you can learn the details about them if you know 
where to look, and they remain very relevant in today’s world. 
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 Ethnic, tribal, clan, religious, and communal groups execute operations 
based on these traditional ways of war, oft en adapting them to the time and 
setting in which they are fi ghting. But they are not spelled out in the kinds 
of doctrinal fi eld manuals that guide modern armies. Consequently, when 
conventional militaries engage armed groups from traditional societies in 
unconventional confl ict, they frequently have little or no understanding of 
their adversary’s way of war, and discount their capacity for combat. 

 Our case assessments reveal that it is possible to gain an awareness of the 
concepts of warfare that armed groups follow in order to organize them-
selves for combat. Tribal, clan, communal, and religious ways of war are not 
published in easily accessible handbooks or posted on the Internet, but the 
information is available. Our assessments of the Somali, Chechen, Afghan, 
and Iraqi war-fi ghting traditions and narratives are illustrative of how to 
gain such insight. 

 Traditional societies do not have standing professional armies in the West-
ern sense. Rather, all men of age in a tribe, clan, or communal group learn 
through societal norms and legacies to fi ght in specifi c ways, and to fi ght 
well, if required. Th ese traditions emphasize when to fi ght, the importance 
of combat skills, personal courage, honor, and valor in battle. In addition, 
they can and do have highly specialized and eff ective leadership structures 
for the conduct of battle. But they do not correspond to Western categoriza-
tion. In planning for a military intervention in such settings, soldiers and 
statesmen must grasp the following: (1) armed groups found in traditional 
societies have long-standing methods of combat and ways of organizing to 
fi ght outsiders; (2) their members are well versed in these modes of fi ghting 
and are prepared for wartime roles; and (3) these traditional concepts invari-
ably take protracted, irregular, and unconventional forms of combat. 

 Th is study documents the military misfortunes that come to pass when 
policymakers and those professionals who serve them fail to include these 
considerations in their planning. Th e insurgency in Iraq is only the most 
recent example. In Somalia, for example, within the clans, military power has 
traditionally determined political status. Clans with the most war-fi ghting 
skills were able to wield the most political power among their peers. Th us, 
while the United States wrote off  Aidid as a thug in charge of a gang of 
armed thugs, to his Somalia clansmen, Aidid was the equivalent of their 
minister of war, commanding powerful paramilitary warrior forces well-
versed in deeply rooted warfare methods. Th e resulting carnage from this 
oversight left  nineteen U.S. elite soldiers dead and resulted in the U.S. 
 withdrawal from Somalia. 
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 Th e Russian military likewise caused feuding tribes and clans to unite 
against them with disastrous consequences in both Afghanistan and 
Chechnya, where their invasions provoked extraordinary and violent 
resistance. In both cases, as we highlighted, Red Army planners had little 
or no understanding of the concepts of war that produced this remarkable 
defi ance. 

 Recall the bloodbath in Grozny on New Year’s Eve 1994: tank aft er tank, 
the pride of the Russian military, in smoking ruins while Chechen fi ghters 
picked off  soldier aft er soldier from their rooft op sniper nests. Th e Chechen 
concept of war has been shaped by traditional clan military organization 
and training, a history of resisting Russian invasions, and Sufi  Islamic infl u-
ence that cast resistance to Russian invaders as a religious duty. Th ese fac-
tors guaranteed the armed resistance of the Chechen peoples from the early 
nineteenth to the twenty-fi rst century. It is no surprise, then, that far from 
presenting the Red Army with a cakewalk, Chechnya became a terrible 
quagmire. 

 Organization and Command and Control Are Decentralized 
and Unconventional 

 Once military planners and intelligence analysts have come to appreciate 
an armed group’s concept of war, the next step is to consider how the armed 
group organizes units for fi ghting and how those units are led. Th e second 
lesson from this study is that such units are almost always relatively small 
in size—no battalions or divisions here—and are assembled for unconven-
tional operations, most notably ambushes and hit-and-run strikes. 

