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Additional praise for The New Counterinsurgency Era
“David Ucko has taken on one of the most important and perplexing dilemmas 
in contemporary American defense policy and has created a pioneering work.
Reflecting a sound grounding in history and a mastery of official policy and
doctrine, Ucko places the counterinsurgency debate within its larger strategic
context. Both scholars and strategists will find this book provocative and
informative. All will benefit from reading it.”

—Steven Metz, Strategic Studies Institute, U.S. Army War College

“The U.S. military that invaded Iraq in 2003 was neither designed nor trained for
counterinsurgency. Its experience of adapting to these new requirements offers a
crucial source of potential insight for students of organizational change, irregular
warfare, strategy, and defense policy. David Ucko presents the history of this
process of adaptation with skill and analytical acuity.”

—Stephen Biddle, senior fellow for defense policy, Council on Foreign Relations

“David Ucko has written a provocative and thorough, and sometimes troubling,
study about how the American military has learned and adapted in the cauldron
of contemporary conflict. That capability will be an essential attribute for any
organization hoping to deal with the dangerous, complex, and often irregular
challenges in the current and future security environment.”

—Conrad C. Crane, U.S. Army Military History Institute, and lead author of 
Field Manual 3-24/MCWP 3-33.5

“The New Counterinsurgency Era is a valuable resource for military leaders as well
as academics who wish to understand the true forces of military change. It is a
warning to both sides of the debate that the battle for the future of the American
military is not over.”

—Janine Davidson, George Mason University

“David Ucko’s The New Counterinsurgency Era will make a major contribution to
the ongoing debate about such operations and about American military culture.
Readers interested in this subject will find this to be an invaluable source and
future historians of the Iraq War will no doubt look to it too.”

—Michael P. Noonan, managing director, Program on National Security, Foreign Policy
Research Institute and Operation Iraqi Freedom veteran

“This is a timely book on an exceedingly important and controversial topic. . . .
The argument is persuasive . . . the author’s conclusions are sound and his
predictions and prescriptions are reasonable.”

—Anthony James Joes, St. Joseph’s University, and author of Urban Guerrilla Warfare,
Resisting Rebellion: The History and Politics of Counterinsurgency, 

America and Guerrilla Warfare

“David Ucko’s excellent portrayal of the U.S. military’s repeated learning and
unlearning of counterinsurgency is a stark reminder that even today there is no
guarantee that the U.S. military will remember what it has learned in Afghanistan
and Iraq.”

—Heather Peterson, project associate, RAND Corporation
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FOREWORD

When an insurgency erupted in Iraq in the hot summer of 2003, the U.S. mil-
itary was unprepared to counter it. Since then, the Department of Defense
has painfully relearned a number of old lessons about the nature and con-
duct of successful counterinsurgency campaigns. In The New Counter-
insurgency Era, David Ucko traces the process by which this relearning
occurred, creating a worthy successor to Douglas Blaufarb’s The Counter-
insurgency Era and Richard Downie’s Learning from Conflict.

The historical record suggests that a future scholar may have to write yet
another book chronicling a similar relearning process.Although the U.S. mil-
itary has spent more of its history fighting “small wars” than conventional
ones, it has generally opted not to institutionalize the lessons it has paid for
with blood and treasure. America’s top military leaders from George Wash-
ington onward have demonstrated varying degrees of antipathy toward
preparations for irregular warfare, generally viewing it as an uncivilized and
irrelevant anomaly. Dabbling in counterinsurgency is commonly seen as a
distraction from the more important business of preparing for major combat
operations against comparable enemy forces. Counterinsurgency is some-
thing of an affront to the organizational culture of America’s military; as one
anonymous U.S.Army officer reportedly declared of efforts to adapt the U.S.
Army for success in Vietnam, “I’ll be damned if I permit the United States
Army, its institutions, its doctrine, and its traditions to be destroyed just to
win this lousy war.”

In that light, the strides made by the U.S. military to adapt to the de-
mands of irregular warfare during the past several years have been impres-
sive. However, the harder task is institutionalizing these adaptations so that
the painful and costly process of relearning counterinsurgency does not
have to be repeated. The innovations of operational- and tactical-level com-
manders in Vietnam were purposefully forgotten by a traumatized military
that vowed “no more Vietnams” and refocused on major combat operations,
relegating irregular warfare expertise and capabilities to a marginalized Spe-
cial Operations community. Although the post-Vietnam rebuilding of the
Army created the all-volunteer force that triumphed in Operation Desert
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Storm, apparent military supremacy was highly deceptive. The enemy has
a vote, and our foes have chosen to fight us not on our terms but on theirs.
During the occupation of Iraq, they have turned to insurgency and terror-
ism, the classic strategies of the weak, updated and made more lethal thanks
to the globalization of communications and improvements in weapons
technology. The idea that the United States could avoid irregular warfare
was wrong; irregular warfare found the United States, and suddenly the
counterinsurgency lessons of Vietnam are again in high demand.

The United States will someday have to fight a major conventional war
against another state actor, but today America’s wars are against insurgents,
militias, and terrorists that leech off of disaffected indigenous populations
for recruits and support for their extremist ideologies. Combating these en-
emies effectively requires U.S. forces that are thoroughly trained for coun-
terinsurgency and nation building. While neither popular nor convenient,
this focus is not a temporary excursion from preparing for a large-scale war;
it must be an enduring priority for the U.S. military.

Ucko’s study reveals that behind the scenes there is still considerable re-
sistance to prioritizing irregular warfare. The 2006 Quadrennial Defense
Review offered rhetorical support but failed to link strategy for the “Long
War” with new development priorities. What Secretary of Defense Robert
Gates calls “Next-war-itis,” coupled with a “no more Iraqs” backlash within
the military, could once again wipe out the hard-learned lessons of irregu-
lar warfare that will then have to be learned again when the next enemy of
the United States decides to avoid our strengths and attack our relative
weaknesses.

The question of how military forces adapt to strategic change is an enor-
mously important one, both for military organizations and for the nations
that depend on them for their security and safety. David Ucko has done a
great service in tracking the process by which the Department of Defense
has adapted to the demands of counterinsurgency in the wake of the Sep-
tember 11 attacks, and his work is of more than academic interest. It has
the potential to shape future decisions about the direction in which the De-
partment of Defense allocates resources that will influence the course of
the wars in Iraq, Afghanistan, and the broader Long War that David Kil-
cullen has called a “global counterinsurgency campaign.” This is not just a
work of history, but a book that may help to make it.

Lt. Col. John A. Nagl, USA (ret.)
President, Center for a New American Security
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1

INTRODUCTION

(ii) The primary functions of the Army are:
. . .
(G) To provide forces for the occupation of territories abroad, including
initial establishment of military government pending transfer of this
authority.
(iii) The collateral functions of the Navy and Marine Corps include the
following:
. . .
(E) To establish military government, as directed, pending transfer of this
responsibility to other authority.

—U.S. Code of Federal Regulations, Title 32, vol. 2, sec. 368.6

The U.S. military has historically paid little attention to the nature and re-
quirements of counterinsurgency and stability operations. Missions pitting
the U.S. military against insurgents, or forcing it into stabilization tasks and
policing duties abroad, have tended to be dismissed as beyond the military’s
remit or as “lesser-included” operations.1 The emphasis has instead been on
achieving primacy against the armed forces of nation-states, involving an an-
ticipated adversary shaped and operating very much like the U.S. military
itself. This prioritization of “high-intensity” or “conventional” war has re-
mained even though the U.S. military has faced “unconventional” or “irreg-
ular” challenges at a greater frequency and in campaigns of greater duration
and cost.2 Indeed, even the major combat operations waged by the United
States have often preceded or involved a less conventional phase, entailing
postconflict stabilization or state-building.3 Notwithstanding these histori-
cal trends, the U.S. military has—in its doctrine, education, training, and,
more broadly, its culture—prioritized the destruction of military targets far
above the different means of creating or consolidating a new political
order.4

Counterinsurgency and stability operations share certain characteristics
that make them particularly problematic and that explain to a large degree
why the U.S. military has sought to avoid such missions. In these campaigns,



the military effort is but a subset to the much more complex task of build-
ing and strengthening a new political compact, an objective that can require
years if not decades, is prone to setbacks, and depends as much on local con-
ditions as on the actions of the intervening force. Stability operations will
also typically involve reconstruction activities, the provision of basic ser-
vices, and the establishment of governance. Although these tasks are best
conducted by civilian and humanitarian agencies, the frequent inability of
the latter to operate in insecure conditions has and will yet force military
troops to assume responsibility for these areas as well, alongside the provi-
sion of security.

Militarily, foreign and local forces are confronted with “asymmetric” or
“irregular” armed threats: guerrillas, insurgents, or rebels that are indistin-
guishable from the population among which they operate and appear only
for short instances to conduct an attack. Effective operations require iden-
tifying, locating, and closing in on an elusive adversary—a demanding chal-
lenge, even more so in a foreign land where the language barrier is high, the
local police structures are weak, and the loyalties of the population are split.
Whereas the U.S. military is certainly not lacking in firepower, the use of
force in urban settings risks large-scale destruction and the disaffection of
the local population and can easily be counterproductive. Even when pre-
cise and discriminate, however, the physical elimination of insurgents will
have little meaning unless it occurs alongside a comprehensive strategy that
can alienate the insurgency group, minimize its support, and prevent it from
attracting fresh recruits—a challenge far more demanding than locating and
striking targets.

No wonder, then, that the U.S. military has sought to steer clear of these
complex operations. The fundamental problem with this stance is that it
confuses the undesirability of these missions with an actual ability to avoid
them. This proclivity has unnecessarily complicated the U.S. military’s, mal-
gré tout, repeated engagements with both counterinsurgency and stability
operations. As retired Army Lieutenant Colonel Ralph Peters wrote in
1999, “One way or another, we will go. Deployments often will be unpre-
dictable, often surprising. And we frequently will be unprepared for the
mission, partly because of the sudden force of circumstance but also be-
cause our military is determined to be unprepared for missions it does not
want, as if the lack of preparedness might prevent our going.”5

The flaws in the U.S. military’s logic were made clear in the early years
of the War on Terror, when it failed to anticipate and then struggled to con-
tain the “postconflict” instability that came to characterize both Operation
Enduring Freedom and Operation Iraqi Freedom. Though the setbacks
faced by the United States in Afghanistan and Iraq cannot be understood
monocausally, it is generally recognized that the U.S. military was itself in-
appropriately prepared and configured to carry out the stabilization tasks
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that both of these campaigns demanded. In Iraq in particular, this factor
contributed, both directly and indirectly, to popular disenchantment and re-
sentment of the U.S. mission and, ultimately, to a rise in violence directed
against the occupying forces and the political institutions that they had put
in place.6

Following this unanticipated rise in low-level violence, the U.S. De-
partment of Defense (DoD) launched a number of initiatives to improve
the armed forces’ ability to conduct counterinsurgency. A military more
adept at stabilization, it was reasoned, would be able to establish the con-
ditions in Iraq necessary for a U.S. withdrawal from this troubled cam-
paign. In the aftermath of the September 11 terrorist attacks on the United
States, some also perceived a stability-operations capability as enabling the
U.S. military to intervene in weak or failing states, seen as offering sanc-
tuary to terrorist organizations. To others still, the reorientation was jus-
tified simply as providing the military with a means of consolidating its
future combat victories, to “win the peace” as well as the war. Whatever
the motivation, the reorientation soon gathered momentum: departmen-
tal instruction, concept papers, training exercises, organizational changes,
and doctrinal field manuals emerged, all relating specifically to coun-
terinsurgency and stability operations.

The reforms and restructuring within DoD and the armed services sug-
gested a potential turning point in the history of the U.S. military. By that
very fact, the reorientation necessarily also challenged the institution’s or-
thodoxy and culture. Throughout its history, it has been an axiom of the
U.S. military that it does not sacrifice in any significant way the pursuit of
conventional primacy for the sake of “lesser” tasks. For the U.S. military to
“learn counterinsurgency,” DoD would need to overcome this institutional
hindrance, which has blocked earlier instances of organizational learning. In
other words, it would need to embrace change from the top down; treat and
prioritize stability operations as an integral slice in the spectrum of opera-
tions; prepare and train its soldiers to conduct such campaigns; and, most
important, tackle the challenge of counterinsurgency without trying to de-
fine it as something more manageable than what it really is.

This book offers an assessment of DoD’s efforts to transition to a new
strategic environment during the early years of the War on Terror. It focuses
on three broad questions. First, what steps did the U.S. military take in this
period to improve its ability to conduct stability operations? Second, how
effective were these measures in prompting institutional learning? Finally,
how can one best account for the particular level of success experienced as
part of this learning process?

The focus throughout is on counterinsurgency and stability operations,
but the learning process under scrutiny has far wider implications. Indeed,
this is the study of how the United States military has transformed itself for
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modern wars: engagements that, whether irregular or conventional, will in
virtually all cases carry a certain complexity for which the counterinsur-
gency learning process is particularly relevant. Certainly, when ground
troops are involved, they will need to operate in urban settings, interact
with civilian populations, fend off various irregular adversaries, and under-
stand the local political and social environments—that is, the type of knowl-
edge, skills, and awareness that are also called for and emphasized in
counterinsurgency theory.This more than anything is what makes the learn-
ing of counterinsurgency so important, particularly for a military with
global expeditionary ambitions.

The study follows in the footsteps of previous studies of the U.S. mili-
tary’s learning of counterinsurgency, such as Douglas Blaufarb’s The Coun-
terinsurgency Era, which assessed the efforts of the U.S. government to
develop a capability for counterguerrilla warfare in the 1960s, and Richard
Downie’s Learning from Conflict, which examined the U.S. military’s devel-
opment of doctrine for “low-intensity conflict” during the 1970s and
1980s.7 The current period of learning coincides roughly with George W.
Bush’s tenure as U.S. president—an eight-year period in which DoD tran-
sitioned from an exclusive focus on high-intensity combat to the growing
realization that counterinsurgency presented a critical challenge. Although
arguably more targeted and significant in scope, this learning process has yet
to undergo a similarly systematic analysis.

One problem in assessing a more recent learning process is, of course,
that insufficient time has passed to enable a definite statement on where
the U.S. military is heading. In recognition of this fact, the aim of this study
is not to determine whether the U.S. military had, at the time of publica-
tion, “learned counterinsurgency.” Nor is the primary aim to prophesy about
the eventual outcome of a most probably never-ending process of change.
Instead, the focus is on the achievements and challenges of DoD’s initial in-
stitutional response to unforeseen strategic and operational challenges. Close
scrutiny of the institutional encounter with stability operations reveals the
first steps of a possible reorientation and the immediate tendencies and as-
sumptions to have marked this process. Through this assessment, it is pos-
sible to determine whether there were not signs, even in the early stages, of
a learning process compromised in both orientation and ambition.

A recurring theme in this narrative is the concept of “learning”—a seem-
ingly simple abstraction that can gain unforeseen complexity in the context
of a vast organization such as the U.S. Department of Defense. The mean-
ing and implication of organizational learning is examined in detail in chap-
ter 1, which also seeks to frame the reorientation under review. Even
though extensive elaboration on definitions and terminology is usually an
uninspiring point at which to start, the discussion of stability operations and
of counterinsurgency is notorious for its semantic ambiguity. Because im-
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precision of terms and meaning has in the past served to distort or deviate
institutional learning, it is imperative to set out exactly what type of inno-
vation is needed and, as importantly, why.

Another recurring theme is the tension between the U.S. military’s re-
tention of conventional primacy and its development of a counterinsur-
gency capability. Merely positing stability operations as a “gap” in U.S.
military know-how is misleading, for it suggests that the competence to
conduct these highly challenging missions can simply be added to the range
of tasks already under the U.S. military’s control. Quite aside from the need
to reallocate finite resources, the learning of stability operations would also
require deep-rooted cultural reform—particularly given the U.S. military’s
singular focus on high-intensity combat throughout history. By tracing the
U.S. military’s troubled relation with counterinsurgency, chapter 2 illus-
trates the great friction involved in transforming an institution that has ac-
tively sought to avoid stability operations into one that is to perceive them
as equal in importance to major combat operations. The chapter also looks
at two previous attempts, both unsuccessful, by the U.S. military to institu-
tionalize a counterinsurgency capability, first in the 1960s and then in the
1980s. The analysis points to specific tendencies that have subverted previ-
ous learning processes and that may yet exert a powerful influence today.

Chapter 3 elaborates on the motivation for the U.S. military to revisit the
topic of counterinsurgency at the dawn of the War on Terror. The analysis
examines the U.S. military’s attitude toward counterinsurgency and stabil-
ity operations at the turn of the twenty-first century, framed here as a func-
tion of its interpretation of the 1990s’ peacekeeping operations and, to a
lesser extent, the Vietnam War. The chapter then traces the process by
which counterinsurgency emerged as an important preoccupation to the
U.S. military, focusing on the initial effect of the September 11 attacks and
the later impact of operational experiences in Afghanistan and Iraq.

Chapter 4 provides an account of how DoD’s reorientation toward coun-
terinsurgency and stability operations fared in the 2004–2005 period—the
moment at which the reorientation truly took off. Central to this account
is a group of personalities within the military—a “COIN community”—who
were, due to their experience and against a backdrop of changed strategic
circumstances, given positions where they could influence the wider insti-
tution. At the same time, this period of flux also illustrates the friction in-
volved in changing priorities and upsetting established norms.

Chapter 5 assesses DoD’s 2006 Quadrennial Defense Review (QDR), a
major review of defense policy. This document is held as representing the
prevailing priorities of the institution, and a close analysis is therefore pro-
vided of its treatment of counterinsurgency and of stability operations.
Along with the provisions and assumptions relating directly to such mis-
sions, the focus is also on the implications of two concepts introduced in
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the QDR: “irregular warfare” and “support for stability, security, transition,
and reconstruction (SSTR) operations.”

Chapter 6 engages with the U.S. military’s learning of counterinsurgency
during 2006.The worsening security conditions in Iraq during this year gave
continued meaning to the learning of counterinsurgency, translating into a
number of initiatives related to these types of missions. This process culmi-
nated in the publication of the U.S. Army and Marine Corps counterinsur-
gency field manual in December 2006. The chapter assesses the
conceptualization of counterinsurgency presented in this publication and
examines its value in furthering the U.S. military’s understanding of these
types of campaigns. The chapter concludes with an examination of how the
field manual came to inform the U.S. military’s strategy in Iraq.

With the launch of Operation Fardh al-Qanoon in February 2007, the
U.S. military embarked on a comprehensive counterinsurgency campaign to
bring stability to Iraq. The notion of the U.S. military directing its troops to
conduct counterinsurgency was in itself revolutionary. Yet, the new opera-
tion, what came to be called the “surge,” would be a mixed blessing for the
future of counterinsurgency as a U.S. military priority. Chapter 7 assesses
the origins of the “surge,” its outcomes on the ground, and the effect of this
change in strategy on the U.S. military’s ongoing institutionalization of
counterinsurgency.

With the U.S. military having released an interservice counterinsurgency
field manual and also conducting counterinsurgency operations “by the
book” in Iraq, chapter 8 assesses whether this moment can be seen as the
beginning of a U.S. military “counterinsurgency capability.” The analysis
concludes with an overview of two of the most fundamental variables in the
configuration of a military force—its defense budget and force structure—
and the steps taken to reorient each in line with the demands of coun-
terinsurgency and stability operations.

To what extent did this moment signify institutional learning and inno-
vation—a break with the U.S. military’s historical tendency to marginalize
counterinsurgency within its training, education, doctrine, and resource al-
location? How effective was the U.S. military as a learning institution dur-
ing these years? These questions are addressed in the conclusion, which also
identifies the factors determining the particular level of success experienced
in this reorientation. This concluding chapter also offers a prognosis of the
future of counterinsurgency as a U.S. military priority, an analysis that draws
heavily on the likely fallout of the U.S. military’s engagement in Iraq and
the impact of this experience on the Pentagon’s future stance toward coun-
terinsurgency.
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ABBREVIATIONS

AC Active Component
AFP Armed Forces of the Philippines
AQI al-Qaeda in Iraq
ASG Abu Sayyaf Group
BCT brigade combat team
CAOCL Center for Advanced Operational Culture Learning
CAP Combined Action Platoon (program)
CCJO Capstone Concept for Joint Operations
CENTCOM Central Command
CGSC Command and General Staff College
CJCS Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff
CJTF-HOA Combined Joint Task Force Horn of Africa
CLIC Center for Low-Intensity Conflict
COIN counterinsurgency
CORDS Civil Operations and Revolutionary Development Support
CS combat support
CSBA Center for Strategic and Budgetary Assessments
CSS combat service support
DoD Department of Defense
DSB Defense Science Board
ESAF El Salvador Armed Forces
FCS Future Combat System
FID foreign internal defense
FM field manual
FMLN Farabundo Marti National Liberation Front
HTT Human Terrain Team
GAO Government Accountability Office
IDA Institute for Defense Analyses
IED improvised explosive devices
ISG Iraq Study Group
IWJOC Irregular Warfare Joint Operating Concept
JCS Joint Chiefs of Staff
JFCOM Joint Forces Command
JOC Joint Operations Concept
JSF Joint Strike Fighters
LIC low-intensity conflict
LID light infantry divisions
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MNF-I Multi-National Force-Iraq
MOOTW Military Operations Other Than War
MOS military occupation specialties
MRAP Mine Resistant Ambush Vehicle
NDS National Defense Strategy
NDU National Defense University
NLF National Front for the Liberation of South Vietnam
NMS National Military Strategy
NSAM National Security Action Memorandum
NSPD National Security Presidential Directive
ORHA Office of Reconstruction and Humanitarian Assistance
OSD Office of the Secretary of Defense
OUSD(P) Office of the Under Secretary of Defense for Policy
PDD Presidential Decision Directive
PME Professional Military Education
PRT Provincial Reconstruction Team
PSYOPS psychological operations
QDR Quadrennial Defense Review
RC Reserve Component
RMA Revolution in Military Affairs
S/CRS Office of the Coordinator for Reconstruction and 

Stabilization
SF Special Forces
SOCOM Special Operations Command
SOF Special Operations Forces
SSTR stability, security, transition, and reconstruction
TRADOC Army Training and Doctrine Command
USAF U.S. Air Force
USAID U.S. Agency for International Development
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1

FRAMING THE
REORIENTATION

This book assesses the efforts of the U.S. Department of Defense since 2001
to improve the U.S. military’s ability to conduct counterinsurgency and sta-
bility operations. It is a topic that raises inevitable definitional and theoret-
ical issues that must be resolved. What is meant by “stability operations,”
and how do they differ from “counterinsurgency” campaigns? What do we
mean by “learning,” and how does this process apply to an institution as op-
posed to an individual? What type of innovation would one expect as part
of a reorientation toward counterinsurgency and stability operations? And,
perhaps most fundamentally, why are these types of missions so important,
today and in the future?