 It is important to recognize that although non-state armed groups may 
not wear uniforms or drill in formation, they do maintain the ability to 
mobilize rapidly for war and adapt their traditional tactics to fi ght modern 
foes. One of the patterns we have seen repeated in the case studies is small 
tribal or clan fi ghting units that are organized along geographical lines and 
commanded by fellow tribal or clan members. Sometimes, as in Somalia, 
the war leader has a separate position in a clan, but more oft en at the local 
level he is also the chief political leader. Sometimes the command-and-
control structure can be traced straight back to ancient times, and some-
times tribal commanders have adapted time-honored traditions to modern 
weapons and enemies. But, be it Bedouin raids or Afghan ambushes, poli-
cymakers must be aware of the formidable fi ghting units and communal 
command-and-control structures that persist in traditional societies. 
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 It is also important for policymakers to know that tribes, clans, and fam-
ily groups take orders from their own leaders, oft en based on local hierar-
chies, and do not belong to a centralized military command-and-control 
system. In Afghanistan, for example, the Mujahideen comprised hundreds 
of individual and mostly independent units, with local tribesmen under the 
command of local leadership. As a result, the loss or capture of one com-
mander impacted the eff ectiveness of an individual unit, but other units in 
the area were able to continue their operations. 

 Another important element in warfare conducted by many armed 
groups is the fl exibility of small armed units. Such organizations have 
rarely confronted conventional militaries head on, but have utilized hit-
and-run ambush techniques that take advantage of their superior knowl-
edge of local terrain and improvised explosives. Indeed, conventional 
militaries are particularly vulnerable to such ambushes especially along 
their supply lines. 

 When policymakers and their advisers fail to take into consideration tra-
ditional command-and-control structures, the consequences can be dire. 
Recall, for example, that Saddam Hussein had strengthened and armed 
Sunni tribes during his war with Iran, and then in the 1990s had to rely 
on them to help maintain local security. Th ey were also tasked by Saddam 
Hussein to coordinate with special elements of the Ministry of the Interior 
to resist U.S. forces in the event of an invasion. Th ese tribal militias were to 
deploy in small-unit formations and employ guerrilla warfare tactics. 

 As the conventional Iraqi army was defeated or melted away in the early 
days of Operation Enduring Freedom, these irregular forces, with their tra-
ditional methods of fi ghting, were already organized and preparing to resist 
U.S. occupation. Th ey became the Sunni Rejectionist element of the Iraqi 
insurgency. 

 The Areas of Operations Are Expanding 

 Next we must ask, where are armed groups likely to carry out operations? 
Will they be confi ned to the rural redoubts of their traditional societies or 
has urbanization changed the area of operations (AO)? Will operations be 
confi ned to the state in which the confl ict is taking place, or will the bat-
tlefi eld be extended transnationally by the armed group across borders 
and geographical regions? And what happens if planners and analysts fail 
to take into consideration the strength of lineage support tribal, clan, and 
 religious warriors receive in their homelands? 
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 Th us, the third lesson to be drawn from the case studies concerns AO 
issues. When the traditional warriors we studied were able to operate from 
their rural homelands they capitalized on the support, or at minimum 
acquiescence, of local populations and their superior knowledge of the 
terrain and enemy activities in it, with deadly consequences. Th at supe-
rior knowledge can be a crucial advantage, as each of the armed groups 
examined here demonstrated. It provides a level of local intelligence that is 
extremely advantageous. 

 In Afghanistan, for example, the Mujahideen operated from their local 
tribal areas—in mountainous regions where Soviet tanks had limited eff ec-
tiveness, and tribal hit-and-run ambush techniques proved exceptionally 
deadly. Moscow, moreover, ensured the war would spread countrywide 
when it placed its military deep in the heart of rural Afghanistan. Th e 
destruction caused by Soviet operations and the refugee fl ows turned all of 
Afghanistan into a war zone, so that the Mujahideen were able to operate 
throughout Afghanistan’s rugged rural terrain with impunity. Th ey quickly 
turned this to their advantage and made all but the major highways no-go 
areas for the Soviet Army. 

 Likewise, recall the situation in the Sunni triangle of Iraq. While U.S. 
soldiers have been able to easily defeat the insurgents when they cornered 
them, the problem has been how to corner them. Th at has required action-
able intelligence, and collecting it through the fi rst twenty months of the 
occupation was the Achilles’ heel of the American eff ort. Th e insurgents, 
operating in their home territory, suff ered no such lack of information, 
as demonstrated by their capacity to elude U.S. forces to carry out suicide 
attacks, assassinations, and IED detonations. 

 Th e armed groups examined in these pages, however, are not limited 
to the rural or traditional battlefi elds. Th ey have also demonstrated con-
siderable fl exibility in adapting their traditional concepts of warfare to 
the urban battlefi eld. In the 1990s, for example, Chechen warriors were 
extremely adroit at innovating and extending the fi ght into the cities—
a new operational environment for them. Th ey adapted their small-team 
approach—ambushes, hit-and-run tactics, surprise attacks, and quick 
withdrawals—to the capital city of Grozny with lethal effi  cacy. Th ey dug 
into the basements of apartment and other multistory buildings to destroy 
Russian tanks at ground level from protected locations that were diffi  cult 
to counter. And on rooft ops they positioned sniper teams that included 
individuals skilled in the use of rocket launchers. Th e Chechens adapted 
superbly to their new environment and trapped Russian forces in the 
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urban canyons of Grozny, just as they once had in the mountains in battles 
long passed. 

 Th en there was the feckless eff ort of UNOSOM II at trying to capture and 
arrest General Aidid in the urban terrain of Mogadishu. Task Force Ranger, 
made up of elite U.S. forces, intensifi ed its search to fi nd and snatch him in 
September 1993. But Aidid controlled his area of operations.  Mogadishu 
belonged to Aidid, who knew how to operate eff ectively in its narrow back 
alleys and crowded streets. And on October 3 that year he demonstrated this 
with bloody conviction when Task Force Ranger’s snatch and grab mission 
quickly went very sour. 

 Th e United States faced the same problem in the regional cities of Iraq’s 
Sunni triangle. Army and Marine forces fi ghting against insurgents in 
 Fallujah in 2004, for example, were confronted with small groups of fi ghters 
willing to use every advantage of their crowded urban landscape to launch 
ambushes, wire buildings for explosives, set up IEDs, and conceal snipers. 
Since the late 1990s, however, the Marines have studied and trained for the 
urban battle. Th at preparation paid off  in early November 2004, as they took 
back the insurgent sanctuary of Fallujah. It was a bloody, close-quarters, 
and fi erce fi ght. While the number of insurgents slain and the number that 
got away was not clear, they were driven from their sanctuary. It was a deci-
sive setback for the insurgents, because they lost a safe haven from which 
they had been able, unencumbered, to establish secure bases for training, 
planning, and launching operations. 

 Th is new urban area of operations has repercussions for policymakers in 
considering how and where to deploy forces and how to plan for urban bat-
tles. What happens when planners fail to take into consideration the ability 
of tribal warriors to adapt to new areas of operations can be seen in the 
bloodbath in Mogadishu. Aidid’s fi ghters used back alleys and rooft ops to 
ambush Task Force Ranger. Fighting street to street and using children and 
women as human shields, Aidid’s forces reminded the West what can hap-
pen when tribal forces take on even elite Western soldiers on their terrain. 
And the policy eff ects were unambiguous. Aft er the October 3 debacle, the 
Clinton administration, according to David Halberstam, decided to “cut 
and run.”   

 Finally, as the case studies reveal, modern-day armed groups are able to 
extend the battlefi eld regionally and transnationally. Th e Chechens broad-
ened their area of operations through various terrorist strikes, includ-
ing ones inside Moscow. And al-Qaeda has developed a capacity to carry 
out strikes on a global battlefi eld. As we saw earlier, Iraq quickly became a 
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 magnet for radical Islamists who are part of al-Qaeda’s global Salafi  Jihad. 
Iraq, like Afghanistan in the 1980s, and Bosnia and Chechnya in the 1990s, 
has turned into a central front for jihad warriors. 

 Types of Operations, Targeting, and Constraints on the Use of Force 
Are Evolving 

 Th e fourth lesson for policymakers and planners is that armed-group 
warriors no longer confi ne their irregular and unconventional opera-
tions against intervening nation-states and their security forces to classic 
 guerrilla warfare tactics. Operations have been diversifi ed. Th is has, in turn, 
broadened the targets selected for attack. 