THE NATURE OF THE MISSION

To understand the U.S. military’s reorientation toward counterinsurgency
and stability operations, it is necessary to understand the types of missions
that lie at the heart of the learning process. What is meant by “stability op-
erations,” by “counterinsurgency,” how do they differ from one another, and
what, specifically, distinguishes these types of operations from the conven-
tional combat campaigns with which the U.S. military is more familiar? As
definitions can often obscure more than they reveal, it may suffice to group
the operations of concern to this book not by what they are called but by
the characteristics that they share. In so doing, the operations of key import
are those that share three specific attributes:

(1) A medium-to-high level of hostile activity targeting the “stabilizing”
forces, whether foreign or local; this is also known as a nonpermissive
operational environment.

(2) An underlying state-building initiative, of which the military stabi-
lization effort is but a subset. State-building is here loosely understood
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as primarily nonmilitary assistance in the creation or reinforcement
of state structures, culminating in the formation of a government that
is, at the very least, able to maintain stability in the territory under its
jurisdiction.

(3) The deployment of ground troops to conduct operations in the midst
of a local civilian population.

It is when these three characteristics have coexisted within one area of
operation that the U.S. armed forces have struggled to achieve its desired
results. Andrew Krepinevich captures the conundrum: “The emphasis is on
light infantry formations, not heavy divisions; on firepower restraint, not its
widespread application; on the resolution of political and social problems
within the nation targeted by insurgents, not closing with and destroying
the insurgent’s field forces.”1

Missions that share these characteristics are commonly called either
“counterinsurgency campaigns” or “stability operations.” Although the terms
are not entirely interchangeable, these types of campaigns clearly overlap,
as both comprise simultaneous military, political, and economic efforts to
help a government stabilize and consolidate order in its own territory.2 Ef-
forts to learn counterinsurgency are thus often relevant, if not entirely con-
gruent, to those relating to stability operations. Aside from their respective
connotations, the one true variable separating these two types of operations
is the level and organization of armed opposition facing the stabilizing
forces. But as it is often armed opposition that forces the military to engage
in the first place, the difference between stability operations and coun-
terinsurgency campaigns is often not very pronounced, if at all extant.3

However termed, a narrow understanding of the operations under
scrutiny, based on the three above attributes, allows for appropriate and in-
sightful historical parallels. The focus is not on the conventional phase of
war, though it should be said that delineations between the conflict and
postconflict phase are often all-too crude.4 Peacekeeping and peace-build-
ing operations also form inappropriate bases of comparison; whereas peace
operations are often consensual in nature, stabilizing forces actively seek to
bolster one party at the expense of another—there is no pretense of neu-
trality. Counterterrorism operations are similarly beyond the remit, as they
do not necessarily involve the creation of a new political order or the sus-
tained presence of ground troops. Furthermore, in DoD jargon, counterter-
rorism is commonly interpreted as predominantly “enemy-centered,” that is,
“aimed at dissuading, deterring, and defeating adversaries, principally
through kinetic means [combat].”5 In contrast, counterinsurgency and sta-
bility operations are, in theory at any rate, “population-centered,” that is,
“aimed at assuring, persuading, and influencing indigenous populations
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through the provision of security, humanitarian assistance, basic services, in-
frastructure, institution-building, support for the rule of law.”6 This distinc-
tion makes these two types of operations highly incongruent, though
counterterrorism will often feature as one component of a wider coun-
terinsurgency campaign.

Based again on the three above attributes, a critical distinction is made
between those counterinsurgency operations that involve the deployment
of foreign ground troops and those that do not. In assisting an insurgency-
threatened government, an intervening state has a choice whether to deploy
its own troops to conduct operations within the host country, or to limit its
support to training, advice, and assistance in the hope that the security
forces of the host nation are sufficiently capable and reliable to conduct op-
erations on their own.Whereas both these approaches to counterinsurgency
can be effective depending on circumstance, the focus here is on those cam-
paigns that necessitate the actual deployment of ground troops by the in-
tervening state, also termed a “direct engagement.” These operations have
historically been the most challenging, and they are also those that involve
the armed forces to the greatest degree.

To isolate these three variables is not to suggest that all operations that
share them are in some way amenable to a similar solution. It is sufficient
to consider the sharp contrasts between the British campaign in Malaya, the
American experience in Vietnam, and its later engagement in Iraq to real-
ize that nominally similar campaigns often share few commonalities. Not
only is each campaign marked by its specific circumstances and context, but
each is also uniquely shaped by its political essence. For example, the meth-
ods, approaches, and best practices implemented in Malaya, widely deemed
a counterinsurgency success story, would not have resulted in victory had
they not also been framed within a strategic context that foresaw Malayan
independence: “Had the British simply refused to leave, we would most
likely be talking about a misguided British defeat—yet another Aden.”7

Yet, despite their unique political setting and circumstances, these cam-
paigns do for the most part conform to a set of broad principles, identified
in many scholarly and military works on counterinsurgency. These touch
upon the importance of achieving a nuanced political understanding of the
campaign, operating under unified command, using intelligence to guide
operations, isolating insurgents from the population, using the minimum
amount of force necessary to achieve security, and assuring and maintain-
ing the perceived legitimacy of the counterinsurgency effort in the eyes of
the populace.8 While some of the principles verge on the commonsensical,
they do nonetheless provide an insight into the elusive logic of these oper-
ations and illustrate how significantly they differ from exclusively combat-
oriented campaigns. Even when taken together, however, they do not
provide a “solution” to counterinsurgency.
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Some analysts have suggested that “classical” counterinsurgencies, such as
those seen in Malaya and in Vietnam, differ in important respects from
more recent operations. The argument centers on a set of new, or seemingly
new, variables—mass media, urbanization, globalized connectivity, religious
extremism, suicide terrorism—that are said to add fresh considerations to
an already challenging type of operation.9 Critically, however, even those
seeking to identify such new dimensions also tend to emphasize the con-
tinued relevance of many of the broad counterinsurgency principles alluded
to above; this is also the assessment of most practitioners of counterinsur-
gency in Iraq and Afghanistan.10 The goal, therefore, has been to revise
rather than discard old theory, with the underlying message that while
counterinsurgency principles provide a useful conceptual guide, there sim-
ply is no “silver-bullet” solution to what will always be sui generis and in-
tensely complex campaigns.

WHY LEARN COUNTERINSURGENCY?

Partly due to the complexity and demands of counterinsurgency, it is often
argued that the U.S. military should not get involved in such campaigns or
include them as part of their remit. The tasks associated with counterin-
surgency, it is argued, are best conducted by civilian agencies, or by special
operations forces rather than general-purpose troops, or by local security
forces rather than the U.S. military.11 Most fatalistic is the suggestion that
insurgencies cannot be stopped, certainly not through outside intervention,
and that peace is best achieved by “giving war a chance.”12 Common to all
of these arguments is the premise that U.S. soldiers and Marines should not
and will not regularly or in the foreseeable future be sent to conduct coun-
terinsurgency or stability operations and that the Iraq and Afghanistan cam-
paigns are somehow the exception to this rule.

Although some of these arguments have merit, they sit badly with
today’s strategic environment, one in which stability operations appear to
be a growth business.A RAND report published in 2003 demonstrated that
not only did the frequency of “nation-building” efforts increase since 1945
but that “each successive post–Cold War U.S.-led intervention has generally
been wider in scope and more ambitious in intent than its predecessor.”13

In terms of frequency if not of scope, the ongoing War on Terror is likely to
extend rather than curb this trend, as the military’s role in this struggle will
seemingly be to assert control over “contested zones,” where government ca-
pacity is weak and terrorist groups seek sanctuary.

Clearly, intervention in these areas of the world is best conducted by
local security forces, but it would appear equally clear that this preference
cannot always be accommodated. It should be recalled that the original in-
tent for both Afghanistan and Iraq was precisely for the postwar stabiliza-
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tion to be achieved indirectly, through the use of surrogate forces. Stability
operations in Afghanistan were to be conducted by local forces and NATO
peacekeepers, but not by U.S. troops. In Iraq, the initial U.S. occupation
plans foresaw only a brief stabilization phase, concluded with the fairly
rapid withdrawal of most U.S. forces. As U.S. Army Brig. Gen. H. R. Mc-
Master and others have argued, these assumptions “betrayed linear thinking
[and] neglected the interaction with determined enemies.”14 When the
sought-after proxies proved unable, unwilling, or insufficient, U.S. combat
troops were soon needed to fill the gap.

Future presidents may, of course, be more cautious and resist entangling
U.S. troops if and when the advisory approach fails. This would, however,
limit U.S. strategic options, and it is questionable whether such restraint will
be maintained when vital national security issues are deemed to be at stake.
History also shows the many ways in which soldiers and Marines can be
dragged into a counterinsurgency campaign that is unforeseen or even mis-
understood by both the military and political leadership at the time. From
the counterinsurgency campaign in the Philippines in the late 1800s, to the
Vietnam War during the Cold War, and finally to the current campaigns in
Afghanistan and Iraq, the record of unanticipated engagements in coun-
terinsurgency is century-long. Added to the list are various stabilization or
peace enforcement campaigns in Panama, Haiti, Somalia, and Kosovo, to
name only the most recent and high-profile of efforts.

Nor is there any real evidence to suggest that this record of engagement
will end with the current campaigns. Instead, and for many reasons, the like-
lihood of facing irregular challenges (either expectedly or not) appears to
be getting higher rather than lower. The U.S. military today enjoys a clear
primacy in terms of conventional combat capabilities, but it has had to work
hard when faced with insurgents. Future adversaries will observe this trend
and will likely respond by resorting to asymmetric or irregular means in-
volving concealment among civilian populations, hit-and-run attacks, and
dispersion.15 As long as the U.S. military fails to prepare for direct engage-
ment in counterinsurgency, it will further encourage its would-be adver-
saries to employ these types of tactics. Once deployed, a lack of relevant
instruction will also complicate the U.S. military’s response to irregular
challenges or interaction with civilian populations, which will in itself risk
inflaming the situation on the ground and give rise to further confronta-
tions. In this way, too, failing to prepare for stability operations only in-
creases the likelihood of becoming embroiled.

Finally, although it may be some time before the U.S. military embarks
on another “counterinsurgency operation” or “stability operation” per se, the
operations it will conduct will nonetheless inevitably involve a similar range
of tasks. If territory is to be seized, for example, stabilization of that terri-
tory will be an unavoidable requirement. Also, most future operations will
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by force be conducted in urban environments where the local population
cannot be ignored but, more often, must be co-opted and even protected
against attack.16 More generally, and as Mats Berdal has argued, the
post–Cold War period as a whole reveals “as one of its most striking char-
acteristics, the widespread practice of external intervention undertaken
with the express aim of ‘building sustainable peace’ within societies ravaged
by war and violent conflict.”17

The aim of the required institutional innovation is therefore not neces-
sarily to “learn counterinsurgency” in a narrow sense but rather to learn how
to conduct modern wars, the complexity of which simply cannot be wished
away. Whatever we call it, troops involved in modern wars will benefit from
the relevant instruction: how to engage with a civilian population, how to
establish and maintain order, how to collect and process human intelligence,
how to operate in foreign culture, how to provide basic services, and so on.
In Michael Howard’s words, “The military may protest that this is not the
kind of war that they joined up to fight, and taxpayers that they see little
return for their money. But . . . this is the only war we are likely to get: it is
also the only kind of peace. So let us have no illusions about it.”18

THE U.S. MILITARY AS A LEARNING ORGANIZATION

The differences in opinion within DoD regarding its future priorities and
likely roles and missions are indicative of the heterogeneity of the organi-
zation itself. Officially, the U.S. military is composed of “the Office of the
Secretary of Defense (OSD), the Military Departments, the Chairman of
the Joint Chiefs of Staff (JCS), the Combatant Commands, the Inspector
General of the Department of Defense, the Defense Agencies, the DoD
Field Activities, and such other offices, agencies, activities and commands
established or designated by law, or by the President or by the Secretary of
Defense.”19 Within this superstructure of entities, layers, and actors, achiev-
ing a coherent policy and direction is often challenging. Analytically tack-
ling such an institution can also present distinct challenges.

For the purposes of this book, it is not necessary to view the U.S. mili-
tary in its entirety. Instead, as an exploration of institutional change, the
most relevant sections of the DoD are those that help set its policy and pri-
orities: the Office of the Secretary of Defense, the Joint Chiefs of Staff, the
Combatant Commands, and the departments of the various uniformed ser-
vices—particularly the Army and Marine Corps, who have traditionally
been the most involved in the types of operations under scrutiny. The spe-
cial operations community clearly also has an important role to play in
counterinsurgency operations. Nonetheless, it should be emphasized that
whereas special operations forces commonly operate indirectly, through
proxies, or conduct isolated strikes against discrete targets, the focus here is
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specifically on direct, population-centered, and protracted engagement in
counterinsurgency and stability operations, which often turns out to be a
job for the regular services.

Examining the U.S. military also requires an appreciation for the many
ways in which its behavior can be understood. Drawing on an analytical
framework put forward by Graham Allison and Philip Zelikow, the U.S. mil-
itary, or any large institution, can be seen in three ways: as a rarefied “ratio-
nal actor”; a “conglomerate of loosely allied organizations, each with a
substantial life of its own”; or as a combination of players—groupings of key
personalities, forming coalitions and engaging in bargaining and compro-
mises, or “the pulling and hauling that is politics.”20

The rational-actor perspective is in many ways inadequate for the study
of institutional learning. While viewing organizations as cohesive entities
can be useful for heuristic purposes, this conceptualization fails to explain
the complex or even idiosyncratic manner in which organizations make de-
cisions and evolve.21 As should become clear, this process is best understood
through the second and third levels of analysis described above: through the
competition of institutional subunits and individuals, each with their re-
spective interests, culminating in a resultant policy that may, from the out-
side, seem irrational or unresponsive to external conditions. It must also be
recognized that the rationality of organizational decision making is strongly
bounded by the institution’s culture, defined by James Q. Wilson as “a per-
sistent, patterned way of thinking about the central tasks of and human re-
lationships within an organization.”22

The three-tiered structure advanced by Allison and Zelikow points to the
heterogeneity of any large organization and the possibility of innovation oc-
curring in a disaggregated manner and in different parts of the organization
at any one time.23 The framework also illustrates that change can be moti-
vated by a range of factors, not all of which relate to the organization’s ex-
ternal environment or threat perception. However, the framework does not
provide much contextual detail on the many ways in which change can be
impelled or the process by which it occurs. Various theories have sought to
fill this gap.24 Indeed, the literature on military innovation suggests several
distinct drivers of institutional learning: civilian direction and pressure;
competition between different military services for finite resources; com-
petition between different elements of the same service; or changes in the
organization’s culture brought on by new leadership, external shocks, or
cross-national professional militaries ties.25 There is no consensus on pre-
cisely which agent of change is the most influential in prompting military
innovation. Plausibly, such a ranking would depend on the particular insti-
tution and the circumstances facing it.

It should also be added that these sources of military innovation are not
mutually exclusive. Indeed, one means of synthesizing the different models
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is through Richard Downie’s “integrative approach” to military learning,
which he applied to the U.S. military’s development of doctrine for low-in-
tensity conflict during the 1970s and 1980s. Lacking perhaps in theoretical
neatness but benefiting from greater verisimilitude, the approach “offers a
means to bridge the theoretical gaps” between more parsimonious frame-
works of analysis and provides a coherent and multifaceted model to un-
derstand the process by which the military learns.26 It acknowledges that
change can derive from a multitude of sources and for a multitude of rea-
sons and that one must therefore focus on the “dynamic relationship in-
volving the external conditions that make . . . change necessary and the
timing and development of the military’s cyclical institutional learning
process in responding to those conditions.”27

Downie’s research reveals two basic, overarching prerequisites for insti-
tutional change: institutional consensus that a particular problem requires
attention, and institutional consensus on how to respond.28 This consensus
is shaped and broken by the combination of factors identified in the wider
literature on institutional innovation: changes in the external environment,
the influence of intervening outsiders, the role of the organization’s leader-
ship, and the sway of well-placed individual “mavericks” within the organi-
zation. By merging these variables, rather than selecting one or two for
isolated analysis, Downie’s framework provides a useful conceptual model
for the analysis of the U.S. military’s attempts to learn counterinsurgency.

Whether the factors prompting change are taken individually or synthe-
sized, most models of military innovation view learning as being driven
from the top down.29 To Adam Grissom, this overriding focus on top-down
innovation obscures the critical role played by bottom-up initiatives in
pushing an organization forward.30 Indeed, bottom-up learning is particu-
larly salient to the development of a counterinsurgency capability: with
Western militaries typically failing to prepare adequately for counterinsur-
gency, low- to middle-ranking officers involved in such operations have
often had to formulate an improvised response on the ground. This was cer-
tainly the case with the British counterinsurgency campaign in Malaya,
where the British forces arrived at a since venerated approach to coun-
terinsurgency through trial and error.31 Similarly, the U.S. campaigns in
Afghanistan and Iraq have seen a number of units in the field internalize
best practices through ad hoc adaptation.32

It is thus necessary to make a distinction between bottom-up adaptation
and top-down learning and to realize the role each plays within military in-
novation. Whereas the former suggests changes in tactics, techniques, and
procedures implemented on the ground and through contact with an unfa-
miliar operating environment, the latter involves the institutionalization of
these practices through changes in training, doctrine, education, and force
structure. The learning provides a foundation of knowledge, but adaptation
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allows the troops in theater to mold the prescribed approach to particular
circumstances. Adaptation thus fills the inevitable gap between what is
learned and what is experienced, but the learning is indispensable in mak-
ing this gap as small as possible. In the words of Brigadier General McMas-
ter, “You are never going to get it right before the war, but the key is to not
be so wrong that you can’t adapt once the complexity of the problem is re-
vealed to you.”33

In its history with counterinsurgency, the U.S. military has often adapted
in the field but failed to institutionalize lessons learned at the operation’s
close. At this juncture, it has been typical for the U.S. military to discard
whatever wisdom was accrued, forcing a renewed process of hurried adap-
tation once troops are again committed to a similar mission. This pattern is
what renders the top-down process of institutionalization so critical, a point
made by Ambassador Eric S. Edelman, U.S. undersecretary of defense for
policy, with regard to the ongoing adaptation seen in Iraq: “Great progress
has been made on the ground by our civilians and our military, who have
learned to work together and have adapted in innovative ways to meet these
challenges. But for every ingenious adaptation we see in the field, we should
ask ourselves—what institutional failure were they trying to overcome?
What tools did we fail to provide them?”34

Edelman points to the need to institutionalize a capability to deal with
the challenges faced in Iraq and Afghanistan, not in any way to discredit
adaptation, but to prepare troops for stability operations before the act.This
book responds to the urgent need to focus more closely on the process of
top-down institutionalization.As such, it shies away from operational analy-
sis, except to show causality between top-down initiatives and performance
on the ground or to illustrate how and when the top-down institutional
learning process was driven by bottom-up adaptation in theater. The onus
is instead on the lead agencies of the U.S. military, on the manner in which
they have framed and prioritized stability operations, and the capabilities
they have developed to help its soldiers face these types of operations in
theater.

EVIDENCE OF LEARNING

The assessment of the U.S. military’s learning requires clear indicators of
progress. In an attempt to achieve parsimonious theory, some studies of mil-
itary learning have sought to isolate one specific metric—often published
doctrine—and use it as a yardstick for institutional change.35 While this ap-
proach offers an enviable degree of analytical tidiness, there are risks in-
volved in employing monocausal frameworks, particularly if the chosen
metric in fact possesses only limited explanatory power. The value of pub-
lished doctrine is, for example, often overstated: Although “doctrine can
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serve as evidence of institutional learning,” it is less certain that it is “central
to how militaries execute their missions.”36 As should become clear, the ex-
istence of doctrine really offers no guarantee that it is pushed by the insti-
tution or internalized by the troops in theater.

A broader framework is needed, one that captures the various manifes-
tations of institutional learning. Through this wider lens, organizational
learning can be thought of as involving three closely related steps:

gaining an understanding of what counterinsurgency entails and requires;

prioritizing counterinsurgency as a mission that the U.S. military will
conduct; and

developing a capability to conduct such missions through various insti-
tutional adjustments and reforms.

In many ways, these three steps must overlap to be effective: It serves no
purpose to understand counterinsurgency without also prioritizing it as a
mission, and it would be difficult to prioritize counterinsurgency without
also developing the attendant operational capability. Most fundamentally,
perhaps, the value of that capability depends on the realism and clarity of
the initial understanding of counterinsurgency on which it is based.

If these are the requirements of learning, what are its manifestations? In
a military organization such as DoD, a good indicator of institutional un-
derstanding can be found in doctrine and concept papers. In this context,
two variables are of key concern: First, what does the content of these pub-
lications reveal about the institution’s interpretation of a particular chal-
lenge? And second, to what degree do these publications represent the
understanding of the wider institution? In answering the second question,
the author of a publication and its position in the institutional hierarchy can
be as important as its content. Given the multitude of field manuals and
military publications, it is critical not to confuse the lucid analysis of one
particular publication with the policy and mind-set of the entire institution.

Indicators of prioritization are manifold and can include the prominence
of a particular topic in the military’s professional military education (PME)
programs and training exercises, as well as the incidence of official publica-
tions devoted to the topic.37 More broadly, the U.S. military’s force struc-
ture reveals to a large degree the types of missions for which it is optimized.
Similarly, a clear indication of prevailing priorities can be seen in the man-
ner in which the institution allocates its budget and the types of capabili-
ties in which it invests.

The U.S. military’s prioritization of counterinsurgency relates also to its
historical neglect of such missions. Prioritizing counterinsurgency as a mis-
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sion that the U.S. military will be ready to conduct would thus signify deep-
rooted change to the institutional culture at DoD. In the broadest terms,
the first step involves recasting stability operations as integral to U.S. na-
tional security rather than as missions that detract from combat readiness.
In this regard, the role of leadership should not be underestimated, as it is
uniquely placed to define the institution’s agenda, oversee its recruitment
and promotions, and thereby affect its self-identification and culture. Evi-
dence of such a reprioritization would be clearest in statements of policy,
strategy papers, changes in personnel, and the issuing of directives to be fol-
lowed or, better yet, their implementation.

Related to the understanding and prioritization of a challenge is the de-
velopment of a capability to meet it. Among scholars of counterinsurgency
and stability operations, there is surprisingly little controversy as to the na-
ture of such a capability. In fact, “nearly all who have studied or experienced
previous cases agree on the salient lessons to be drawn.”38 Four main areas
requiring change are often identified, some of which were touched on
above: technology; concepts and doctrine; culture, education, and training;
and organizational structures.39

Setting out these categories should in no way suggest that success in sta-
bility operations—highly political campaigns—can be guaranteed through
bureaucratic tinkering or structural reform alone. Michael Shafer makes the
point that even with the right capabilities “there is no counterinsurgency
‘master key’ and efforts to apply one will fail.”40 This is certainly correct,
and it should be stressed that no amount of institutional optimization will
compensate for the lack of a clear and well-implemented political strategy.
At the same time, a certain level of preparation and institutional readiness,
based on the requirements identified in past and current campaigns, will un-
doubtedly increase the likelihood of success. In practical terms, therefore,
the required change and the categories in which it might be anticipated can
be understood as follows.

Technology

The process of acquiring technological assets for stability operations is the
least complicated means of innovation, especially for the U.S. military,
which has a comparative advantage in this field. The analysis here centers
on the development of new and adaptation of existing capabilities to meet
the military requirements of urban settings, such as crowd control, surveil-
lance, nonlethality, and technological countermeasures against improvised
explosive devices (IEDs).41 The analysis must also consider what may in
fact be a more important indicator of institutional change: the balance
struck in DoD budget requests between big-ticket weapons platforms for
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rapid decisive operations and those assets more suited toward counterin-
surgency and stability operations.

The resource allocation that goes into high- versus low-intensity tech-
nology development relates also to the alleged alliance known as the “Iron
Triangle,” that is, the “special relationship” between the Pentagon, Congress,
and the private defense industry. Each partner in this alliance is said to have
an interest in sustaining programs and technologies that are labor-intensive
and designed primarily toward high-intensity combat operations. Defense
companies have a monopoly on the manufacture of expensive combat
equipment, whereas the less costly and smaller technologies that are often
most relevant to stability operations can as easily be procured from com-
mercial firms—“in short, there is little money for the defence industry in ir-
regular warfare.”42 Members of Congress, meanwhile, have often been
unwilling to cut any existing defense program if it means losing industrial
jobs in their district or home state. Finally, the U.S. military services often
individually pursue costly and advanced weapons systems and platforms,
which justify bigger budgets, higher profiles, and greater roles in major com-
bat operations. In general, therefore, “technologies that do not fill a war-
fighting need are less likely to be funded or accepted by the military.”43

Against this backdrop, any assessment of DoD’s attempts to transform for
stability operations must account for the distorting effects and vested in-
terests of the iron triangle.

Concept and Doctrine

The publication of relevant doctrine and concept papers is often taken as
solid evidence of institutional learning. Although this assumption needs to
be unpacked, it is clear that any attempt by the U.S. military to augment its
capability to conduct counterinsurgency and stability operations would in-
clude the development of relevant, appropriate doctrine. This is often the
first step toward developing a capability, as the content of the doctrinal
manuals and concept papers gradually filters down into military education
and training. Yet, there is nothing ineluctable about this process: “In theory,
doctrine jumpstarts the other ‘engines of change.’ But each engine is in a
separate car with its own driver, already headed toward an important des-
tination.”44 The assessment of doctrine must therefore also take into ac-
count its impact on the wider institution.

Culture, Education, and Training

The development of a capability to conduct stability operations would also
involve a reorientation of the U.S. military’s education and training. In her
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study of U.S. military culture, Leigh C. Caraher provides a list of character-
istics that would be required for effective soldiering in stability operations
and that should therefore be stressed in stability operations–related in-
struction. Along with the initiative and decision-making capabilities re-
quired for all military operations, the list also emphasizes several
civil-military skills geared toward interaction with nonmilitary personnel, as
well as politico-military awareness, a broad intellectual background, and an
appreciation for history and culture.45

Innovations in education and training must be enveloped by a shift in the
U.S. military’s cultural disposition toward counterinsurgency and stability
operations. Rather than being derided as “escorting kids to kindergarten”—
Condoleezza Rice’s famous quip about nation building in 2000, these en-
deavors must be cast as a complex but highly critical part of the spectrum
of operations, central to the very utility of U.S. military force in the twenty-
first century.46 Along with changes in recruitment, instruction, and resource
allocation, a critical gauge of cultural change on this front would be whether
or not a soldier’s experience and excellence in such campaigns are rewarded
by the larger system at hand.

Organizational Structures

Together, the U.S.Army and Marine Corps hold several occupational “fields”
that would be relevant to stability operations: military police, engineers,
medical, civil affairs and psychological operations (PSYOPS), public affairs,
trainers and advisers, linguists, transportation, legal services, law enforce-
ment, special forces, counter/human intelligence, and ammunition and ex-
plosive ordnance disposal. Within these fields lie “military occupation
specialties,” with yet more specific roles, many of which would also be use-
ful in conducting counterinsurgency and stability operations.47 However,
having relevant skill sets distributed across the force provides a very differ-
ent level of preparedness from having units organized and directly tasked
with conducting stability operations.

For example, by one estimate the U.S. Army had 37,350 troops trained
for various stability operations tasks in theater in Iraq on May 1, 2003.48

These troops included 17,230 engineers, 10,400 military police and 7,280
medical, 1,800 civil affairs, and 640 PSYOPS staff. In one sense, the prob-
lem facing the U.S. military in conducting the subsequent stability opera-
tions was not a lack of expertise or numbers; rather, the troops in theater
had not been organized for such tasks and did not perceive them as part
of their mandate. A second, less immediate problem was that the majority
of troops with skills relevant to stability operations were drawn from the
U.S. Army’s Reserve Component (RC), which complicated their prolonged
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deployment abroad.49 Furthermore, the relevant troops from the Active
Component (AC) were “organic to combat formations,” which meant that
“they were assigned to stabilization missions as secondary to their primary
combat support role.”50

Thus even though the required skills and capabilities might have been in
theater in Iraq, there was no “dedicated command and control for the post-
conflict mission [or] plans for the rapid, integrated employment of such
forces.”51 The ensuing difficulties also revealed a capability gap within the
U.S. military force structure: It had not established organizational units
suited, specifically or as an additive capability, for stability operations.There
are many means of filling this gap, but all involve important trade-offs and
significant changes in force structure.

First, those service members in fields or with MOS that relate to sta-
bility operations would need to be trained for the specific challenges of
such missions. “A combat engineer battalion will possess the assets needed
to create defensive positions, keep roads open, and clear battlefields of
mines. But it may lack the S&R [stability and reconstruction] assets needed
to repair damaged office buildings, reconnect electrical power grids, and
restore sewage and water systems.”52 Second, the RC and AC could be re-
balanced so that the latter holds more of the personnel with the needed
skills and training for such operations. At the same time, reservists (par-
ticularly civil affairs) often derive their utility in stability operations from
their civilian careers; rebalancing must therefore somehow occur without
depleting the RC’s wide range of expertise.53 Third, the resources already
in place for stability operations could be organized and consolidated, ei-
ther through the broadening of existing structures or the standing up of
new specialized units. In either case, the relevant people and skills must
be pooled, coordinated, and able to conduct various stabilization tasks as
and when needed. Fourth, because these operations are widely accepted
as requiring a whole-of-government approach, it might also be possible or
even necessary for DoD to establish structures that cut across federal de-
partments. A critical point in this respect, however, is that so long as civil-
ian agencies and departments lack the resources to conduct stability
operations, the military will be asked to undertake the associated tasks in
their stead.

CONCLUSION

Counterinsurgency campaigns and stability operations can be understood as
featuring three specific characteristics: a nonpermissive operational envi-
ronment; an underlying state-building process; and military operations con-
ducted by foreign ground troops in the midst of a civilian population. It is
when these three characteristics have coexisted within one area of opera-
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tions that the U.S. military, and those of many Western powers, have strug-
gled to accomplish their stated objectives.

In part, the enduring difficulty of such missions relates to their political
essence and to the difficulty of imposing order in a foreign land. These cam-
paigns rarely lend themselves to decisive victories and often require years if
not decades to be resolved. They also demand a carefully attuned response
on all levels of operations, from the tactical to the strategic. This complex-
ity explains in part why the U.S. military, particularly given its traumatic ex-
perience in Vietnam, has sought to avoid engagement in counterinsurgency.
Yet despite the inherent complications of counterinsurgency and stability
operations, these types of campaigns do not appear to be avoidable—a les-
son that became clear soon after the September 11, 2001, attacks on the
United States.

Although subsequent operations have highlighted the need for the U.S.
military to learn about counterinsurgency, the attendant reorientation is
likely to face resistance. The U.S. military is a massive and complex organi-
zation; like most bureaucracies it is also expected to oppose change. The in-
stitutional-cultural aversion of the U.S. military toward stability operations
is also likely to play a strong role in shaping its response to the post-9/11
strategic environment. To turn its back on decades, if not centuries, of ne-
glect—to truly innovate—the U.S. military would need to acknowledge that
its ability to conduct counterinsurgency is lacking and that such a capabil-
ity is also needed.

Developing such a capability would involve three related steps. First, the
process would require a clear appraisal of what counterinsurgency is and
what it requires. Second, the institution would also have to prioritize these
operations, not least because of their cyclical reappearance and the perennial
problems of the U.S. military in handling them. Finally, and based on these
two preceding factors, the learning of counterinsurgency would also involve
the development of a capability to conduct such operations. Developing this
capability entails making changes in several key areas, technology; concepts
and doctrine; culture, education, and training; and organizational structures.
This process would also help institutionalize the adaptation to counterinsur-
gency seen on the ground in Iraq,Afghanistan, and elsewhere.

For the U.S. military, this period of institutional change has the potential
of marking a historically significant turning point. A reevaluation by DoD
of its approach and prioritization of counterinsurgency would denote an in-
stitutional-cultural transformation—the end of the U.S. military’s so-called
“Vietnam Syndrome.”54 Yet as Lawrence Freedman has suggested, a failed
or subverted learning process would have the potential to foment a new
syndrome—an “Iraq Syndrome,” possibly resulting in a “renewed, nagging
and sometimes paralyzing belief that any large-scale U.S. military interven-
tion abroad is doomed to practical failure and moral iniquity.”55

Framing the Reorientation 23



Ultimately, the current opportunity to come to grips with stability oper-
ations is matched in magnitude only by the cost of failing to do so. Learn-
ing how to conduct stability operations is necessary to consolidate combat
victories and to add utility to the U.S. military’s use of force. As the link be-
tween the use of military force and the attainment of particular political ob-
jectives, a successful stability operation is, in other words, also foundational
to strategy.
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2

A TROUBLED HISTORY

“It is useful to learn from your mistakes, but abject foolishness to define
yourself by them.”

Lt. Col. Ralph Peters (ret.), U.S. Army

The U.S. military’s learning of stability operations cannot be fully under-
stood, nor its significance grasped, without some awareness of this institu-
tion’s troubled relation to counterinsurgency. Throughout history, the U.S.
military has typically neglected counterinsurgency as a mission—despite re-
peated operational experience with such campaigns. This is a cyclical pat-
tern—one might call it a “counterinsurgency syndrome”—that has also
affected the U.S. military’s conduct of such operations.

Only in a few instances has the U.S. military sought to consolidate its ex-
perience with counterinsurgency operations by incorporating these mis-
sions into its doctrine, education, and training. And even though some of
these efforts have been moderately successful, they have consistently been
marred by unclear conceptual thinking, causing a poorly targeted learning
process. Accordingly, these attempts to learn counterinsurgency have com-
monly resulted in the further perfection and broadening of war-fighting ca-
pabilities or the development of methods that, though focused on irregular
campaigns in general, have been inadequate for the specific challenges of
counterinsurgency.

This chapter elaborates on two such learning processes: the U.S. mili-
tary’s efforts to enhance its ability to counter guerrilla warfare in the 1960s,
and low-intensity threats in the late 1980s. Although an in-depth historical
account of these two periods is beyond the scope of this book, a brief as-
sessment is nonetheless valuable in providing historical perspective and a
comparative baseline for DoD’s most recent reorientation. This analysis il-
lustrates how the institutional preferences and idiosyncrasies of the U.S.
military can divert or even subvert the necessary learning process.

In particular, both previous learning processes reveal strikingly similar
tendencies that have hitherto prevented the development of a genuine
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counterinsurgency capability. These tendencies can be seen most forcefully
in the assumptions with which the U.S. military as a whole engaged with
counterinsurgency conceptually and in the attendant development of an ap-
proach and capability to conduct such missions. The critical question is
whether these tendencies will again exert an influence on this most recent
of learning processes.

THE U.S. MILITARY’S “COUNTERINSURGENCY SYNDROME”

The U.S. military’s troubled history with counterinsurgency stems most
fundamentally from its self-perception as a force intended for major com-
bat operations.1 With a firm foundation in European strategic thinking, the
American military was from the outset configured for battlefield wars con-
ducted against the military formations of other nation-states. This was how
George Washington initially sought to fight the Revolutionary War
(1775–1783), though Britain’s superiority in this domain ultimately forced
the Continental Army to adopt guerrilla tactics. With victory, however, the
U.S. military instinctively returned to the topic of conventional war, its ini-
tial experience with irregular operations having done little to inform its
later evolution.2

This concentration on the “conventional” at the exclusion of the “irregu-
lar” has characterized the U.S. military ever since. Following the Civil War,
the U.S.Army focused on large-scale warfare and military engineering while
dismissing the frontier, counterguerrilla, and peacekeeping operations of the
time as skirmishes and police work.3 At the turn of the twentieth century,
Secretary of War Elihu Root framed the Army’s sole objective to prepare
for and fight the nation’s wars, which translated into a twin focus on the de-
fense of the U.S. Atlantic coastline against a European amphibious raid and
the possibility of a conventional threat to its interests on the Pacific Coast.4
And in the second half of the twentieth century, the U.S. military was pri-
marily concerned with the threat of a Soviet armored advance across Eu-
rope. Despite its successful state-building enterprises in Germany and Japan
following World War II, it did not institutionalize or prepare for any simi-
lar contingencies. Following the Cold War, the focus shifted to the need to
develop capacities to fight two major regional campaigns in the Middle East
and Asia.5 The contemporaneous experiences in peacekeeping and stabi-
lization operations made only a marginal impact and were generally per-
ceived as detracting from the military’s need to maintain readiness against
anticipated conventional foes.6

At no time, however, has the U.S. military’s prioritization matched the
types of operations under way. In the nineteenth century “the U.S. Army
embraced the conventional Prussian military system as [a] paragon of pro-
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fessionalism at the same time that the American Army was engaged in the
frontier war against the Indians—the most unorthodox of the U.S. Army’s
19th-century enemies.”7 Similarly, the roles and missions of the U.S. mili-
tary delineated by Root hardly reflected the “era of small wars” that was
the 1900–1940 period, in which the U.S. military was once again called
upon to conduct a number of irregular engagements, including a coun-
terinsurgency campaign in the Philippines and a nineteen-year stability op-
eration in Haiti.8 During the Cold War, the U.S. military’s preoccupation
with the Soviet threat in Europe and the Chinese threat in Asia did not
prevent it from embroiling itself in an intense counterinsurgency campaign
in Vietnam.9 In the post-Vietnam era, the U.S. military was involved in a
series of unconventional operations and postconflict stabilization cam-
paigns, and with the end of the Cold War it once again found itself engag-
ing in peacekeeping and stabilization operations at an increasing rate, with
deployments to Kuwait, Somalia, Haiti, Bosnia, Kosovo, Afghanistan, and,
most recently, Iraq.

The U.S. military’s singular focus on conventional combat appears para-
doxical given its record of frequent engagement in irregular operations.This
discrepancy between theory and practice, between discourse and reality, has
also had powerful implications on the U.S. military’s engagement with
counterinsurgency. It has engendered the U.S. military’s “counterinsurgency
syndrome,” a cyclical condition involving three components: anticipation,
adaptation, and learning.10

Anticipation

John D. Waghelstein has noted that “there is seemingly something in the
Army’s DNA that historically precludes it from preparing itself for the
problems of insurgency or from studying such conflicts in any serious way
until the dam breaks.”11 Of course, the diagnosis is in part self-fulfilling, as
preempted insurgencies often leave no mark in the annals of history; one
could arguably cite the co-option of militia in the South, including the Ku
Klux Klan, following the Civil War, and the reconstruction of Germany fol-
lowing World War II, as two successful U.S. stabilization efforts.12 Nonethe-
less, the point remains that, despite its history, and besides the occasional
field manual or relevant pamphlet, the U.S. military never developed the
training, education, and doctrine necessary to prepare for counterinsur-
gency campaigns. As Russell F. Weigley explains, “Whenever after the Rev-
olution the American Army had to conduct a counter-guerrilla
campaign—the Second Seminole War of 1835–1842, the Filipino Insur-
rection of 1899–1903, and in Vietnam in 1965–1973—it found itself al-
most without an institutional memory of such experiences, had to relearn
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appropriate tactics at exorbitant costs, and yet tended after each episode
to regard it as an aberration that need not be repeated.”13

Adaptation

The failure to anticipate and prepare for counterinsurgencies has put the
onus squarely on the U.S. military’s ability to adapt while in operation. The
record here is mixed. The Philippines counterinsurgency in the early twen-
tieth century illustrates a comparatively positive scenario and reveals the
importance of individual experience to compensate for a lack of institu-
tional memory. There was still no formal doctrine, no relevant instruction
or training, but the troops sent to the Philippines were familiar, thanks to
their experience in previous similar campaigns, with the exigencies of ir-
regular operations.14 This body of individual experience flattened the learn-
ing curve and undoubtedly contributed to the comparative level of success
experienced in the Philippines campaign. Similarly, during the Vietnam War
elements of the U.S. armed forces were able to develop successful coun-
terinsurgency methods, as seen most clearly in the Civil Operations and
Revolutionary Development Support (CORDS) and Combined Action Pla-
toon (CAP) programs.15

While the U.S. military has at times adapted to the threat of insurgency,
the lack of preparation for such contingencies has more often resulted in
the application of inappropriate strategies, typically of a conventional flair
and involving the overwhelming and indiscriminate use of force that is
often counterproductive in counterinsurgencies. So-called “collective pun-
ishment” was apparent in the Second Seminole War, in which, from 1838
onward, the U.S. Army recruited Native American tribes as proxies to kill,
enslave, and harass the Seminole civilian population.16 Indiscriminate vio-
lence and the targeting of civilians were also hallmarks of the Indian Wars.
During the Civil War, the Union campaign against an Arkansas guerrilla
movement raised by Confederate forces in June 1862 involved retributive
measures against guerrillas and populations alike, such as the destruction of
villages deemed complicitous and the mass arrests and confiscation of prop-
erty from suspected sympathizers.17 Even the Philippines campaign was
marked by brutality, collective punishment, and civilian casualties; it would
be fair to say that “the success of the U.S. counterinsurgency effort was due
not to committing atrocities . . . but by paying attention to the rudiments
of counterinsurgency strategy.”18

This form of “total counterinsurgency” seems to flow naturally from a
military culture bent on conventional wars of attrition, in which the
endgame was the annihilation of the enemy.19 As Gen. Fred C.Weyand, U.S.
Army field commander in Vietnam, put it, “The American way of war is
particularly violent, deadly and dreadful. We believe in using ‘things’—ar-
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tillery, bombs, massive firepower—in order to conserve our soldier’s lives.”20

A similar understanding was expressed a century earlier by Gen. William
Tecumseh Sherman: “War is cruelty. There is no use trying to reform it. The
crueler it is the sooner it’s over.”21

Learning

Even when sustained engagement in counterinsurgency campaigns has gen-
erated a body of knowledge and theory, the acquired wisdom has often been
discarded.22 At times, relevant doctrine has been produced—most notably
the U.S. Marine Corps’ 1940 Small Wars Manual—but such publications
are rare and have also had a limited impact on the U.S. military as a whole.23

More commonly, engagements with counterinsurgency have been cast as
aberrations, justifying the lack of attention paid to their nature and com-
plexity. This absence of learning relates intimately to the subsequent failure
to anticipate; together, they form a cyclical inability to come to terms with
the particular logic of counterinsurgency until it is too late, necessitating the
type of improvised adaptation alluded to above.