 To be sure, as our cases show, classic guerrilla-warfare operations are 
still utilized. In Iraq, for example, in addition to the use of snipers, insur-
gents have also employed guerrilla tactics, including ambushes, to attack 
U.S. military forces—especially supply convoys. And Afghan tribal units 
attacked Soviet supply convoys using such tactics as ambush and sniper 
attacks that conformed to long-standing Afghan tribal warrior operations. 

 Th at said, armed groups have eff ectively broadened their traditional 
unconventional repertoire to include a variety of IED operations such as 
car bombs, suicide attacks against many diff erent targets, improvised road-
side explosives to render supply and communication lines vulnerable, 
kidnapping and beheading of noncombatants, and the desire to acquire 
WMDs. Suicide and IED operations have been used extensively in Iraq and 
Chechnya. Radical jihad warriors led by Abu Mussab al-Zarqawi have car-
ried out several grisly beheadings in Iraq. And as the report by the Com-
mission on the Intelligence Capabilities of the United States Regarding 
Weapons of Mass Destruction concluded, based on captured documents, 
detainee interviews, and search of its former facilities in Afghanistan, 
al-Qaeda has every intention of using WMD if it acquired the capability.   

 Changes in the type of operations executed have likewise altered the 
traditional types of targets selected to attack. In the past, tribal, clan, and 
communal units have targeted fellow warriors. However, this has morphed 
into something much broader and more deadly when confl icts like those in 
Chechnya destroy the traditional structures of society and foreign Islamic 
fi ghters bring their own brand of indiscriminate warfare to the fi ght. Like-
wise, in Iraq the types of new operations noted above have altered insur-
gent targets to include not only American troops and the new Iraqi forces 
they are training, but U.S. civilian offi  cials, members of the elected Iraqi 
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 government, UN representatives, NGO workers, foreign contractors and 
journalists, and ordinary Iraqi citizens as well. 

 Th ese changes in operations and targeting point to a fi ft h lesson for poli-
cymakers, planners, and analysts. When the military of an outside power 
invades the territory of a traditional society, the strict customary codes that 
govern the use of force, status of noncombatants, and the proportionality of 
attacks are oft en modifi ed and even suspended. Th is was evident in the case 
studies. And when the constraints on traditional warfare are eschewed, as seen 
in Iraq, everyone from contractors to aid workers and journalists, and every-
where from hospitals to schools and places of worship, become fair game. 

 In the traditional cultures analyzed in this study, we observed long-
standing constraints against targeting noncombatants. Warfare was not 
to be conducted where women and children lived or in the vicinity of 
churches and mosques. However, as documented in Somalia, the collapse 
of central authority and intervention by outside forces contributed to a new 
form of unconventional warfare in which there were few restrictions. Th e 
same has been true in Iraq, where insurgents use mosques as operational 
bases, minaret towers as sniper nests, and schools as a place to cache arms 
or bomb and kill children. 

 Likewise, in Chechnya, while traditional restraints on targets and tactics 
are applied to Chechens, no such restraints are accorded to Russian forces 
or increasingly to Russian civilians. Indeed, terror as a tactic has replaced 
selective targeting. By 2004 the use of suicide tactics by the so-called Black 
Widows of Chechnya targeted ordinary Russian citizens indiscriminately 
both in Moscow and in the Russian provinces neighboring Chechnya. 

 When policymakers and planners fail to take into consideration this 
devolution in traditional constraints on targeting and do not prepare 
accordingly, the personnel they send as part of the intervening forces, mili-
tary and civilian alike, can suff er very costly consequences. Remember the 
burnt corpses of four U.S. contractors being ripped apart by a jeering and 
frenzied mob in Fallujah. And the indiscriminate targeting of noncom-
batant civilian contractors, translators, NGO workers, and journalists, 
including their beheading, has become part of the radical Islamic jihadist’s 
operational repertoire. 