This cycle has a long history. With time the U.S. military formed a mod-
erately successful counterguerrilla approach against the Seminoles, but the
lessons learned were never codified or passed on throughout the institution.
As a result, the military had to relearn the relevant methods to overcome
the several other Native American tribes it faced during the remainder of
the nineteenth century.24 However, any knowledge thus acquired was lost
by the time of the Philippines insurgency, at which point the U.S. troops
were “caught unawares by an unexpectedly robust insurgency” and had to
“struggle . . . to develop and implement an effective counterinsurgency
strategy.”25 Having subdued the insurgency, the U.S. military left the Philip-
pines and, with it, most of what it had learned about counterinsurgency
during the campaign, shifting its gaze instead toward conventional threats
and capabilities. The focus was at this time on the Russo-Japanese war of
1904–1905, which caught the imagination of the U.S. military and seemed
to justify an exclusive investment in conventional doctrine and training.
“Believing that it was finally preparing for a Big War . . . the Army with some
satisfaction turned to constructing coastal defenses and exercising brigades.
Not for many more years would the need to relearn the lessons of pacifica-
tion, peacekeeping, and occupation once again intrude upon the Army’s
consciousness.”26

A similar shift in priorities followed the Vietnam War, when the U.S. mil-
itary turned its attention from the small wars of Southeast Asia and toward
the prospect of a conventional and possibly nuclear confrontation in Europe
against the Soviet Union. Given the complications of the Vietnam War—the
military’s perception of excessive civilian meddling in its decision making,
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the high number of U.S. casualties, mounting domestic dissension over the
campaign, and the ultimate strategic defeat—there was simply no will to
dwell on the issue of counterinsurgency or to contemplate future such en-
gagements. There were also good reasons to concentrate on Europe: Beyond
all sorts of budgetary and institutional motivations, the focus on the Euro-
pean theater was clearly warranted by the need to mount a credible coun-
terweight to the buildup of Soviet armor on the Central Front.27 The fact
that this shift in focus comprised a simultaneous and total neglect of coun-
terinsurgency, however, was a result of the U.S. military’s particular reading
of its experience in Vietnam and its relation to counterinsurgency. Generally,
the senior U.S. military staff felt that as a result of Vietnam “the Army had
lost a generation’s worth of technical modernization while gaining a genera-
tion’s worth of nearly irrelevant combat experience.”28 The same feeling pre-
vailed in the Marine Corps; in 1971 USMC Commandant Gen. Leonard F.
Chapman observed that “we got defeated and thrown out . . . the best thing
we can do is forget it.”29 Accordingly, in a subsequent attempt to define itself
out of future “Vietnams,” the Pentagon “gradually eliminated much of the in-
frastructure for fighting such conflicts.”30

PAST COUNTERINSURGENCY ERAS

In a select few instances the U.S. military has sought to combat its “coun-
terinsurgency syndrome” by integrating such missions into its doctrine,
training, and education. The most distinctive of these efforts occurred in
1960s, when the U.S. military began to focus on counterguerrilla operations,
and in the 1980s, when the spotlight was on “low-intensity conflict” (LIC).
Both attempts at institutional learning offer insightful precursors to DoD’s
latest attempt to transform for stability operations. What makes these ef-
forts so informative is not only the significant number of characteristics that
they share but also the fact that neither period ultimately saw a significant
improvement in the U.S. military’s counterinsurgency capabilities. In that
sense, both periods highlight a critical distinction between learning and the
appearance of learning.

The first shared characteristic of the 1960s’ and 1980s’ learning
processes relates to the initial motivation for examining counterinsurgency
and other irregular operations. In each case the reorientation toward small
wars was prompted by a perception of third world subversion, either as a
Soviet-administered extension of power or as a phenomenon from which
the Soviet Union could profit. President John F. Kennedy’s personal inter-
est in developing a national counterguerrilla capability was grounded in
“concern over troubles with communists in Laos and in Vietnam, ideologi-
cal doubts regarding African decolonization, and unfinished business in
Cuba—where efforts were underway to slap down the first successful com-
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munist revolution in America’s ‘backyard.’”31 The perceived threat of global
communist subversion gained added urgency following an address by Nikita
Khrushchev on January 6, 1961, in which he endorsed “wars of national lib-
eration” in the third world.32 In a speech delivered on April 27, 1961,
Kennedy characterized the threat as a “monolithic and ruthless conspiracy
that relies primarily on covert means for expanding its sphere of influence—
on infiltration rather than invasion [and] on guerrillas by night instead of
armies by day.”33 This new Soviet strategy required a U.S. counterstrategy.

The investment in LIC capabilities in the 1980s followed a similar ra-
tionale. Instead of featuring the anticipated conventional showdown in Eu-
rope against the Soviet Union, the late 1970s saw growing instability in the
third world. During 1974–1980 the United States witnessed the ascendance
of left-learning and Soviet-backed regimes in several states, including many
former U.S. client states: Ethiopia (1974), Mozambique (1975), Angola
(1976), Grenada (1979), and Nicaragua (1979). The Soviet invasion of
Afghanistan in 1979, the Iranian revolution that same year, and the subse-
quent hostage crisis further demonstrated the volatility of international
order and the vulnerability of U.S. partners without its support. As in the
1960s these developments were perceived through the lens of the Cold War
and as offering opportunities to the Soviet Union to enhance its power and
influence internationally.34 The conclusion drawn within the U.S. govern-
ment was that the contest with the Soviet Union had widened from the
high-intensity theater in Europe and would now be fought globally, requir-
ing greater worldwide deployability, power projection, and capabilities to
conduct “low-intensity” operations.35

Though the motivation for concentrating on irregular campaigns was ar-
guably simplistic, the U.S. military did take steps, first in the 1960s and again
in the 1980s, to prepare and develop capabilities for such operations.36 In
the 1960s the action taken by the military was largely a response to pres-
sure from the White House, specifically President Kennedy himself. In Feb-
ruary 1961, one month after his inauguration, Kennedy issued National
Security Action Memorandum (NSAM) 2, which “requested that the Sec-
retary of Defense . . . examine means for placing more emphasis on the de-
velopment of counter-guerrilla forces.”37 On January 18, 1962, issuing
another NSAM, Kennedy established a high-level interagency committee,
the Special Group (Counter-Insurgency), concerned specifically with the
threat of insurgency. The group was mandated to ensure “proper recogni-
tion throughout the U.S. Government that subversive insurgency . . . is a
major form of politico-military conflict equal in importance to conventional
warfare” and “that such recognition is reflected in the organization, training,
equipment and doctrine of the U.S. Armed Forces.”38

The U.S. armed services responded to this pressure by making changes
to its doctrine, training, and curricula. In April 1962 the Joint Chiefs of Staff
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issued the Joint Counter-Insurgency Concept and Doctrinal Guidance,
which was superseded that August by the U.S. Overseas Internal Defense
Policy, setting forth “a national counterinsurgency doctrine for the use of
U.S. departments and agencies concerned with the internal defense of over-
seas areas threatened by subversive insurgency.”39 That same year the JCS
appointed Maj. Gen. Victor H. Krulak as “special assistant for counterin-
surgency and special activities,” a post intended to provide an institutional
focal point for these types of operations.40 Also in 1962 both the ground
services published doctrine relevant to counterinsurgency, with the Marine
Corps issuing Fleet Marine Force Manual 8-2, Operations against Guerrilla
Forces, and the Army including, for the first time, two chapters on counter-
ing irregular forces and on “situations short of war” in its edition of Field
Manual 100-5.41

A 1962 report by the JCS detailing the “counterinsurgency accomplish-
ments” of the U.S. military since the previous year noted the introduction
of nine new counterinsurgency courses, a significant increase in hours-per-
year spent studying counterinsurgency campaigns, and a growing commit-
ment to developing linguistic skills.42 Military training had likewise been
adapted: The report declared that “it is now obligatory throughout the
armed forces . . . to conduct field exercises addressed specifically to coun-
terinsurgency.”43 Douglas Blaufarb adds that some schools even built mock
Asian villages so as to provide troops with more realistic training conditions
(this at a time when U.S. military advisers were assisting South Vietnam
with its counterinsurgency campaign).44

The 1980s featured a similar reorientation, this time prompted by a com-
bination of international incidents, operational setbacks, and subsequent
congressional pressure. In 1981 the U.S. Army released FM 100-20, Low In-
tensity Conflict, thus ending a decade of silence on such operations. In 1984
the Combined Arms Operations Research Activity at Fort Leavenworth,
Kansas, launched the “Absalon” training simulation, which reproduced the
conditions of guerrilla warfare.45 In 1986 the Army updated its capstone
FM 100-5, Operations, which for the first time in more than a decade em-
phasized the need for the Army to master operations across the spectrum,
including counterinsurgency.46

The activity was such that some spoke of the 1980s having “ushered in
a new counterinsurgency era.”47 The Army configured and started develop-
ing light infantry divisions that would be more appropriate for less-than-
conventional war. In 1986 the Army and Air Force established the Center
for Low-Intensity Conflict (CLIC) “to improve the Army/Air Force posture
for engaging in low-intensity conflict [and to] elevate awareness through-
out the Army/Air Force of the role of military power in low-intensity con-
flict.”48 CLIC subsequently helped create a substantial two-volume study,
Joint Low-Intensity Conflict Project Final Report, that set out recommenda-
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tions for U.S. defense policy with regard to LIC, a part of the conflict spec-
trum it defined as “diplomatic, economic and military support for either a
government under attack by insurgents or an insurgent force seeking free-
dom from an adversary government.”49

To reinforce the new direction, Secretary of Defense Caspar Weinberger
sponsored a two-day counterinsurgency conference at the National Defense
University in 1986, bringing together a selection of experts and high-level
policymakers to discuss the new strategic environment, the nature of low-in-
tensity threats, and the optimal U.S. response.50 The following year Congress
mandated President Ronald Reagan to establish the Board for Low Intensity
Conflict within the National Security Council “to coordinate the policies of
the United States for low intensity conflict.”51 It was a priority apparently
shared by Reagan’s secretary of defense, who in his annual report to Congress
in 1987 described as “the most plausible scenario for the future . . . a contin-
uous succession of hostage crises, peacekeeping operations, rescue missions,
and counterinsurgency efforts” and urged the development of a capability to
respond to these threats and contingencies.52 This senior-level attention to
counterinsurgency came in sharp contrast to the outlook of the Pentagon
leadership during the immediate post-Vietnam years.

LEARNING—OR THE APPEARANCE OF LEARNING

Despite the efforts outlined above both the 1960s’ and 1980s’ learning
processes ultimately fell short of developing a U.S. military counterinsur-
gency capability. In terms of the U.S. military’s understanding, prioritiza-
tion, and capability to conduct such missions, neither process produced
significant and sustained change.

At the most basic level it was a matter of bad timing.The reorientation in
the 1960s was arguably too rushed; commenting on the “military counterin-
surgency accomplishments” in its 1962 progress report, the JCS cited the
great difficulty of turning the armed forces “from sophistication to simplic-
ity, from total attention upon great weapons to serious consideration of
humble ones, from an environment where technology is pre-eminent to one
where improvisation plays a key part.”53 Furthermore, the 1960s’ reorienta-
tion was in a sense interrupted by the 1965 decision to commit U.S. troops
to the Vietnam War. Although that conflict did include an important coun-
terinsurgency element in the form of the National Front for the Liberation
of South Vietnam (NLF), the conventional threat of a North Vietnamese in-
vasion was generally regarded as more pressing and therefore received more
attention. In the 1980s the issue related not only to the time needed to in-
ternalize a new mind-set but also to the recent and traumatic memory of
Vietnam, which unnecessarily complicated the U.S. military’s reengagement
with counterinsurgency. More than anything it was the failed intervention in
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Southeast Asia that engendered the “Vietnam syndrome”—the U.S. mili-
tary’s overriding aversion to prolonged and costly on-the-ground engage-
ment in intensely political campaigns.

To reduce the issue to one of timing would, however, be to obscure three
critical and related factors that were instrumental in undermining both
learning processes, in the 1960s and 1980s. First, both reorientations were
underpinned by an unclear conceptual framework that conflated coun-
terinsurgency with other less-than-conventional operations. This bundling
together of distinct types of operations revealed a lack of appreciation for
the specificity of counterinsurgency and resulted in it being either over-
looked or misunderstood. Second, the military sought to delegate coun-
terinsurgency missions to various special forces units on the perilous
assumption that regular ground forces would not be needed. Although the
initiatives and reforms associated with this approach gave the appearance
of institutional learning, the approach in and of itself was problematic.
Third, in the absence of a clear focus on counterinsurgency, particularly its
nonmilitary aspects, and the delegation of counterinsurgency as a whole to
special forces, the regular military was never compelled to challenge or
abandon its strictly conventional, strike-oriented mind-set. More typically,
this mind-set was broadened and even made to apply to the new missions
of the decade, including counterinsurgency.

Confusion and Conflation

In both the 1960s and 1980s, the development of counterinsurgency capa-
bility was hampered by the failure to delineate the challenge precisely and
to provide the military with a clear idea of its anticipated role in such cam-
paigns. More specifically the effort to understand irregular warfare did not
include a separate and realistic evaluation of the unique demands of coun-
terinsurgency campaigns, principally the frequent need to deploy a signifi-
cant number of appropriately trained ground forces for protracted periods,
and for those forces to conduct tasks that are broader in range and very dif-
ferent from those of more limited combat operations. Through the con-
struction of complex taxonomic structures and the employment of vague
umbrella terms, these requirements for an effective counterinsurgency
strategy were effectively obscured, resulting in a critical gap in the respec-
tive learning processes.

Charles Maechling Jr. notes that even though President Kennedy was fas-
cinated with guerrilla warfare and counterinsurgency “the two were wholly
confused in his mind.”54 This ambiguity contributed to the military’s mud-
dled understanding as to its function and role in the anticipated opera-
tions.55 Throughout the 1960s “a variety of publications attempted to
explain the difference between unconventional, guerrilla, counterguerrilla,
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counterinsurgency and special warfare, as well as between indigenous, ir-
regular, partisan and guerrilla forces.”56 As it turns out counterinsurgency
was considered but one of three components of “special warfare,” a category
that also included psychological operations and unconventional warfare, it-
self comprising guerrilla warfare, escape and evasion, and subversion versus
hostile states.57 Within this conceptual structure the focus throughout the
1960s was on sponsoring U.S.-friendly guerrilla movements and on training
foreign militaries to combat local insurgents, with the prospect of direct
U.S. engagement with counterinsurgency receiving comparatively little at-
tention.58 Accordingly, doctrine, education, and training relevant to guerrilla
warfare tended “to be oriented toward waging such warfare, as against re-
sisting it,” with the former suiting the U.S. military’s combat-oriented cul-
ture more so than the civil-military complexities of counterinsurgency.59

When the initiatives of the 1960s did focus specifically on counterinsur-
gency the mission was characterized as a predominantly military problem
geared toward the elimination of insurgents through conventional means.
In education and training, the instruction “stressed the proper employment
of air power, armor, and artillery against insurgents in swamps, while civil
programs got short shrift.”60 With regard to doctrine the Marine Corps’
1962 publication Operations against Guerrilla Forces emphasized firepower
far above the nonmilitary aspects of counterinsurgency or the principle of
minimum force.61 Five years later the Army’s FM 31-16, Counterguerrilla
Operations, framed counterinsurgency as a collateral mission tagged on to
the regular combat duties of divisions and brigades: “The Army prescribed
no changes in organization nor any scaling down of the firepower to be used
in fighting an insurgency.”62 Similarly the infrequent references to coun-
terinsurgency in the professional military journals during the 1960s re-
vealed an overall attempt “to fit counterinsurgency doctrine into something
approximating traditional Army operations.”63

In the 1980s, counterinsurgency was nominally subsumed under the term
“low-intensity conflict,” but as in the 1960s the use of this vague umbrella
term often blurred the specific meaning and requirements of counterinsur-
gency. The definition was certainly descriptive of counterinsurgency: LIC
was a “limited politico-military struggle to achieve political, social, eco-
nomic, or psychological objectives” that “is often protracted,” “ranges from
diplomatic, economic, and psychosocial pressures,” and is “often character-
ized by constraints on the weaponry, tactics, and level of violence.”64 How-
ever, as interpreted LIC did not relate primarily to counterinsurgency but
instead to various distinct and far more strike-oriented operations that were
also included in this category, ranging from special forces raids, counterter-
rorism to pro-insurgency operations, and even contingency campaigns with
“mid-intensity” characteristics. As a result of this conflation, interest in LIC
did not ultimately address the U.S. military’s approach to counterinsurgency
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but various unrelated concerns: “the failure of the 1980 Iranian hostage res-
cue attempt . . . ; the withdrawal of U.S. Marines from Lebanon in 1983 after
a terrorist bombing attack; the coordination problems that beset the U.S.
Special Operations Forces during Operation ‘Urgent Fury’ . . . ; and problems
associated with the SOF operational reaction to the Achille Lauro hijacking
incident in 1985.”65

Too often, operations were deemed low-intensity not because they sig-
naled restraint on the use of force or military operations conducted among
the people but because they were less total than the foreseen armored and
possibly nuclear exchange against the Soviet Union. Further indicative of
this interpretation was the assertion in the U.S. Army’s 1986 capstone FM
100-5, Operations, that “while Air Land Battle Doctrine (ALB) focuses pri-
marily on mid- to high-intensity warfare, the tenets of [ALB] apply equally
to the military operations characteristic of low intensity war.”66 The pre-
scription of a blitzkreig-like ultra-conventional mode of engagement to a
category of conflicts intended to include counterinsurgency gives some
measure of its marginalization within that category. Indeed, in the after-
math of Vietnam there was really no desire to revisit that particular topic.

The Advisory Approach

Flowing from the rushed nature of the reorientation and the concurrent
conflation of concepts, the military displayed both an inability and an un-
willingness to appreciate the unique logic of counterinsurgency and to de-
velop the required capabilities. In the 1960s and 1980s the sluggishness of
institutional innovation caught the attention of the White House and Con-
gress respectively, resulting in new measures to compel the military to di-
versify. This added pressure was successful insofar as it prompted the
emergence of “an approach” to counterinsurgency. However, during both
the decades the approach to emerge assured that regular U.S. ground troops
were not to feature in these missions, and that special forces units would
instead be deployed to advise and train the security forces of the insur-
gency-threatened government.67 This constituted a mutually acceptable
compromise between the military and its civilian leaders, amounting—it
would seem—to a counterinsurgency capability but posing no threat to the
regular services’ resource allocation or priorities.68 However, as we shall see,
the approach itself was problematic, and because it emerged in lieu of,
rather than to complement, a capability for direct engagement in coun-
terinsurgency within the regular services, it also served to justify the ser-
vices’ continued neglect of such missions.

In both decades, faith in the advisory approach to counterinsurgency re-
sulted in dramatic boosts to the capabilities and authorities of various spe-
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cial forces components. In the early 1960s Special Warfare units, principally
the Special Forces, were reinforced and given additional resources along
with a wider remit. Kennedy upgraded the Special Forces headquarters at
Fort Bragg, creating the Special Warfare Center, which had a broader man-
date and was to be commanded by a brigadier general.69 The other U.S.
armed services followed suit: “The navy produced the SEALs, combat para-
trooper frogmen who could do everything the Special Forces could do and
more. The air force was rather more ambitious, establishing its First Air
Commando Group in April 1961, and inaugurating its own Special Air War-
fare Center at Eglin Air Force Base in Florida the following year.”70

A similar phenomenon occurred in the 1980s. Whereas much of the U.S.
military’s Special Operations Forces (SOF) infrastructure had been dis-
mantled following the Vietnam War, a series of Third World crises and set-
backs prompted President Reagan to boost SOF funding from $440 million
in FY1981 to $2.5 billion in FY1988.71 As part of this ramping up, the U.S.
Army established 1st Special Operations Command in 1982, which “acti-
vated and developed a complete array of SOF units [including] the Rangers,
psychological warfare, and counter-terrorism units.”72 In the following years
a number of new Special Operations groups and combat units were
formed.73 Finally, through the 1987 Defense Authorization Act the U.S.
military consolidated the reemerging SOF capabilities by establishing the
Special Operations Command (SOCOM), whereby SOF was made part of
the unified command level.

The advisory approach to counterinsurgency is in many respects theo-
retically sound. It limits the deployment of combat troops and thus appears
more respectful of the host nation’s sovereignty. By producing a lighter
“footprint,” it results in interventions that are more discreet and less politi-
cally problematic, both for the U.S. and the threatened government. It also
shields the U.S. military from active engagement in what were and still are
considered to be the most complex and difficult types of operations: coun-
terinsurgencies. These are instead undertaken by local troops who have the
required linguistic skills, cultural awareness, and familiarity with the con-
flict-affected society.

Although this approach does have advantages, the manner in which it
emerged and was applied in the 1960s and 1980s provided for an inade-
quate counterinsurgency capability. First, the value of military advisers re-
lated directly to the nature of the advice given and therefore demanded
a sophisticated understanding of counterinsurgency that was often lack-
ing. Second, the reliance on advisers presumed a level of cooperation with
the host government that was and would not always be forthcoming. Third,
it was never the actual deployment of U.S. troops that hindered the ef-
fective prosecution of a counterinsurgency campaign but rather their lack
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of training and familiarity with these types of missions. To exclude them
altogether was thus to limit severely the range of options available to the
U.S. military as it sought to assist insurgency-threatened governments.

Nothing illustrates the weaknesses of the advisory approach better than
its actual implementation, first in support of the government of South Viet-
nam in the years leading up to the 1965 deployment of U.S. ground troops,
and then in support of the El Salvador government against the Farabundo
Marti National Liberation Front (FMLN) in 1981–1992. In Vietnam the
U.S. military’s institutional predilection toward conventional conflicts in-
formed the guidance offered, which in turn affected the planning and con-
duct of operations by the local security forces. “We tried to build the ARVN
[Army of the Republic of Vietnam] into conventional divisions just like we
were,” recalls Maj. Gen. John Tillson, a participant in the advisory effort.74

As a result “the South Vietnamese Army, when it went on the offensive at
all, followed the U.S. philosophy of wide-reaching sweeps and massive ex-
penditure of firepower,” tactics that “killed civilians and devastated the
countryside without rooting out the guerrillas.”75

The Vietnam experience also showcased the lack of leverage achieved
through the advisory approach. Indeed, even when the U.S. military was
able to contribute effectively to the development of a “homegrown” or oth-
erwise promising counterinsurgency strategy, there was no assurance that
the South Vietnamese government or armed forces would toe the line, par-
ticularly as the U.S. advice would often call upon the threatened govern-
ment to compromise its own power and authority in order to save itself.76

As it happened, American impatience with the Ngo Dinh Diem regime,
which was unwilling or unable to implement the recommended reforms, re-
sulted in a U.S.-sponsored coup that opened the door to the commitment
of American ground troops in 1965.

Similar impediments marked the U.S. advisory effort in El Salvador. In
this instance U.S. advisers were more familiar with the basic precepts of
counterinsurgency, emphasizing time and again the need for social and po-
litical reform as paths toward victory.77 They were also able to establish and
train a number of specialized counterinsurgency units, such as the Atlacatl,
Atonal, and Belloso battalions, which readily adopted small-unit approaches
appropriate for counterguerrilla warfare.78 Yet, not only were the successes
of these units overshadowed by the atrocities and human rights abuses they
inflicted on civilian populations; their understanding of counterinsurgency,
such as it was, also contrasted with the general reluctance of the El Salvador
Armed Forces (ESAF) to adapt to the nature of the conflict and abandon
their big-war approach to operations.

As in Vietnam some blame could be placed on the nature of U.S. train-
ing, which at times remained colored by the U.S. military’s own culture.79

More critically, the advisers, many of whom were well versed with coun-
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terinsurgency, found it nearly impossible to influence the ESAF’s conduct
of operations; much like in Vietnam, exogenous efforts to change the local
security forces encountered a distinct lack of leverage. In El Salvador this
problem was exacerbated by the deliberate U.S. efforts to keep its footprint
exceedingly small. Because of public (and congressional) aversion to a large-
scale engagement—“another Vietnam”—the Reagan administration had re-
stricted the maximum number of U.S. advisers deployable to El Salvador at
any time to fifty-five and prohibited them from going on operations.80 The
approach thus relied on the El Salvador military being willing and able to
follow the guidance given by these few advisers. Neither of these eventual-
ities proved correct.

Commenting on the lack of leverage, one senior officer involved in the
campaign asserted that “‘observer’ would be far more accurate [a] term than
‘advisor’ or ‘trainer,’” adding that “these latter two terms require either a
willingness of the host nation to accept advice/help, or lacking that, some
sort of power base from which to implement change in spite of local resis-
tance.”81 Furthermore, ESAF also had a free hand in the allocation of U.S.
financial assistance and preferred to “purchase heavy weapons—105mm
howitzers, 90mm recoilless rifles, and 72mm light antitank weapons—of lit-
tle utility in a counterinsurgency,” yet purchases with which the U.S. advis-
ers would acquiesce, either by choice or necessity.82 In the end “the
assumption that the host nation would be willing to do what the United
States recommended because they ‘must,’ did not hold.”83

While ESAF’s predilection toward conventional weaponry and tactics
mattered less during the more conventional phase of the campaign in
1981–1984, it resulted in strategic stalemate once the FMLN adapted to
ESAF’s victories by dispersing and mounting hit-and-run attacks.84 “To be
sure,” argue Andrew J. Bacevich and others, “tactical air support, heavy
weapons, and battalion-size operations helped ESAF turn the tide in the
war’s early, desperate phase,” but subsequently “ESAF’s unsuitability for the
‘other war’ became apparent.”85 In this latter phase ESAF remained “a con-
ventional army [using] conventional tactics to fight an unconventional war
. . . a Salvadoran Army that is most comfortable operating in battalion-size
formations, that relies on helicopters and trucks for mobility, and that has
become dependent upon heavy firepower: close air support, attack heli-
copters, indirect fire, and antitank weapons.”86 As Robert Ramsey concludes
his account of the campaign, “ESAF had averted defeat, but success against
the insurgency had proved elusive.”87

STICKING TO YOUR GUNS

The advisory approach had some inherent flaws but could have con-
tributed to the toolkit of U.S. military options for countering insurgents. As
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it happened, both in the 1960s and 1980s there was no such toolkit, as the
advisory approach was developed as the sole means of conducting coun-
terinsurgency; ground troops were not to get involved. During the Kennedy
administration the military “emphasized both the practical and political ad-
vantage of minimizing the direct involvement of U.S. combat forces in un-
conventional warfare.”88 In the 1980s the stance toward counterinsurgency
followed the 1969 Nixon Doctrine, which stipulated that the United States
would “furnish military and economic assistance [but] look to the nation
directly threatened to assume the primary responsibility of providing the
manpower for its defense.”89

In both instances, the stances adopted were defensible, as the engage-
ment of troops to establish stability in foreign lands ranks as one of the more
risk-prone and complicated of all military operations. Nonetheless, this fact
has not prevented these types of campaigns from taking place, which is,
after all, what prompted the U.S. military’s various efforts to learn coun-
terinsurgency in the first place. Whether the U.S. footprint was minimized
with operational efficaciousness or with risk-aversion in mind, the failure to
anticipate the involvement of U.S. ground troops in counterinsurgency re-
vealed a lack of foresight and, perhaps, a measure of wishful thinking. No-
tably missing in this analysis was the possibility that the deployment of
advisers would lead to the deployment of troops, or the notion of having to
intervene directly in failed or postconflict states where local powers are
weak or nonexistent and therefore unable to provide the needed leverage.

In the 1960s as in the 1980s, this failure of foresight helped stultify the
development of the military skills and capabilities needed for counterin-
surgency. What one finds instead is a military sticking to its conventional
remit and finding within its own conceptual misunderstanding of coun-
terinsurgency a suitable validation for its lack of investment on this front.
At worst the conventional approach of the U.S. military was even broad-
ened and made to apply to the new types of operations under review.

In the 1960s’ reorientation the scope for reform within the regular ser-
vices was, according to Blaufarb, “more or less predetermined by the reluc-
tance of the Joint Chiefs to accept at face value the president’s commitment
to a radical revision of its combat style, weaponry, and tactics.”90 The mili-
tary was simply unwilling to sign on to the proposition that the new types
of operations, principally counterinsurgency, would require a different ap-
proach to those practiced on the conventional battlefield.91 Despite the
training, education, and doctrinal efforts under way, the predominant feel-
ing at senior echelons of the armed services was that any soldier trained for
major war could also take on counterinsurgency duties—that these were, in
fact, lesser-included operations.92 Investment in counterinsurgency capabil-
ities was therefore to be discouraged, lest it divert energy and resources
from the military’s core mission: preparing for conventional battle in Eu-
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rope.93 This predisposition affected the Army’s promotion system, with
Lloyd Norman and John B. Spore contending in 1962 that “the whole field
of guerrilla operations was the burial ground for the future of any officer.”94

There was thus a disconnect between the focus on counterguerrilla op-
erations in doctrine and training and the mind-set instilled in most U.S. mil-
itary officers.95 At worst “the conventionally trained officer appears to feel
that guerrilla operations are beneath his dignity.”96 At best he would regard
counterinsurgency as a branch of conventional combat and seek to apply
similar methods. Blaufarb concludes his study of the counterinsurgency era
of the 1960s with a downbeat assessment: “With the exception of a few
voices . . . they clung to the assumption that the principal role of military
force in a counterinsurgency situation is to find and destroy the armed
enemy rather than accepting the prior importance of protecting the popu-
lation in order to separate the insurgents from their base.” The latter ap-
proach, Blaufarb adds, “was viewed as a defensive strategy and anathema
was pronounced upon it.”97 As seen from the discussion above, this is in line
with the U.S. military’s traditional approach to counterinsurgency.

A similar intransigence marked the 1980s’ learning process, though its
manifestations were different. As in the 1960s, the focus on LIC did not
change the basic fact that “the Army’s favored paths to promotion and ca-
reer success led through service in conventional Army units” rather than
through experience with counterinsurgency.98 In this instance, however, the
broad understanding of LIC meant that the U.S. military appeared as if it
was innovating while it was in fact perfecting and broadening the applica-
tion of conventional practices, which the U.S. armed forces then demon-
strated to good effect in the 1989 invasion of Panama and the 1991 Gulf
War.

In 1973 the U.S. military’s Restricted Engagement Options study empha-
sized the need for greater interservice jointness in the prosecution of coun-
terinsurgency operations.99 Yet, even though jointness was one of the major
defense preoccupations of the 1980s, it grew not out of the lack of coordi-
nation in Vietnam or the need to prepare specifically for other counterin-
surgency campaigns but in response to the interservice dysfunction in
conventional mid-intensity or special operations, principally the failed Iran
hostage-rescue operation in 1980 and the invasion of Grenada in 1983.100

Thus even though the changes to service relations brought on by the Gold-
water-Nichols Reorganization Act of 1986 enabled the conventional victo-
ries in Panama and Iraq, the U.S. military’s approach to counterinsurgency
operations remained static.

In 1983 Robert Kupperman released a study, sponsored by the Army’s
Training and Doctrine Command (TRADOC), of the Army and the threat
of LIC, here roughly interpreted as a typical counterinsurgency campaign.
The study advocated the creation of the light infantry division (LID) to
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improve the U.S. military’s ability to perform such missions.101 The 1980s
did see the standing-up of LID, yet while they could have played an im-
portant role in counterinsurgency campaigns—either as constabulary forces
or through their increased tactical mobility—their application to LIC made
them little more than deployable versions of the heavy forces in Europe,
with a mandate to respond to new, but nonetheless conventional, threats
in non-European theaters.102 Various early documents outlining the in-
tended purpose and structure of the LIDs suggested that they be designed
“to seize beachheads and airheads, repel counterattacks, and ready an area
of operations for the arrival of heavy forces”; to “attack or defend to delay
or disrupt enemy armored forces”; and that “attacks by infiltration, air as-
sault, ambush, and raid . . . be the norm.”103 In fact, and as Gen. Paul F.
Gorman contended in 1986, “the main reasons for restructuring the 
division—intercontinental mobility—had little to do with low intensity
conflict.”104

The USMC’s search for mobility during this time was also rooted in con-
ventional war. In the post-Vietnam years, the Marine Corps deliberated how
to balance the adoption of a role on the Central Front with the retention of
its “mystical competence” in amphibious warfare, an identity-furnishing ca-
pability of the Corps but one whose likelihood of being used was then in
decline.105 The expansions of the Pentagon’s horizons in the late 1970s pro-
vided part of the answer; the other was found within the Corps itself, where
innovative thinkers were setting out the origins of what was later to crys-
tallize into the USMC concept of “maneuver warfare.”106 This new concept,
combining mechanization with mobility, propelled the Marine Corps to-
ward the adoption of “light” wheeled armored carriers to become a “mech-
anized Marine amphibious force” with greater deployability and
maneuverability.107 However, the adversary to be combated through this
approach to warfare remained armored forces—far from the minds of Ma-
rine Corps strategists and thinkers was the notion of its conducting “small
wars” such as counterinsurgency and stability operations.

Any pretense that the U.S. military was seriously considering counterin-
surgency in the 1980s should have been abandoned with the promulgation
of the so-called “Weinberger Doctrine” by the then secretary of defense,
Caspar Weinberger, on November 28, 1984.This influential doctrine set out
conditions for the use of American military power; in the words of Robert
Cassidy, it was “a prescription for the use of force that essentially pro-
scribe[d] anything other than conventional war.”108 When deployed, the
U.S. military would maintain domestic support by employing overwhelm-
ing force and thereby achieve a quick victory, presumably the destruction
of the targeted enemy. Among other prerequisites for the commitment of
U.S. troops, it precluded the use of force unless there was a clear exit strat-
egy and U.S. troops were “committed wholeheartedly and with the clear in-
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tention of winning.”109 Messy, limited, and protracted counterinsurgency
campaigns were clearly somehow to be avoided.

Unsurprisingly, both in the 1960s and 1980s, the failure to anticipate a
role for regular units in counterinsurgency campaigns and to prepare ac-
cordingly resulted in repeated operational difficulties once troops were de-
ployed for precisely those missions. Robert Doughty maintains that
“American units were much better prepared [for counterinsurgency] when
they entered combat in South Vietnam” than they had been in 1962.110

That may certainly be the case, and the experience with CAP and CORDS
did prove to be comparatively successful. Nonetheless there was still an
overriding lack of understanding regarding the nature of effective coun-
terinsurgency, and despite the many initiatives of the decade the military’s
approach remained distinctly combat-oriented. As Douglas Blaufarb ex-
plains, “It left the combat division unchanged in organization and equip-
ment but required it to fight in the counterinsurgency mode.”111 This type
of intransigence revealed the failure of the Kennedy administration to per-
suade the military institution to adapt; as one general is reputed to have ex-
claimed: “I’ll be damned if I permit the United States Army, its institutions,
its doctrine, and its traditions, to be destroyed just to win this lousy war.”112

Importantly, the problem in Vietnam was not the use of conventional op-
erations per se, as they certainly had their place against a North Vietnamese
enemy able to respond in kind. The problem was instead the basic inability
to shift gears and engage in counterinsurgency tasks as and when re-
quired.113 Whether facing the standing armies of Hanoi or the guerrilla
forces of the Vietcong, the standard U.S. military response would too often
consist of large-unit operations employing overwhelming firepower. “The
solution,” as Gen. William Depuy is reputed to have opined, was “more
bombs, more shells, more napalm . . . ’til the other side cracks and gives
up.”114 The results of this approach were predictably devastating: “Villages
and hamlets controlled or infiltrated by the Viet Cong were labeled enemy
territory—and then all of the destructive power of high explosives intended
for heavily fortified enemy positions was brought to bear on primitive
bunkers and in straw-thatched villages.”115 Although these attacks may at
times have rattled the NLF command structure, the misapplication of con-
ventional tactics “proved too destructive to permit anything but transitory
success in a purely military sense.”116

The 1980s also reveal an overall failure to learn counterinsurgency. This
conclusion is borne out by a cursory comparison of the U.S. military’s blis-
tering victory in Panama in December 1989 and its subsequent difficulties
in stabilizing the country following the removal of Manuel Noriega and his
regime.The invasion of Panama was an “overwhelming military success” that
generated great enthusiasm for the U.S. military within DoD and be-
yond.117 Building on the very same reforms that were to have improved the

A Troubled History 43



U.S. military’s ability to perform low-intensity operations, the conventional
campaign was a joint endeavor, involving light deployable infantry as well
as special operating forces. Analyzing the operation, Lorenzo Crowell rea-
soned that the overwhelming use of precise military force had not only de-
stroyed the combat capability of the Panama Defense Forces but also
“prompt[ed] all concerned to accept the United States’ replacement of the
Noriega regime with the Endara government.”118

This enthusiasm was in no significant way dented by the substantial
problems faced by the U.S. military during Blind Logic, the postconflict sta-
bilization phase of the Panama operation, for which it had made no coher-
ent plans. Specifically the U.S. military was unprepared and unable to deal
with the wave of looting and criminality that followed the collapse of the
government.119 The regional commander-in-chief, Gen. Max Thurman,
later remarked: “I did not even spend five minutes on Blind Logic during my
briefing as the incoming CINC. . . . We put together the campaign plan for
Just Cause and probably did not spend enough time on the restoration.”120

More than a lack of policy and plans, the U.S. military was also “program-
matically and structurally ill-equipped for the situation that followed the
fighting.”121 There was no training, concepts, or doctrine to fall back on, re-
sulting in the “loss of order in Panama, severe economic damage, and a sta-
bility and crime problem.”122 In a 2004 study, the Defense Science Board
concluded that, ultimately, Operation Just Cause “provides an illustrative
example of how not to approach stabilization and reconstruction opera-
tions. Virtually every aspect of reestablishing a coherent Panamanian gov-
ernment was bungled.”123

CONCLUSION: LEARNING FROM HISTORY

The U.S. military’s effort to learn counterinsurgency can be understood as
an attempt to break a cyclical and century-long tendency to marginalize
such operations. Throughout history, the U.S. military has typically failed to
prepare for counterinsurgency before the act, forcing it into hurried adap-
tion once in operation. What renders the U.S. military’s experience with
counterinsurgency so cyclical is its seeming inability to learn either from its
lack of preparation or from its subsequent adaptation in the field, but to re-
vert instead to a singular focus on high-intensity warfare. This tendency can
be thought of as the U.S. military’s “counterinsurgency syndrome.”

Previous attempts by the U.S. military to “kick” this syndrome have on
the whole been unsuccessful. Assessing the 1960s’ learning process, Blau-
farb concludes that “the apparatus we have just described and the programs
it generated did not, in fact, come to serious grips with the problems they
were intended to solve.”124 And commenting on the U.S. military’s learning
effort in the 1980s, Downie concludes that “despite its considerable—and
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generally unsuccessful—experience with counterinsurgency operations in
Vietnam and El Salvador, the Army made no conceptual change to its pub-
lished counterinsurgency doctrine from the Vietnam War to the mid-
1990s.”125

In both decades three different but closely related reasons stand out as
having impeded the military’s effort to learn:

(1) Lack of conceptual clarity: The effort to understand irregular war-
fare did not include a separate evaluation of the specific and in many
ways unique characteristics of counterinsurgency operations.

(2) Engagement frontloaded with assumptions: The approach formu-
lated by the U.S. military to respond to insurgencies relied precari-
ously on a number of prerequisites that would, in theory, obviate the
deployment of U.S. ground troops.

(3) Culture of military: The strong offense-oriented culture of the U.S.
military served to shape the learning process, resulting in the further
perfection and broadening of conventional practices, most of which
were inappropriate for counterinsurgency operations.

The 1960s’ and the 1980s’ efforts were predicated on similar conceptu-
alizations of counterinsurgency as bundled together with a host of other
less-than-conventional military engagements. This conflation of different
types of operations resulted in the relative marginalization and misunder-
standing of counterinsurgency, as well as a learning process that was not suf-
ficiently targeted to be effective.

In both decades, the high faith placed in SOF as the agents of coun-
terinsurgency was particularly problematic. While the advisory approach
does present some intrinsic advantages, advisers have less leverage, both po-
litically and militarily, compared with ground troops. More critically, in-
vestments in special forces were made on the assumption that their
deployment would preclude that of U.S. combat troops; this approach hoped
to displace counterinsurgency combat duties from the U.S. military to the
indigenous armed forces of the host nation. In the end, however, such hope
was misplaced and served to stunt the development of a counterinsurgency
capability within the U.S. military’s regular services. In theory excluded
from future counterinsurgency operations, the regular services instead per-
fected what they already knew best: conventional force-on-force combat.

What relevance do these findings have for the U.S. military’s latest at-
tempt to develop a counterinsurgency capability? At the most immediate
level, the experiences help explain why the U.S. military had not, by the
turn of the century, done more to prepare for counterinsurgency operations.
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On a deeper level these two episodes provide potentially significant pre-
cursors to subsequent learning efforts.

First, the two learning processes demonstrate the importance of basing
any reorientation on a firm and realistic understanding of what counterin-
surgency may require, particularly in terms of U.S. troop participation. His-
tory clearly shows that engagement in counterinsurgency is not optional
and that it often requires the deployment of a large number of ground
troops to engage in a range of civil and military tasks. The reliance on sur-
rogates will, of course, remain a strategically wiser response, but only as long
as these surrogates exist and are sufficiently competent and reliable to un-
dertake the task at hand. As illustrated in Afghanistan after 2001 and Iraq
after 2003, this is not always the case. The regular services must therefore
be included in the reorientation, lest their capability to conduct counterin-
surgency remain underdeveloped, as in the 1960s and 1980s.

Second, both learning processes illustrate that the appearance of change
does not necessarily denote actual change. The emergence of the advisory
approach to counterinsurgency did allow the U.S. military to appear as if it
was innovating, even though the formulated approach rested on shaky
premises. It is also evident that published doctrine does not in itself signify
learning. Nor can a range of activity covering various types of irregular op-
erations compensate for a lacking counterinsurgency capability; this latter
type of engagement is in many ways unique and requires specific attention.
This distinction between learning and the appearance of learning will be
critical in the analysis of the U.S. military’s most recent attempt to reorient
toward stability operations.
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3

REVISITING
COUNTERINSURGENCY

The U.S. military’s attitude toward stability operations at the turn of the
twenty-first century can be understood as a combination of disinterest and
aversion. The defense reviews and planning documents of the time made
token nods to the need to prepare for “full-spectrum” operations or to
counter “asymmetric” threats but skirted over the complexities and possi-
bility of conducting stability operations in contested environments. By late
2005, however, the very same institution had issued a directive that placed
precisely such operations on equal footing with conventional war-fighting—
historically the core mission of the U.S. military—and that tasked the vari-
ous components of the organization to prepare and structure themselves
accordingly.1 The about-face was dramatic, not least because the U.S. mili-
tary has traditionally considered counterinsurgency and stability operations
as beyond its remit. Moreover, it occurred under a president (George W.
Bush) and secretary of defense (Donald Rumsfeld) who had entered office
in 2001 seeking to minimize the use of U.S. troops in “nation building.”

This chapter examines the initial phase of this reorientation. First, it
identifies the mind-set and priorities of the U.S. military as it transitioned
into the twenty-first century. The perspective gained through this assess-
ment helps uncover the tensions that marked the U.S. military’s subsequent
engagement with stability operations. Particularly relevant in this regard is
the manner in which the U.S. military interpreted the operations it had con-
ducted during the 1990s, a decade marked by nearly continuous engage-
ment in “peace operations” and by the ascendance of the so-called
“Revolution in Military Affairs (RMA).”

The chapter then assesses the changes to U.S. defense policy brought on
by the “War on Terror,” or the U.S. military’s campaign against al-Qaeda in
the aftermath of the September 11, 2001, attacks on the United States. Al-
beit in many ways a significant turning point, 9/11 did not fundamentally

47



change the U.S. military’s understanding and prioritization of irregular war.
Nor did the campaign in Afghanistan initially prompt the U.S. military to
view stability operations and counterinsurgency in a new light. It would
take the encounter with low-level violence in Iraq to compel a shift within
DoD. Even then, however, institutional resistance against revisiting coun-
terinsurgency and stability operations remained palpable.

MOOTW AND THE RMA

The U.S. military’s operational experience with peacekeeping and peace en-
forcement during the 1990s, in Somalia, Haiti, Bosnia, and Kosovo, strongly
affected its understanding and prioritization of stability operations as it
moved into the twenty-first century. It might have been expected that virtu-
ally uninterrupted institutional experience with what came to be termed
Military Operations Other Than War (MOOTW) would have prepared the
armed forces for stability operations. After all, both stability operations and
MOOTW tend to be protracted civil-military affairs, occurring principally in
urban environments and requiring restraint, legitimacy, and political astute-
ness on the part of the intervening force. And indeed there were some no-
table initiatives relating to such campaigns during the 1990s, such as the
opening of the Peacekeeping Institute in 1993 by Army Chief of Staff Gen.
Gordon Sullivan and the issuing of the Army’s FM 100-23, Peace Operations,
in 1994 and of Joint Publication 3-07, Joint Doctrine for Military Operations
Other than War, in 1995.2 Yet, while “support to counterinsurgency” was in
theory included in the category “MOOTW,” and while “the restoration and
maintenance of order and stability” was included in the term “peace opera-
tions,” the experience gained by the U.S. military in the 1990s did not in the
end prepare it for the challenges it was to face in Afghanistan and Iraq, or
even for stability operations in general.3 Instead, it more often served to
delay and deter the U.S. military’s reengagement with such missions.