 The Role of Outside Actors Is Diversifying 

 Th e sixth and fi nal lesson for policymakers, planners, and analysts is that the 
role of outside actors, most importantly the global Salafi  Jihad  movement 
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and its al-Qaeda vanguard, must be considered at the outset. Th ese external 
forces oft en bring immense quantities of fi nancial support and jihadi war-
riors inspired by a radical and extremist fervor to the local fi ght. Moreover, 
their presence can transform the confl ict from a local or regional security 
problem to part of what the Salafi  movement defi nes as their global jihad. 

 In Somalia for example, al-Qaeda provided important operational 
insight into U.S. tactics for Aidid and his tribal warriors. Th e presence and 
role of al-Qaeda was largely unknown by the U.S. led UNOSOM II. Th us, 
even as they were dismissing Aidid as a tinhorn warlord, Osama bin Laden’s 
men were providing him with the tactical advice he was able to utilize to 
fi ght Task Force Ranger with considerable success. 

 Russian forces have also learned the hard way that foreign fi ghters bring 
important skills and support to local confl icts. During the Soviet-Afghan 
war, outside actors supplied both logistical assistance and fi ghters. Th is 
assistance came from states such as Saudi Arabia and the United States, 
as well as from non-state radical Islamist groups and individuals. Finan-
cial assistance and the infl ux of foreign fi ghters helped the Mujahideen to 
launch increasingly deadly attacks against Soviet forces. 

 Finally, outside forces have played an important role in the insurgency in 
Iraq. In addition to the former regime elements and Sunni Rejectionist war-
riors, global jihadi fi ghters have fl ocked into Iraq to fan the fl ames of their 
holy war against the United States. And, as noted above, these outside actors 
are not restrained by any codes of warfare or limitations on whom they tar-
get. Th ese insurgents are the most diffi  cult and deadly for the United States 
and its allies to deal with because they are not fi ghting for a stake in Iraq’s 
political future. Rather, their war is a nihilistic and destructive battle against 
the presence of the U.S. in Iraq and the very notion that Iraq should trans-
form itself into a democratic regime. Remember what Zarqawi declared at 
the time of the January 2005 election. He labeled candidates running for 
election “demi-idols” and those planning to vote “infi dels.” Democracy was 
nothing short of “heresy” and “against the rule of God.”   

 The Bottom Line 

 In conclusion, we have outlined six fundamental principles—indispensable 
prerequisites—that should guide policymakers, planners, and analysts in 
their understanding of how, where, when, and why non-state armed groups 
will fi ght. When policymakers send soldiers to fi ght warriors, they must be 
aware that, for warriors, traditional concepts of war remain highly relevant. 
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What is more, these traditional concepts will invariably take protracted, 
irregular, and unconventional forms of combat “on the ground.” 

 Moreover, the fi ghting units of these armed groups will almost always 
be small, decentralized, and unconventional. And they will be commanded 
by local chieft ains who know how to lead men in brutal combat. All of this 
makes it very diffi  cult, if not impossible, to launch a single decisive attack 
against them. Th e aft ermath of Operation Iraqi Freedom is illustrative. It 
must also be recognized that armed groups are quite capable of expanding 
their area of operations from rural to urban terrain, as Chechens proved in 
Grozny. Armed groups are also extending their battlefi elds regionally and 
globally. 

 Likewise, operations, targeting, and constraints on the use of force 
are also devolving to include noncombatants, hospitals, churches, and 
mosques. Indeed, as the insurgents in Iraq demonstrate daily, no target is off  
limits. Finally, when policymakers send American soldiers to fi ght in these 
areas, they should keep in mind that the role of outside actors continues to 
diversify and expand, and that external support can play an important role 
in the eff ectiveness of non-state armed groups. Witness the international 
Salafi  jihadists who have fought on many battlefi elds since helping drive the 
Red Army out of Afghanistan. 

 If we fail to take these key principles of warfare into consideration 
and grasp their importance when fi ghting armed groups in traditional 
 societies—the warriors of contemporary combat—we will encounter 
bloody surprises and make deadly miscalculations. Remember Moga-
dishu,  Grozny, the Hindu Kush mountains and the deadly plains of 
Afghanistan, and the Sunni triangle of Iraq.  
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