Most fundamentally, the overlap between the 1990s’ peace operations
and the stability operations since 2000 was smaller than might be expected.
With the important exception of the Somalia intervention in 1992–1994,
the missions of the decade were all conducted in permissive environments,
where U.S. ground troops would only rarely face armed resistance. The So-
malia experience was the exception to confirm this rule. Although it, too,
had originally been conceived as a humanitarian and relatively risk-free
“peace operation,” the interests pursued by the first United Nations Oper-
ation in Somalia (UNOSOM) put it on a collision course with warlord Mo-
hamed Farrah Aideed and his militia. When the U.S. military began
targeting Aideed’s bases and weapons sites it unwittingly designated itself a
combatant in the country’s struggle for power.4 It thus embroiled itself in
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an escalating confrontation with Aideed’s forces, culminating in the shoot-
ing down of two U.S. Black Hawk helicopters in early October 1993 and a
subsequent firefight in Mogadishu in which eighteen U.S. soldiers and thou-
sands of Somalis were killed.5

Rather than reassess the grounding assumptions of peace operations and
prepare for future missions conducted in nonpermissive environments, the
U.S. government reacted to the Mogadishu experience by seeking to avoid
any peace operation that might risk U.S. combat troops.6 “The bottom line”
of Bill Clinton’s Presidential Decision Directive (PDD) 25 on peacekeep-
ing, issued shortly after the withdrawal from Somalia, was “that the United
States will only commit ground troops with a peace enforcement mandate
and with robust forces, after a peace agreement has been signed.”7 Future
humanitarian adventures were also to operate according to a clear timetable
and exit strategy. In short, the Weinberger Doctrine was applied to peace
operations, to the degree possible, and with a view to reduce risks to U.S.
combat forces.8

These principles were foundational to the design and running of future
peace operations. During Operation Restore Democracy—the U.S. military
deployment to Haiti in 1994–1995—the Army leadership in particular
“kept force protection at the forefront” and failed to change this policy “ei-
ther to reflect the virtual absence of resistance or . . . the sense of the mis-
sion.”9 Though the Marine Corps detachment did interpret its rules of
engagement less narrowly, the Army preferred to retain its neutrality for the
sake of force protection; as intended, therefore, the “Kevlar zone” saw no
Army casualties.10 Meanwhile, the exit strategy in Haiti was precisely de-
fined and occurred according to schedule, leading one scholar to suggest
that “the exit strategy became the mission.”11 Adding nuance to this charge,
others contended that “the key conditions for departure—basic order, the
return of Aristide, and the conduct of a presidential election resulting in a
peaceful transfer of power—were met” but added that the scorecard looked
good only because of “the Army’s tendency to focus on process and the suc-
cessful execution of specific jobs, rather than the long-term political objec-
tive” and “that little in Haiti had fundamentally changed in terms of the big
picture.”12 James Traub notes, for example, that “the military made no seri-
ous effort to disarm rival factions, which ensured that violence would flour-
ish as soon as the troops left . . . and the troops left quickly.”13

The later peace operations in the Balkans conformed to similar condi-
tions. Both the Bosnia and Kosovo operations occurred in largely permis-
sive environments, where peacekeeping troops would not be targeted. The
only difference was that U.S. withdrawal now hinged on conditions on the
ground rather than timetables elaborated in Washington. This tendency
not to commit troops to nonpermissive circumstances, but to do so for
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consensual peacekeeping, nonetheless became characteristic of Bill Clin-
ton’s administration and was articulated by the president himself at the
onset of the Kosovo campaign: “If NATO is invited . . ., our troops should
take part in that mission to keep the peace. But I do not intend to put
our troops in Kosovo to fight a war.”14

Whereas some of the lessons learned in these campaigns might be rele-
vant to stability operations, the institutional experience with peace opera-
tions was too firmly wedded to the notion of maintaining a permissive and
consensual operating environment. This precondition of engagement was a
strategic luxury of the 1990s, yet the notion that it may not always apply
was given no serious consideration.15 As it turned out, the 1990s’ peace op-
erations operated by an entirely different logic to the much bloodier cam-
paigns in Afghanistan and Iraq and therefore constituted poor prototypes
for these missions.

The permissiveness of the 1990s’ campaigns had two other pernicious
effects on the U.S. military’s understanding and prioritization of stability
operations. First, it encouraged a view within the U.S. military that opera-
tions short of war were “lesser-included” cases, simpler than high-intensity
combat and requiring no special training or knowledge that could not be
imparted immediately prior to deployment.16 By this logic it was natural
and justifiable for DoD to devote most of its attention and resources to
high-intensity war and to marginalize all types of MOOTW, including sta-
bility operations. This bias was reflected in doctrine. Although the field
manuals of the 1990s talked of “full-dimensional operations,” this was taken
to mean “employing all means available to accomplish any given mission de-
cisively and at the least cost”—hardly language suited for stability opera-
tions, which are seldom decisive or low in cost.17 Furthermore, and despite
occasional nods to the lower end of operations, the capstone doctrine of the
1990s consistently revealed the institution’s combat-oriented mind-set, em-
phasizing time and again the need for the Army “to win quickly with min-
imum casualties.”18 As the U.S. military moved into the twenty-first
century, it regarded MOOTW, including (implicitly) stability operations, as
eminently manageable by a force trained and optimized for conventional
combat.

Second, by making the lower end of operations seem easy to conduct (if
not to bring to a close), the constant permissiveness of the 1990s’ peace op-
erations eventually led to a negative view of having American soldiers par-
ticipate in such missions. Precisely because these operations were
conducted in consensual environments, the argument emerged that
MOOTW were not worthy of the U.S. military, eroded its readiness for con-
ventional combat, and could just as well be conducted by someone else.19

Condoleezza Rice put it sardonically when she argued that “we don’t need
to have the 82nd Airborne escorting kids to kindergarten.”20 This type of
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reasoning gathered momentum with the lack of political progress seen in
Bosnia and Kosovo, as the U.S. commitments to MOOTW were made to
seem never-ending. Over time, questions surfaced within the U.S. military
and beyond regarding the strategic relevance of having American troops ro-
tate in and out of the Balkans’ seemingly dormant conflict zones.

Importantly, the distaste for peace operations extended to all operations
short of war and therefore also tainted the prospect of committing U.S.
troops to stability operations. The confusion of peacekeeping with coun-
terinsurgency and stability operations was based on the U.S. military’s erro-
neous (and typical) conflation of all operations other than conventional war
into one analytical category. Whereas it could be argued that the experi-
ences with peace operations provided some familiarity with less conven-
tional campaigns, the larger effect of these campaigns was to entrench the
historically consistent tendency of the U.S. military to dismiss the entire
“lower end” of the conflict spectrum as a distraction.

This trend was reinforced by the U.S. military’s experiences with con-
ventional campaigns during the 1990s, in which the emerging technologies
associated with the RMA—including satellites, precision bombing, and in-
formation technology—had appeared to provide a means of avoiding the
pitfalls of complex ground operations. The coercive engagements over
Bosnia and Kosovo were dominated by precision bombing from a virtually
risk-free altitude and the notable absence of U.S. ground forces, whose role
was instead played by local allies (the Croat forces in Bosnia and the Kosovo
Liberation Army in Kosovo).This approach to war seemed to provide lever-
age while drastically limiting the U.S. footprint and, with it, the risk of ca-
sualties. It also fit hand-in-glove with various theories on the nature of
future war that had thrived within the Pentagon during this so-called
“strategic pause” and all of which, interestingly, predicted a technology-
dominated, high-intensity vision of engagements to come.21 With theory
and practice apparently pointing in the same direction, proponents within
DoD began pushing for accelerated investment in RMA-related capabili-
ties, seeing here an “opportunity to use the new information technology to
change the very nature of our military, in a way that could reinvigorate
American political, diplomatic, and economic leadership.”22 Yet, this in-
vestment would not be possible, it was argued, as long as the U.S. military
was stuck with “keeping the peace” in the Balkans.23

It was against this backdrop that George W. Bush was elected president in
2000. During his presidential campaign and first few months in office, Bush
made no secret of where he stood with regard to U.S. military participation
in stability operations. “I don’t think our troops ought to be used for what’s
called nation-building,” Bush contended during the 2000 presidential de-
bate.“I think our troops ought to be used to fight and win war.”24 It was a po-
sition also shared by Condoleezza Rice, Bush’s foreign policy adviser during
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the campaign and, following the inauguration, his National Security Advisor.
In an article published in January 2000, Rice articulated what was to become
Bush’s stance on U.S. military participation in “lower-end” operations: “Using
the American armed forces as the world’s ‘911’ will degrade capabilities, bog
soldiers down in peacekeeping roles, and fuel concern among the great pow-
ers that the United States has decided to enforce notions of ‘limited sover-
eignty’ worldwide in the name of humanitarianism.”25 Strongly informed by
the Balkan campaigns, the Bush administration erroneously assumed that fu-
ture “nation-building” missions would be peripheral to the U.S. national in-
terest and easily managed by the armed forces of other nations more suited
to the task. It was a mind-set that assigned any “military operation other than
war” to irrelevance.

Instead of conducting state-building, Bush wanted the U.S. military to
take advantage of the “strategic pause” in international relations to make the
RMA a reality. In an address in 1999, Bush set out the foundations of what
was to become his defense policy: “Power is increasingly defined, not by
mass or size, but by mobility and swiftness. Influence is measured in infor-
mation, safety is gained in stealth, and force is projected on the long arc of
precision-guided weapons. . . . The best way to keep the peace is to rede-
fine war on our terms. . . . The real goal is . . . to use this window of op-
portunity to skip a generation of technology. . . . Our forces in the next
century must be agile, lethal, readily deployable, and require a minimum of
logistical support.”26

To implement this agenda, Bush appointed Donald Rumsfeld to become
secretary of defense on January 20, 2001. Rumsfeld took immediate steps
to capitalize on the seemingly revolutionary developments in information
technology; in his own words, he sought to “build a military that takes ad-
vantage of remarkable new technologies to confront the new threats of this
century.”27 The RMA was rebranded as “Transformation” and became a
dominant theme in the Pentagon’s September 30, 2001, Quadrennial De-
fense Review (QDR), which also made no mention of stability operations
or counterinsurgency.28

For all this, transformation was not primarily a reaction to the U.S. mili-
tary’s involvement in stability and peace operations. Instead it was a re-
sponse to the institution’s adherence to the Weinberger Doctrine of
overwhelming force, which had since its articulation in 1984 circumscribed
when the United States ought to commit its troops to combat.As seen from
the analysis in chapter 2, the Weinberger Doctrine restricted the use of U.S.
military power to operations in which vital national interests were threat-
ened; troops were committed with the intention and ability to achieve de-
cisive victory; public and congressional support could be maintained; and
use of force was a last resort.29 If those conditions were satisfied, the U.S.
military would mass and attack with overwhelming force to guarantee a
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swift and unambiguous victory. Elaborated in the aftermath of an abortive
peacekeeping mission in Lebanon, which ended with a terrorist attack that
killed 241 U.S. servicemen, the Weinberger Doctrine was a reaction against
U.S. participation in seemingly open-ended and uncertain missions. It was
also a reaction to the business-management approach to war elaborated by
Secretary of Defense Robert S. McNamara during the Vietnam War, which
had sought to use limited force to achieve limited political outcomes.30

Gen. Colin Powell, a proponent of the Weinberger Doctrine, rejected this
strategy of “gradual escalation,” warning against the “so-called experts” who
called for “a little surgical bombing or a limited attack.” “History,” he added,
“has not been kind to this approach to war-making.”31

This outlook put the adherents of the Weinberger Doctrine on an intel-
lectual collision course with those driving the transformation process, a
group that included Donald Rumsfeld and George W. Bush.32 With its em-
phasis on massing an overwhelming force before acting, the Weinberger
Doctrine came to be seen by its critics as risk-averse, paralyzing, and as
unimaginative in its use of American military power. In its place, transfor-
mation enthusiasts perceived the ascendance of information-age technology
and concepts as an opportunity to employ precise military means to create
specific political “effects.”33 The U.S. military was thus to become faster and
more agile, able to intervene more often and more effectively, not by mass-
ing unwieldy military formations but through the creative exploitation of
information-age capabilities, especially precision-guided munitions. One
slogan of the time was “replace mass with information.”34

Notably, neither the adherents of transformation nor of the Weinberger
Doctrine gave much notice to the prospect of U.S. military engagement in
counterinsurgency. For different reasons both camps grounded their re-
spective visions for the U.S. military on the questionable assumptions that
counterinsurgency operations did not pose a specific challenge or could
simply be avoided. For adherents of the Weinberger Doctrine there was lit-
tle to be gained and much to be lost by committing U.S. troops to cam-
paigns that promised neither a clear exit strategy nor the prospect of a
decisive victory, particularly as they also presented significant risk to the
U.S. soldiers involved. Meanwhile, counterinsurgency did not attract much
attention within the growing literature on transformation or was presented
as amenable to the precision-strike toolkit offered through the information
revolution.35 To the extent that the literature considered irregular opera-
tions at all, the focus was overwhelmingly “on the aspects of OOTW that
looked most like conventional war. . . . It did not really consider the central
feature of OOTW, the operation of forces in a complex civilian environ-
ment, at all.”36

While fighting it out in this moment of institutional change, these two
camps expunged one of the more demanding types of military operations
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from their theoretical baselines. This left a third group, much marginalized
and even maligned, that had experience in the peace operations of the
1990s and perceived repeated engagement in “low-intensity” or “irregular”
confrontations, particularly in nonpermissive environments, not only as very
likely but also as very challenging. The main message of this group, as
phrased by USMC Gen. Charles Krulak, was that “the threat in the early
years of the next century will not be the ‘son of Desert Storm’—it will be
the ‘stepchild of Chechnya.’”37

The influence of this third group upon the wider military is well illus-
trated by General Krulak’s own attempts, as commandant, to familiarize the
Marine Corps with complex urban operations. Krulak helped create the
“Urban Warrior” experiment, which focused on operations conducted in
populated areas and was based in part on the Corps’ earlier experience in
Somalia. The concept behind Urban Warrior was the so-called “three-block
war,” the term coined by General Krulak to describe the simultaneity of
combat operations, peacekeeping, and humanitarian relief within a single
urban campaign. In 1999 Urban Warrior evolved into Project Metropolis,
another attempt to develop an approach to military operations in urban ter-
rain. Although these measures constituted promising evidence of Marine
Corps innovation, the learning did not take. According to one scholar, “The
corps during and after Krulak’s command maintained a strong emphasis on
being able to fight in its traditional style as the amphibious shock troops in
conventional warfare.”38

The episode is representative of the wider U.S. military at this time. In a
limited way, the Army’s and the Marine Corps’ institutional experience
with peacekeeping, peace enforcement, urban, and stability operations was
being codified in doctrine, education, and training. More generally, however,
these types of operations did not capture the military’s attention. The data-
bank of relevant information was further depleted as the U.S. military em-
braced transformation and ramped down in the Balkans. At this point the
main repository of knowledge and experience relating to stability and peace
operations rested in the minds of those officers convinced of the impor-
tance, difficulty, and likelihood of such campaigns.

THE WAR ON TERROR: CONTINUITY AND CHANGE

The U.S. military was in the middle of a transition when America was at-
tacked by al-Qaeda on September 11, 2001: President Bush was actively
reducing the U.S. contribution to the peacekeeping operations in the
Balkans, and the U.S. military as a whole was being pushed to implement
the transformation agenda of Donald Rumsfeld.39 With its emphasis on
military freedom of action and global reach, transformation gained new ad-
herents in the wake of 9/11, as it answered to the U.S. public’s clamoring
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for swift and decisive retribution against those who had sponsored and con-
ducted this attack.40

The QDR released on September 30 outlined Rumsfeld’s vision for the
U.S. military, which overnight found itself confronting a new strategic en-
vironment. As stated, there was no mention either of stability operations or
of counterinsurgency in this QDR. The document did specify that “the in-
ability of some states to govern their societies, safeguard their military ar-
maments, and prevent their territories from serving as sanctuary to terrorists
and criminal organizations can also pose a threat to stability and place de-
mands on U.S. forces.”41 The QDR also declared that the capability to
achieve decisive victory “will include the ability to occupy territory or set
the conditions for regime change if so directed,” something that would pre-
sumably involve stabilization and reconstruction activities.42 Yet even
though it noted the “increasing challenges and threats emanating from the
territories of weak and failing states,” there was as yet no focus on how the
U.S. military could prepare and posture itself to conduct postconflict oper-
ations, counteract state failure, and reinforce weak governments.43

Instead there was a heavy combat-oriented touch to the document. The
six goals it set out as the focus of transformation included various conven-
tional deterrent tasks and the development of a global precision-strike com-
plex; the language was of “protecting critical bases of operations”; “defeating
anti-access and area-denial threats”; “assuring information systems in the
face of attack”; “enhancing . . . space systems”; and the development of “an
interoperable, joint C4ISR [Command, Control, Communications, Com-
puters, Intelligence, Surveillance, and Reconnaissance] architecture and ca-
pability.”44 The only objective that spoke of irregular threats was, it too,
geared toward the development of strictly combat-oriented capabilities:
“Denying enemies sanctuary” would mean “providing persistent surveil-
lance, tracking, and rapid engagement with high-volume precision strike,
through a combination of complementary air and ground capabilities.”45

But nowhere was it anticipated that the U.S. military would conduct sta-
bility or counterinsurgency operations; the two or three sentences dealing
with military occupation, state failure, and regime change were grossly out-
weighed by the verbiage of transformation and C4ISR.

With the short time span separating 9/11 and the publication of the
2001 QDR, the lack of focus on irregular threats may not be all that sur-
prising, particularly as the “review and the accompanying report were
largely completed before the September 11 . . . terror attacks.”46 Nonethe-
less, rather than suggest that a new vision might be needed to address an
apparently new threat, the document instead stated that the 9/11 attacks
“confirm[ed] the strategic direction and planning principles that resulted
from this review.”47 Given the QDR’s strong focus on conventional capa-
bilities, and the patently unconventional nature of the al-Qaeda threat, this
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statement is revelatory of the U.S. military’s understanding of irregular war-
fare at the time.

Transformation thus continued unabated in the months following 9/11
and, with it, the general neglect of counterinsurgency and stability opera-
tions. In October 2001 Secretary Rumsfeld created the Office of Force
Transformation within OSD. In late 2001 he began personally interviewing
officers for two- and three-star promotions, an unprecedented practice for
any secretary of defense, so as to ensure a shared vision of force transfor-
mation.48 In 2002 Joint Forces Command (JFCOM) was made a lead
agency of DoD’s overall transformation process. Soon thereafter the U.S.
military services were requested to submit yearly Strategic Transformation
Assessments to OFT to ensure their adherence to this new vision.49

Because sustained engagement in stability operations did not fit within
the theory espoused by the transformation community, any prospect of en-
gaging in such operations was largely overlooked. Central incompatibilities
related to the concentration of troops, the duration of their deployment,
and the tasks they were asked to undertake. Whereas transformation was
geared toward achieving light footprints and swift victories, stability opera-
tions often require the protracted deployment of a sufficiently sizeable
ground force, one that is able to provide security and basic services pend-
ing transfer to local authorities. More fundamentally, transformation was
predicated on striking targets, yet this is not the main function of a military
force engaged in stability operations. Neither are precision-guided muni-
tions—the anticipated means of attack through transformation—of partic-
ular use in counterinsurgency operations, in which the adversary typically
disperses to avoid detection or operates in urban settings, forcing politically
delicate decisions regarding missile precision and collateral damage to civil-
ians and nonmilitary targets.50 These and other inconvenient incompatibil-
ities made the integration of counterinsurgency within U.S. military
priorities all the more difficult during this time of force transformation.51

The faith in transformation and the concomitant neglect of “lower-end”
operations colored the manner in which the United States approached and
carried out Operation Enduring Freedom, its campaign in Afghanistan
against the Taliban and al-Qaeda. As in the 2001 QDR a disconnect be-
tween rhetoric and action could be detected. One of the main objectives of
the campaign had been to “make it increasingly difficult for the terrorists to
use Afghanistan freely as a base of operations,” an aim that rested precari-
ously on the ability of the newly installed Afghan regime to extend control
over the country’s large ungoverned areas.52 In an interview with the Wash-
ington Post in December 2001, Rumsfeld recognized this war aim, stating
that “we don’t want Afghanistan a year from now to go back to being a place
that harbors terrorists, so it is in our interest to be attentive to what kind of
government comes along.”53
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Yet while pointing to the importance of stabilizing Afghanistan, however,
the White House and Pentagon approach to Enduring Freedom saw no role
for the U.S. military in the international stabilization force, the International
Security Assistance Force, or in stability operations more generally.54 Instead
its remit in Afghanistan remained limited to strike missions against specific
Taliban and al-Qaeda targets in the south and east of the country. As Rums-
feld explains in the same Washington Post interview: “We don’t think of our-
selves as being part of the security force in Kabul. We know what we want
to do and when we have done it, we can go do it someplace else. What we
want to do is to capture or kill the senior Taliban leadership and see that
they are punished. . . . With respect to al Qaeda, we want to capture or kill
the senior leadership and catch and imprison the remainder. . . .When those
things are accomplished from a military standpoint, we will have done our
job.”55

The refusal to commit U.S. troops for stabilization tasks drew significant
criticism, particularly because the Afghan government was at this time se-
verely undercut by flagging international support and was experiencing in-
stability outside of Kabul, a proliferating narcotics industry, and feuds
between rival warlords.56 The debate as to whether the U.S. military should
have acted otherwise is beyond the scope of this book, although it does
seem clear that the light-footprint approach and the rush to exit
Afghanistan did adversely impact the subsequent stabilization effort.57 The
point, however, is that these types of operations were not included in the
U.S. military’s remit, even though the rhetoric emerging from the White
House and Pentagon acknowledged the radical threats that could grow out
of ungoverned areas and failed states—Afghanistan in particular.

There were many reasons behind the reluctance to commit U.S. troops
to the stabilization of Afghanistan. Two factors stand out as fundamental,
and both stem directly from the U.S. military’s reading of its operational ex-
periences in the 1990s. First, the missions in the Balkans persuaded both the
Pentagon and the White House under George W. Bush that its European
coalition partners were more than capable, and certainly more suited, to un-
dertake stabilization tasks. In a press conference on April 17, 2002, Secre-
tary Rumsfeld explained that “if it’s appropriate to put in more forces for
war-fighting tasks, the United States will do that” but that “there are plenty
of countries on the face of the Earth who can supply peacekeepers.”58 The
rationale behind this burden-sharing, Rumsfeld continued, was that the U.S.
military should, given its size and operational commitments, conduct only
strike and advisory missions. This stance was informed by the U.S. military’s
growing disregard for MOOTW, including stability operations, as inter-
minable and as of lesser importance—a mind-set shaped by its memory of
the 1990s’ peacekeeping campaigns. Indeed, by using precisely that word,
“peacekeepers,” Rumsfeld seemed to suggest that the mission in Afghanistan
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would resemble those conducted in the Balkans—a misinformed yet, in this
context, very revealing assumption.

Second, and as argued by Rumsfeld, there was a belief that the commit-
ment of troops would, more than that of international aid, create an Afghan
dependence on the United States. As Rumsfeld put it, “The objective is not
to engage in what some call nationbuilding. Rather it’s to try to help the
Afghans so that they can build their own nation.”59 Drawing directly on the
Clinton administration’s experience in the Balkans, particularly the peace-
keeping operation in Kosovo, Rumsfeld warned that “a long-term foreign
presence in a country can be unnatural” and have “unintended adverse side
effects.”60 Seemingly well intentioned, this position did presume that the
new government of Afghanistan could, with the help of a coalition force,
quickly develop the means by which to assert control over its territory and
deliver security as well as basic services.

This assumption was to be disproved in subsequent years. The sought-
after NATO peacekeepers did not show up in sufficient numbers, and the
new regime in Kabul was too weak to assert control over its territory and
resolve the other substantial obstacles facing it.61 The Pentagon’s antici-
pated surrogates were thus unwilling or unable to take on the burden of
postconflict stabilization, creating, in conjunction with the U.S. military’s
exclusive focus on counterterrorism, a capability gap that would have se-
vere implications for the viability of the Afghan state.

For a time, however, the Afghan campaign was perceived as having vin-
dicated Rumsfeld’s enthusiasm for transformation. In Washington, D.C., the
image of U.S. SOF and combat air controllers on horseback calling in pre-
cision strikes from bombers overhead encapsulated the imagination, agility,
and innovation of the transformation ideal. Within the senior echelons of
the White House and Pentagon, the instant wisdom that emerged from En-
during Freedom was that this “proving ground” for transformation show-
cased how “innovative doctrine and high-tech weaponry can shape and then
dominate in an unconventional conflict.”62

As in the 1960s and 1980s, the precise meaning of the term “unconven-
tional” was not in substance so different from the traditional strike opera-
tions of conventional combat. Neither did the use of SOF test or demand
much more than direct action and combat skills. The value of having boots
on the ground and of engaging closely with the host society in order to dis-
locate one’s irregular adversary, both politically and physically, had not been
grasped. And as in previous times, this mind-set had very little to do with
the existence or nonexistence of relevant doctrine: Only four months prior
to Enduring Freedom the Army had released FM 3-0, Operations, a capstone
field manual that devoted two separate chapters to stability and support op-
erations.63 Naturally it often takes time for doctrine to affect training, edu-
cation, and exercises. Even so, it is clear that the existence of relevant field
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manuals did not in itself affect the design of operations, the tasks assigned
to U.S. soldiers, or the training and instruction provided to them before the
mission.

THEORY MEETS PRACTICE: AFGHANISTAN AND IRAQ

It was against this backdrop that the U.S. military invaded Iraq in March
2003. Rumsfeld’s vision for transformation appeared to receive a second
boost with the U.S. military’s three-week blitz to the gates of Baghdad. In
planning for the attack Rumsfeld had forced the military to reduce the foot-
print of the invading force in line with the promise of transformation to
substitute mass for information.64 Because Baghdad was taken so quickly
and with a force comprising only 120,000 U.S. ground troops, his wager
seemed to have paid off; the transformation agenda was arguably at its peak
of persuasion. In April 2003 DoD released Transformation Planning Guid-
ance, which again set out a hyperconventional image for the U.S. armed
forces, culminating in a precision-strike capability to locate, track, and hit
targets anywhere in the world.65 Stability operations, counterinsurgency,
and peace operations of any type were not included or mentioned.

Yet, as DoD’s Transformation Planning Guidance rolled out, events in
Afghanistan began to signal the importance of consolidating combat victo-
ries through effective stabilization. With the security situation in
Afghanistan deteriorating, the U.S. administration gradually realized that its
input in Afghanistan—strike operations against suspected terrorists, finan-
cial aid, and military training—was failing to protect the new government
from implosion. Reacting to the worsening conditions, the U.S. military laid
out plans “to disperse teams of combat soldiers, civil affairs specialists and
Afghan troops around the nation to help secure the countryside and boost
reconstruction efforts.”66 On February 1, 2003, the U.S. military deployed
its first Provincial Reconstruction Team (PRT) to Gardez, comprising “Civil
Affairs, the 82nd Airborne Division, assorted Special Forces units and sup-
port staff,” with a mission to “provide a safe environment for humanitarian
activities; exchange information between the central government, the Army
and non-governmental organizations; and help the Afghan government pro-
ject its presence outside of Kabul.”67 Although this was a tentative and ar-
guably insufficient effort given the scale of the problem, the shift in
approach constituted the first steps in the U.S. armed forces’ reorientation
toward stability operations.68

The reorientation was accelerated by the U.S.military’s experience in Iraq.
There the successful overthrow of the Saddam Hussein regime in April 2003
was giving way to a protracted phase of instability, marked by political uncer-
tainty, a rapidly deteriorating security situation, and violent attacks on U.S.
forces, their Iraqi partners, and international workers. Because precipitous
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withdrawal from Iraq was not considered an option, the U.S. military was
tasked with containing the escalating violence and carrying out the basic
functions of state until a new political regime could be installed. In other
words the U.S. military in Iraq assumed control over a stability operation
larger in scale and complexity than anything it had previously undertaken, at
the very least since the Vietnam War. The Bush administration further com-
plicated this already ambitious endeavor by disbanding the Iraqi military and
subjecting the Iraqi government to a deep-rooted process of de-Baathifica-
tion, resulting in the creation of a large pool of disgruntled former soldiers
and the hollowing out of Iraq’s civil service.69

The task entrusted to the U.S. military far exceeded its capacity and
preparation for postconflict stabilization. Pentagon planning for “Phase IV,”
the “postconflict” phase, had been conducted on the assumption that the
destruction of the regime would lead quite seamlessly to the installation of
Iraqi exiles and other caretaker figures in a new transitional government.
DoD’s postwar planning thus concerned other matters, primarily the recu-
peration of Saddam’s alleged stocks of weapons of mass destruction, the
provision of humanitarian assistance, and the resettlement of displaced
civilians.70 Although some thought was given to the future of the Iraqi gov-
ernment and military, a declassified Central Command (CENTCOM)
preinvasion war plan dated August 2002 reveals the dangerous assumptions
underlying Phase IV planning as a whole: “Opposition groups will work
with us”; “co-opted Iraqi units will occupy garrisons and not fight either U.S.
forces or other Iraqi units”; the U.S. Department of State “will promote cre-
ation of broad-based, credible provisional government—prior to D-Day”;
and the number of U.S. troops in theater will be reduced to 5,000 by De-
cember 2006.71 In retrospect these assumptions were clearly unrealistic.

Lack of planning, however, did not mean lack of involvement. The U.S.
military had planned to delegate the postconflict phase to the Office of Re-
construction and Humanitarian Assistance (ORHA)—a coordinating body
set up within OSD but involving personnel detailed from other agencies—
but this division of labor failed in practice.72 Not only did ORHA lack re-
sources, expertise, and policy coherence; it also had no mandate or capacity
to address the growing insecurity of postwar Iraq, a fundamental prerequi-
site for reconstruction to occur.73 Left with the consequences of this capa-
bility gap, U.S. combat troops were forced to undertake tasks for which they
had no plans, preparation, and guidance.

Facing criminality, looting, and escalating violence U.S. troops in Iraq de-
veloped improvised responses to an unfamiliar operating environment. A
few units managed to devise fairly sophisticated counterinsurgency strate-
gies; these units were often commanded by officers with either firsthand
knowledge of the 1990s’ peace operations or advanced education, includ-
ing doctoral degrees, in counterinsurgency-related topics.74 Working on the
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individual, as opposed to institutional, memory of prior campaigns these
units tended to adapt successfully and achieve comparatively promising re-
sults in a challenging situation lacking real strategic direction. The learning
curve was, however, highly uneven, with several units adopting a predomi-
nantly enemy-centered approach to their area of operations, geared almost
exclusively toward the physical elimination and incarceration of those op-
posing the U.S. effort. With a narrow focus on rooting out terrorists and
Saddam sympathizers, yet with scant intelligence on the adversary, these
units conducted indiscriminate sweep and cordon-and-search operations,
whose aggressiveness generally served to alienate Iraqi civilians and gener-
ate more resistance.75

This latter approach was a logical extension of the rhetoric flowing from
the Pentagon and the White House. During the immediate postconflict
phase, the senior leadership at DoD dismissed the resistance as temporary,
terrorist in nature, and with no real prospects of challenging the wider U.S.
project in Iraq.The complexity and ambition of establishing a political, eco-
nomic, and social order in Iraq perceived as legitimate by all sides had not
yet been fully grasped. Instead Rumsfeld actively sought to downplay the
political instability as the activity of “dead-enders” and of “former-regime
loyalists.”76 Reacting to the looting of Iraqi government ministries, infra-
structure, factories, hospitals, and museums in spring 2003, Rumsfeld re-
marked that this was the “untidiness of freedom.”77 When the instability
escalated during that summer Rumsfeld continued to deny that the vio-
lence amounted to an insurgency. His argument was that the “looters, crim-
inals, remnants of the Ba’athist regime, foreign terrorists. . . , and those
influenced by Iran” constituted “five different things,” which “doesn’t make
it anything like a guerrilla war or an organized resistance” but instead “func-
tion[s] much more like terrorists.”78 This stance was representative of the
Pentagon leadership throughout the remainder of the year: There was not
yet any talk of this operation, never mind that in Afghanistan, representing
the U.S. military’s return to counterinsurgency.

CONCLUSION

The U.S. military underwent a significant transformation during the first
years of the “War on Terror.” Having embraced a particular vision of defense
innovation that took little notice of stability operations, the U.S. military
was gradually forced to conduct precisely such campaigns. For various his-
torical, strategic, and institutional reasons this transition was neither imme-
diate nor unfettered.

The initial motivation to consider stability operations stemmed from
the 9/11 attacks, which illustrated forcefully the threat that instability
abroad could pose to U.S. security at home. Intervening and assisting in
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the stabilization of weak or failing states thus moved from being an ex-
clusively humanitarian endeavor to one intimately tied with U.S. national
security. Yet, even though this link was clear in rhetoric, it did not affect
DoD policy. In three related ways the reorientation toward stability op-
erations was delayed by the U.S. military’s particular reading of its oper-
ational experiences of the 1990s, both conventional and otherwise.

First, the ascendance of the RMA increasingly made information war-
fare seem like an effective means of avoiding the operational pitfalls of
more complex and protracted on-the-ground campaigns. Throughout the
engagements of the 1990s the U.S. military’s faith in low-risk, high-
impact, high-technology war was repeatedly confirmed, whether positively
(as in Iraq, Bosnia, and Kosovo) or negatively (as in Somalia). This steered
U.S. defense policy away from the “lower end” of the conflict spectrum,
involving the deployment of troops and uncertain exit strategies, and to-
ward investment in information-age capabilities for swift and decisive com-
bat operations.

Second, the peace operations of the 1990s occurred within permissive
operating environments. Not only was this inadequate preparation for the
bloodier insurgencies the U.S. military was to face in Afghanistan and Iraq;
it also made MOOTW seem easy and thus as below the calling of the U.S.
armed forces. To the Pentagon these operations were better suited to the
militaries and constabulary forces of its allies, leaving the U.S. military to
prepare for apparently more demanding conventional threats. Of course,
the ability to call in allies was a result of the specific political conditions of
the 1990s, just as the permissiveness of these operations was in fact a pre-
condition for engagement imposed by the politico-military leadership of
the time. Despite the historical specificity of the conditions, no considera-
tion was given to the possibility that they would not pertain to future cam-
paigns.

Third, the lack of political progress associated with peace operations,
principally in Kosovo but also in Bosnia, made MOOTW seem open-ended
and as eroding the U.S. military’s readiness to face conventional threats.
Within DoD this argument gained particular salience with the ascendance
of the RMA and its subsequent mutation into “transformation.” The costs
of neglecting what came to be seen as an opportunity to redefine war on
the United States’ own terms had never been higher, and engagement in
“strategically irrelevant lower-end operations”—all lumped together into
one category—was not to get in the way. Integral to this mind-set was the
assumption that MOOTW of any type was by definition less critical to the
U.S. national interest than traditional combat operations.

Effectively institutionalized by Secretary of Defense Donald Rumsfeld,
transformation also had a distorting effect on DoD’s understanding of coun-
terinsurgency, as it encouraged undue faith in the strategic utility of preci-
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sion-guided strikes. The 9/11 attacks prompted the U.S. military to acceler-
ate its pursuit of a global precision-strike complex—now to hit terrorist tar-
gets worldwide without needing to establish a firm foothold or gain the
political buy-in within the affected country and region. The Afghanistan
campaign was conducted on such a basis, and faith in this new approach ap-
peared justified when the Taliban were quickly routed by a handful of SOF
and a limited number of ground troops enabling the efforts of local allies.
The support for transformation was taken to new heights with the initial
victory over Saddam Hussein in 2003, a campaign in which this approach
to combat had appeared to ensure swift and decisive victory. Yet, critically,
transformation as conceived precluded serious consideration of stability op-
erations and counterinsurgency. Not only were these operations generally
dismissed as irrelevant; they also jarred with the light-footprint and strike-
oriented approaches advocated through transformation, something that
contributed to their marginalization in prioritization and planning.

This is not to say that state-building and stability operations were en-
tirely absent from the minds of senior defense officials. DoD planning for
both the Afghanistan and Iraq campaigns recognized, rhetorically, the need
for some sort of consolidating effort to follow the cessation of hostilities.
Nonetheless the ideological skepticism within the Bush administration and
OSD regarding the commitment of U.S. military troops to any operation
falling short of conventional war encouraged the ill-founded notion that sta-
bilization could be delegated to allies and civilian partners. In Afghanistan
Rumsfeld looked to NATO to volunteer for the expansion of the Interna-
tional Security Assistance Force, and in the prewar planning for Iraq it was
the Department of State that was to provide a political solution once the
bullets had stopped flying—even though it had effectively been sidelined
from the planning process. In both instances DoD mistook its tangible dis-
like for stabilization for the ability of its partners to take on such missions
in its stead.

This mind-set, and the attendant vision of transformation, was forcefully
tested by the U.S. military’s postwar operations in Iraq. Having successfully
dismantled Saddam Hussein’s regime, the U.S. military found itself with
minimal coalition support and no prospect of imminent withdrawal, thus
having to devise a strategy ad hoc to stabilize “postwar” Iraq. The lack of
preparation for this contingency engendered a counterproductive response.
More than the rhetorical “securitization” of state failure through 9/11, it
was the ensuing operational difficulties faced in Iraq and, to a lesser degree,
Afghanistan that launched DoD’s reorientation toward counterinsurgency
and stability operations. Even so, it would take a year of increasing insta-
bility in both theaters before the term “counterinsurgency” reentered the
DoD lexicon.
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4

INNOVATION 
UNDER FIRE

One year into the Iraq campaign counterinsurgency gradually became more
relevant to the senior echelons of the Pentagon.At this point, the DoD lead-
ership came to see the instability in postwar Iraq as a crucial challenge to
the installation of a democratic and stable regime.1 From a virtual silence
on stability operations in previous years, the DoD began signing off on sev-
eral efforts aimed at augmenting the military’s ability to conduct such mis-
sions. More than anything this constituted the Pentagon’s return to the
thorny issue of counterinsurgency.

One of the earliest manifestations of the change in direction was OSD’s
request in January 2004 for the Defense Science Board (DSB) to focus its
yearly Summer Study on the “transition to and from hostilities.” The terms
of reference for the commissioned study acknowledged that “we have and
will encounter significant challenges following conventional military suc-
cesses as we seek to ensure stability, democracy, human rights and a pro-
ductive economy.”2 When the report was released, in December 2004, it
framed stability operations as an unavoidable and expensive “growth indus-
try” that the U.S. military had to face head-on and made specific recom-
mendations for how it might develop a capability to conduct such
missions.3 The report also warned of the limited role of transformation in
fostering capabilities for stability operations and emphasized the implica-
tions of such missions for the U.S. military force structure.4

The urgency accorded to stability operations in the DSB report echoed
that of the Strategic Planning Guidance 2006–11, released by DoD in
March 2004 to provide vision and policy direction to the armed services.
Envisaging greater U.S. engagement in stability operations, SPG 2006-11 or-
dered the armed forces to “adjust their doctrine, organizations, training, and
exercise plans . . . develop a core competency in stability operations capa-
bilities [and] either create standing units focused on stability operations or
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develop the capability to rapidly assemble, within their respective services,
modular force elements that achieve the same effect as standing units.”5

The U.S. military also took action to improve the armed forces’ imme-
diate suitability for counterinsurgency. Although military training had em-
phasized urban operations long before and throughout the 1990s, there was
now a renewed urgency to such exercises. In 2004, the Army constructed
additional mock villages at its Joint Readiness Training Center at Fort Polk,
Louisiana, and recruited Arabic-speakers to play the roles of Iraqi civilians
and security forces.6 Mock villages were also constructed at the National
Training Center at Fort Irwin, California, to provide counterinsurgency
training in urban areas.7 The Marine Corps underwent a similar process, in-
corporating a greater emphasis on urban operations, cultural sensitivity, lan-
guages, and explosive ordnance disposal into its predeployment training.8

The sudden relevance of counterinsurgency also translated into the de-
velopment of new doctrine and concepts. JFCOM, the organization origi-
nally mandated to oversee DoD’s transformation agenda, became the lead
agency working toward a shared joint conceptual understanding of stability
operations. In September 2004 it released Stability Operations Joint Operat-
ing Concept (Stability Operations JOC), a “living” document subsequently
refined to reflect the operational learning occurring in Afghanistan and Iraq.
Even in its initial form, however, this document revealed some of the
lessons learned in Iraq: It emphasized interagency coordination, the need to
balance force with restraint, and the importance of establishing and sus-
taining the perception of legitimacy. It also set out four different theoreti-
cal contingencies that could lead to U.S. military participation in stability
operations—upon request; during and after major combat; within a failed
state; and to counter a nonstate organization—but deliberately limited its
scope to the second contingency, it bearing the closest resemblance to the
situation in Iraq. JFCOM concluded the analysis with the forceful state-
ment that “stability operations must be a core mission of the military ser-
vices and civil agencies.”9

In October 2004, after only five months of drafting, the U.S.Army issued
FMI 3-07.22, Counterinsurgency Operations, an interim field manual on
counterinsurgency and the first doctrinal publication devoted exclusively to
the topic since 1986. In producing FMI 3-07.22 the Army sought advice
and collaboration from the Marine Corps, the British Army, and the U.S.
Army Special Warfare Center. The final product was only a stopgap, meant
to provide preliminary guidance while a more developed manual could be
produced. Nonetheless this 180-page document was already able to offer
an extensive overview of the main characteristics of counterinsurgency, of
the Army’s role in such campaigns, and of the nature and importance of
PSYOPS and intelligence. In broad terms FMI 3-07.22 reiterated many of
the principles laid out in the Stability Operations JOC, emphasizing, for ex-
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ample, the political nature of counterinsurgencies and the attendant need
for close integration of military and civilian operations in support of the
host nation.10 It further recognized the complexity of conducting security
operations as part of a counterinsurgency campaign and was clear on the
need for U.S. forces to “separate insurgents from the population” and to
“conduct themselves in a manner that enables them to maintain popular do-
mestic support.”11

With insurgencies mounting in Iraq and Afghanistan, the importance of
irregular operations was increasingly recognized in the policy statements
and publications of OSD, the Joint Staff, and the ground services. In De-
cember 2004 Army Chief of Staff Gen. Peter Schoomaker revised the Army
Focus Areas by adding the goal of augmenting the service’s capabilities for
stability operations. He also directed TRADOC to review the Army’s ex-
isting capabilities and to make recommendations on how to fill any gaps
thus identified. This direction culminated in the release of an Army Strate-
gic Policy Guidance document in January 2005, which reiterated the di-
rective for the Army to “improve capabilities for stability operations” and to
“improve proficiencies against irregular challenges.”12 The Marine Corps
was following a similar course. In April 2005 Commandant Gen. Michael
Hagee issued an All Marine Message in which he specified that “our future
will be characterized by irregular wars.”13 The message contrasted sharply
with the commandant’s first All Marine Message of January 2003, in which
he emphasized that Marines will “remain ‘soldiers of the sea’” and that the
Corps’ main effort should be “excellence in war-fighting.”14

INAUSPICIOUS BEGINNINGS

These efforts denoted the urgency with which the U.S. military reengaged
with counterinsurgency and stability operations. How significant were they,
however, in realigning U.S. military priorities? It should be recalled that pre-
vious failed efforts to enhance the U.S. military’s capability to conduct coun-
terinsurgency also featured streams of promising initiatives, ranging from
reworked training exercises and doctrine to reforms in educational curricula.
To gain a more informed understanding of this period of change—to gauge
the extent to which it truly represented a watershed in the U.S. military’s ap-
proach to counterinsurgency—it is necessary to go beyond a mere list of re-
forms and activity. Indeed, although the above initiatives offer firm evidence
of a U.S. military effort to familiarize troops with the types of operations
then faced in Iraq, they also belied a fundamental misunderstanding of coun-
terinsurgency and, in other cases, a continued low prioritization of such mis-
sions by DoD as a whole. In terms of augmenting the U.S. military’s
understanding of counterinsurgency, this initial effort was flawed, perhaps
inevitably so, given the organization’s culture and orthodoxy.
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In the first place the conceptual treatment of counterinsurgency—in
both the Stability Operations JOC and FMI 3-07.22—betrayed DoD’s as-
sumption that well-resourced and operationally capable civilian agencies
would be present to undertake all of the “nonmilitary” components of the
campaign: the provision of basic services, the development of functioning
administrative services, and the establishment of governmental structures.
As seen in Iraq and similar operations, this has often not been the case. Few
civilian agencies perceive stability operations as part of their remit, those
that do are seldom fully included in military planning, and all have typically
struggled to deploy sufficient numbers in a timely manner, particularly
where security conditions are still precarious. The result has been that the
military is forced to assume tasks best conducted by civilians, adding to the
complexity of the operation. Regardless, neither document considered the
possibility of a civilian shortfall of this kind or the implications for the mil-
itary of having to fill the ensuing capability gap.

In listing the types of support to be tendered by the U.S. military in a
counterinsurgency campaign, FMI 3-07.22 included only military tasks—se-
curity assistance, exercises, intelligence and communications sharing, logis-
tics, and the use of U.S. combat forces—all geared toward the destruction
of the enemy rather than the provision of security, of services, or of basic
governance.15 Even though state-building is central to counterinsurgency,
the manual characterized as “extreme” the need for U.S. forces “to creat[e]
elements (such as local forces and government institutions) of the society
they have been sent to assist”; accordingly it committed only a single para-
graph to the “nonstandard” implications of such an eventuality.16 Moreover,
and despite the shortfall in civilian stability operations capabilities noted
above, FMI 3-07.22 stated without qualifications that the U.S. Agency for
International Development (USAID) “is the U.S. government agency re-
sponsible for nation building.”17

In contrast to the interim field manual, the Stability Operations JOC
stressed from the outset that “the joint force . . . will provide security, ini-
tial humanitarian assistance, limited governance, restoration of essential
public services, and other reconstruction assistance.”18 Upon closer inspec-
tion, however, the Stability Operations JOC was also at best unclear on the
need for the military to assume nonmilitary tasks in the absence of able
civilian agencies. The confusion here stemmed from the deliberate confla-
tion of civilian and military actors and agencies into a single “joint force,” a
term whose usage throughout the concept paper prevented any analysis of
the ideal and likely division of labor.19 When the Stability Operations JOC
did distinguish between civilian and military organizations, it contented it-
self with the ill-founded assumption that “the military and interagency
community will achieve synergy in planning and execution.”20 In postcom-
bat stability operations, the military was thus to be the “supporting” ele-
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ment, “expand[ing] its imposition of security throughout the countryside to
shape favorable conditions so that civilian-led activities can begin creating
the ‘new and better’ conditions from which the ‘new normal’ grows.”21

There was, in other words, no recognition of the fact that civilian agencies
often lack the organization, resources, and mandate to assist effectively in
stability operations conducted in nonpermissive environments, or what this
would mean for the military’s planning and running of operations.

In a sense the military’s narrow focus on security operations reflected its
approach to operations in Iraq and Afghanistan at this time. In both cam-
paigns the U.S. military was conducting operations geared predominantly
toward the neutralization of the enemy—an approach consistent with its
combat-oriented rooting. In Iraq this mode of engagement persisted well
into 2004 despite the realization that the instability there constituted more
than the death throes of a defeated regime.22 A number of commanders did
devise more comprehensive counterinsurgency strategies and generally ex-
perienced a higher degree of success in their respective areas of operation.
On the whole, however, their improvised approach constituted the excep-
tion to the rule.

Despite their flawed conceptualization of counterinsurgency and stabil-
ity operations, the two publications did at least denote greater prioritization
of these types of missions. Even here, however, the picture is mixed. The
Stability Operations JOC, although certainly significant for those engaged
with such missions on a conceptual level, gained little traction within the
uniformed services; it was not doctrine, had no binding power, and was pro-
duced by a command—JFCOM—that many perceived as peripheral and
obscure.23 Regardless of its content the publication did not reflect and was
unlikely to change institutional priorities.

Similarly, while FMI 3-07.22 did constitute the first doctrinal publication
on the topic since the 1980s, the significance of this fact was uncertain. First,
the appearance of a drastic discontinuity was largely misleading. Certainly,
counterinsurgency had been neglected, but U.S. military doctrine had of late
paid increasing attention to stability operations, which clearly enjoy a sub-
stantial overlap with counterinsurgency. In February 2003 the Army had re-
leased Stability Operations and Support Operations (FM 3-07), and it devoted
two chapters to these types of operations in its 2001 edition of FM 3-0, Op-
erations—a capstone manual.24 This backdrop of existing doctrine contextu-
alizes the significance of the interim counterinsurgency field manual. More
important, none of the previous publications on stability operations had sig-
naled a change in the culture of the U.S. military or the manner in which its
soldiers conducted such operations; they clearly did not do much in terms of
preparing the Army for stability operations in Iraq. Beyond reintroducing the
term “counterinsurgency,” it is uncertain whether FMI 3-07.22 would make a
difference where it mattered. For sure, its treatment of counterinsurgency
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was more rigorous than in previous manuals, but this would not in itself guar-
antee a greater effect.

The point here is not that the more recent of manuals were redundant;
instead it is necessary to recognize that the release of publications, FMI 3-
07.22 and the Stability Operations JOC included, rarely reflects a genuine
and deep-running shift in institutional priorities.25 Much depends instead
on the manner in which they are received by the wider institution, and here
the evidence was hardly promising. Indeed, beyond the initiatives outlined
above there is much evidence to suggest that DoD was at this time funda-
mentally unconvinced of the importance of learning counterinsurgency or
lagging, at the very least, in its acknowledgment that these types of opera-
tions mattered.

In its institution-wide strategy papers, for example, DoD would typically
assert the importance of stability operations and of irregular warfare more
generally yet also present a consistently inadequate understanding of these
missions or marginalize them completely. In the 2004 National Military
Strategy (NMS) the Joint Chiefs of Staff acknowledged that “winning deci-
sively will require synchronizing and integrating major combat operations,
stability operations and significant postconflict interagency operations.”26

Yet, beyond a smattering of references to stability operations and two para-
graphs devoted entirely to the topic, the main thrust of the document re-
lated to combat operations and counterterrorism.The three priorities of the
Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff listed in the 2004 NMS—“winning
the War on Terrorism, enhancing joint warfighting and transforming for the
future”—had only the most tenuous of links with counterinsurgency and
stability operations.27 The same applied to the 2004 NMS’s elaboration of
desired force attributes (fully integrated, expeditionary, networked, decen-
tralized, adaptable, decision superiority, lethality) and capabilities (applying
force, deploying and sustaining military capabilities, security battle space,
achieving decision superiority)—which instead betrayed a distinct continu-
ity with Donald Rumsfeld’s transformation agenda.28 By contrast the doc-
ument did not once mention counterinsurgency—and this at a time when
the U.S. military was actively engaged in two full-blown counterinsurgency
campaigns. Indeed, the writers of the strategy paper were specifically in-
structed not to mention Iraq in the document, as the secretary of defense
perceived it as a temporary distraction that would soon be over.29

A similar mismatch in rhetoric and provisions marked the March 2005
National Defense Strategy (NDS) released by OSD. The document stated
that “our experience in the war on terrorism points to the need to reorient
our military capabilities to contend with . . . irregular challenges more ef-
fectively.”30 At the same time, this NDS was mute on the need for the U.S.
military to learn how to conduct counterinsurgency and stability operations.
Similarly, even though the strategic objectives set out in this publication
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pointed to the need to “strengthen peace” when the latter is threatened by
“dangerous political instability, aggression or extremism,” no detail was pro-
vided as to how the U.S. military would develop the capabilities necessary
to meet that objective.31 The publication also acknowledged the difficulty
of deterring “terrorists and insurgents inspired by extreme ideology” but
gave no indication of how the military would overcome such challenges.32

Further inconsistencies could be seen in the JCS’s August 2005 update to
the Capstone Concept for Joint Operations (CCJO), a publication identifying
the demands of the joint force in 2012–2025.The document stressed that the
U.S. military may be “required to establish a secure environment and initiate
reconstruction efforts to facilitate transition to civilian control” involving the
provision of “security, initial humanitarian assistance, limited governance
[and the] restoration of essential public services.”33 It also recognized that the
current interagency capability of the U.S. government was inadequate.34

However, the CCJO was less forthcoming on how the dysfunctional intera-
gency system would impact DoD operations, and it committed only one
paragraph to the nature of stability operations. Given that the U.S. military
was at this point two-plus years into simultaneous counterinsurgency cam-
paigns, it is also striking that “counterinsurgency” was not mentioned once in
the entire document. Instead, and much like in the NMS, the desired force
characteristics listed in the CCJO related overwhelmingly to combat opera-
tions or were distinctly transformation-like in their associations.35

It is possible to discern a number of interpretations of counterinsurgency
within the U.S. military during 2004–2005. Within some quarters learning
counterinsurgency was clearly perceived as an important undertaking, pri-
marily due to the Iraq conflict. However, both in theory and in practice the
U.S. military’s role in counterinsurgency was limited to various combat- and
security-related tasks; the notion that troops might have to assume politi-
cal and reconstruction duties had not yet been fully acknowledged and in-
ternalized. More generally DoD tended to regard the counterinsurgency
campaign in Iraq as a “temporary spike” in activity that would not affect its
preexisting direction and vision.36 This view was presented most clearly in
institution-wide strategy briefs and papers. Ultimately, therefore, the U.S.
military’s initial engagement with counterinsurgency reveals a tendency ei-
ther to treat these operations as an aberration or to interpret them as pri-
marily enemy-centered and combat-oriented in nature, at least as far as
DoD is concerned. As seen in chapter 2 this is also consistent with the U.S.
military’s approach to counterinsurgency throughout history.

2005: A COMMUNITY EMERGES

DoD’s fragmented attitude toward counterinsurgency during 2004–2005 re-
sulted in an institutional behavior that would at times appear inconsistent,
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even schizophrenic.Among the mixed messages one can nonetheless discern
a clear ascendance of counterinsurgency as a U.S. military preoccupation
throughout 2005.This gradual shift occurred as a result of the protracted na-
ture and undiminished intensity of the Iraq operation, which ensured the
continued relevance of counterinsurgency doctrine, concepts, training, and
education. At the same time, given the reluctance with which DoD as a
whole approached counterinsurgency and stability operations, many of the
early initiatives were minor in scale and slow in coming.

On February 14, 2005, for example, the department’s Defense Language
Transformation Roadmap was approved, laying out a strategy for linguistic
training within DoD and the armed services. The document acknowledged
that “language skill and regional expertise are not valued as Defense core
competencies yet they are as important as critical weapon systems.”37 Seek-
ing to remedy this deficiency, DoD established the Defense Language Of-
fice in May 2005.The new office was to “ensure a strategic focus on meeting
present and future requirements for language and regional expertise” and to
set policy for the “development, maintenance, and utilization of language
capabilities.”38

The guiding assumption in the Defense Language Transformation
Roadmap was clearly that U.S. soldiers would regularly be participating in
operations where understanding of and good relations with the local popu-
lation are necessary. A similar logic compelled the Marine Corps to place
greater emphasis on the importance of the so-called “human terrain”: the
“social, ethnographic, cultural, economic and political elements of the peo-
ple among whom a force is operating.”39 In May 2005 the Marine Corps es-
tablished the Center for Advanced Operational Culture Learning
(CAOCL) at Quantico, Virginia, to help educate the service on the cultural
dimension of combat. CAOCL was the brainchild of Lt. Gen. James N. Mat-
tis, who at that time was commanding general of the USMC Combat De-
velopment Command, and whose tours in Afghanistan and Iraq had
convinced him of the need for greater cultural awareness within the Marine
Corps.40 To that end CAOCL was mandated to “provide the Marine Corps
with the linguistic and cultural knowledge and awareness necessary for
them to operate in foreign countries; gather and disseminate information
about cultures deemed of strategic interest; and provide oversight over Ma-
rine Corps educational establishments so as to produce an integrated and
synchronized education that involved cultural training.”41

Also in May 2005 the Wargaming Division of the USMC Warfighting
Laboratory at Quantico revamped and launched the Small Wars Center of
Excellence to act as a repository for counterinsurgency-relevant informa-
tion, ranging from “cultural intelligence seminars and conferences, academic
papers, after action reports, lessons learned, and key insights and observa-
tions from current operations information.”42 Around the same time, the
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Marine Corps and JFCOM cosponsored a five-day wargame, Joint Urban
Warrior 05, that focused heavily on the challenges of Gen. Charles Krulak’s
“three-block wars,” the analytical construct capturing the simultaneity of
combat, stability, and humanitarian operations in urban campaigns.43

Clearly these measures were important indicators of the new relevance
of counterinsurgency and of military operations conducted amid the peo-
ple, but again their significance to and effect on the wider military should
not be overstated; in general these measures were small-scale and periph-
eral to the main muscle of the military. CAOCL, for example, was set up
with a “skeleton staff” and therefore had to struggle to achieve significant
results across the Marine Corps.44 Presented online as a “Center of Excel-
lence,” it was in fact “located in a rickety trailer parked next to some rail-
road tracks” and represented only thirty-nine staff for a force then
composed of 180,000 active-duty Marines and 40,000 reservists.45 In a sim-
ilar vein the Small Wars Center of Excellence for a long period consisted of
a simple website with links to counterinsurgency-related material but with
no resources, mandate, or momentum to influence the Corps as a whole.
DoD’s Defense Language Transformation Roadmap, meanwhile, has been
criticized for its “shameful chronology”: One scholar describes how the roll-
out involved twenty-one months of committees, needs assessments, and
stalling, only to produce a nineteen-page document that no doubt set out
important required actions but also provided “dawdling deadlines” for their
implementation.46 The issuing of guidance on how to manage the imple-
mentation of the Roadmap had, for example, an eleven-month closing date.

In recognition of the effort required to reorient the U.S. military toward
stability operations the undersecretary for defense for acquisition, technol-
ogy, and logistics in August 2005 mandated the DSB to issue a second re-
port on stability operations, this time to determine what organizational
changes would be needed to improve DoD’s ability to conduct or support
such operations.47 One of the more forceful recommendations in the ensu-
ing report, released the following month, was for the secretary of defense
to sign as soon as possible a draft directive on stability operations that would
see DoD prioritize such missions on par with conventional combat.48 This
directive would also set out a strategy for the development of skills, re-
sources, and procedures dealing with future stability operations.

DoD Directive 3000.05: Military Support for Stability, Security, Transition,
and Reconstruction (SSTR) Operations was finally signed on November 28,
2005. The document “provides guidance on stability operations” and “estab-
lishes DoD policy and assigns responsibilities within the Department of De-
fense . . . to conduct and support stability operations.”49 The directive’s most
notable provision was its policy statement that “stability operations are a
core U.S. military mission that the Department of Defense shall be prepared
to conduct and support” and that they “shall be given priority comparable to
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combat operations and be explicitly addressed and integrated across all DoD
activities, including doctrine, organizations, training, education, material,
leadership, personnel, facilities and planning.”50

To ensure smooth implementation, Directive 3000.05 assigned eighty-
three tasks of varied specificity to various sections within DoD. Each af-
fected section was also mandated to “develop measures of effectiveness that
evaluate progress in achieving the goals” set out in the relevant part of the
document. Furthermore, these efforts were to be overseen by the Stability
Operations Office within OSD.51 The issue of implementation received
strong emphasis throughout the directive, perhaps because the lack of fol-
low-up in previous efforts to enhance the U.S. government’s ability to con-
duct stability operations, such as Bill Clinton’s PDD 56 and PDD 78, had
made them generally short-lived.

As Directive 3000.05 was being finalized, the prevailing understanding
of the challenge in Iraq also began to change. With the conflict showing no
sign of abating it became clear that the offensive-oriented approach of the
U.S. military was not effective in stabilizing the country. In contrast, those
commanders who had through improvisation adopted a more comprehen-
sive counterinsurgency strategy could, for the most part, boast a relative
level of success in stabilizing their respective areas of operations. Apprecia-
tion for this trend reached the White House in late 2005, after which time
the enemy-centered approach to counterinsurgency came to be increasingly
discredited, at least in rhetoric.

In October 2005 Secretary of State Condoleezza Rice elaborated a new
strategy for Iraq that recalled counterinsurgency best practices from Viet-
nam, Malaya, and elsewhere. She explained that “our political-military strat-
egy has to be to clear, hold, and build: to clear areas from insurgent control,
to hold them securely, and to build durable, national Iraqi institutions.”52 In
contrast with the previous approach, this new strategy emphasized the so-
called “oil-spot” technique, used to good effect against earlier insurgencies,
whereby countrywide stability is ensured gradually by consolidating control
in specific cities and regions at a time. The new strategy was steeped in clas-
sic counterinsurgency theory; as Rice acknowledged, it had “profited from
the insights of strategic thinkers, civilian and military, inside and outside of
government who have reflected on our experience and on insurgencies in
other periods of history.”53 One of the major intellectual progenitors of the
new approach was Andrew Krepinevich, a prominent defense analyst, re-
tired officer, and director of the Center for Strategic and Budgetary Assess-
ments. In a Foreign Affairs article published in October 2005, Krepinevich
argued that the provision of security in Iraq should be emphasized over the
killing and capturing of insurgents.54 He elaborated that “since the U.S. and
Iraqi armies cannot guarantee security to all of Iraq simultaneously, they
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should start by focusing on certain key areas and then, over time, broaden-
ing the effort—hence the image of an expanding oil spot.”55

The new strategy was also based on the operational experience of those
commanders who had achieved a comparative level of success in Iraq. The
experience freshest in the minds of the administration was that of Army
Colonel H. R. McMaster, who had commanded the 3rd Armored Cavalry
Regiment in Tal Afar from May 2005 to February 2006. Prior to deploy-
ment McMaster had trained his troops for the cultural and operational com-
plexities specific to Iraq: He instructed them to take elementary language
classes, learn about Iraqi culture and history, and familiarize themselves
with the basic precepts of counterinsurgency.56 By adopting a community-
oriented approach his unit was able to minimize violence in Tal Afar, turn-
ing a stronghold of insurgent activity into a U.S. success story in
counterinsurgency. The achievement was used to epitomize the adminis-
tration’s new approach to counterinsurgency; in an address on the new
American strategy in Iraq, President Bush spoke at length of the transfor-
mation of Tal Afar and the work done by Colonel McMaster, framing it as
a “concrete example of progress.”57

Bush’s mention of Colonel McMaster formed part of a wider trend in
which commanders who demonstrated proficiency in counterinsurgency
were identified, elevated, and promoted to positions where they could
share their knowledge and expertise. The most radical example of this
trend was the appointment in late 2005 of Lt. Gen. David Petraeus to the
post of commanding general at Fort Leavenworth, Kansas, where he would
oversee the U.S. Army Combined Arms Center, the Command and Gen-
eral Staff College, and the Army’s lessons-learned process. His selection
for this position was based partly on his impressive performance as com-
mander of the 101st Airborne Division in Mosul, Iraq, in summer 2003:
He had successfully implemented a strategy to stabilize the city, rebuild
its basic infrastructure, and provide limited governance.58 His approach
displayed a familiarity with these types of missions that may have stemmed
from his deployments to three peacekeeping missions in the 1990s, and
his doctoral thesis, which had examined the U.S. Army in the counterin-
surgency campaign of Vietnam.

At Fort Leavenworth Petraeus was given positional authority to make a
difference on the next generation in terms of education, doctrine, training,
and thinking. The Command and General Staff College had already begun
modifying its officers’ course in late 2004, placing greater emphasis on cul-
tural awareness, counterinsurgency, and stability operations. Petraeus was
able to cement this shift in priorities: By early 2006 the ten-month course
included 201 hours of instruction on counterinsurgency and related topics
out of a total of 555 hours of core curriculum contact time—and this did
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not include the forty hours that the average student spent on counterin-
surgency-related electives.59 The core counterinsurgency instruction in-
cluded an overview of the classic texts on the topic, an assessment of the
concepts and theory of counterinsurgency, historical and current case stud-
ies, and a discussion of existing doctrine.60

Along with McMaster and Petraeus, another rising star was Lt. Col. John
Nagl, who like Petraeus had completed his doctoral dissertation on the par-
ticular logic of counterinsurgency, comparing the British and American ap-
proaches to the threat of insurgency in Malaya and Vietnam. Initially
published in 2002, the thesis was released in paperback in 2005 with the
endorsement of Army Chief of Staff Gen. Peter J. Schoomaker, whose fore-
word stressed the continued need for the U.S. military to learn counterin-
surgency.61 To that end Schoomaker also distributed the book to all
four-star generals in the U.S. Army, including Gen. George W. Casey Jr., the
new commander of Multi-National Force Iraq (MNF-I). Having served a
tour in Iraq with the 82nd Airborne Division, Nagl was subsequently ap-
pointed military assistant to the deputy secretary of defense at OSD, plac-
ing him in a position to influence and oversee the process of learning
counterinsurgency then taking place at the Pentagon.

Based on Britain’s success in Malaya, one of the recommendations in
Nagl’s book was for the development of educational and training institu-
tions within the host nation so as to accelerate the adaptation of incoming
military units. This idea was taken onboard by the U.S. military in Novem-
ber 2005, when General Casey opened the COIN Academy (using the mil-
itary shorthand for “counterinsurgency”) at Camp Taji, Iraq. Supplementing
the often uneven instruction in counterinsurgency that incoming troops
were receiving prior to deployment, the academy provided a five-day
course on topics ranging “from counterinsurgency theory and interrogations
to detainee operations and how to dine with a sheik.”62 The course was de-
signed to familiarize troops with the particular workings of counterinsur-
gency in Iraq and the important ways in which these types of operations
differ from traditional combat campaigns.

One of the driving forces behind the COIN Academy was Kalev I. “Gun-
ner” Sepp, a former Special Forces officer who in 2005 conducted his fourth
tour in Iraq. Based on his operational experience and understanding of
counterinsurgency, urban warfare, psychological operations, and civil affairs,
Sepp was able to contribute regularly and meaningfully to the growing body
of literature on counterinsurgency that was beginning to appear in U.S. mil-
itary journals and periodicals at this time. In the summer of 2005 Sepp au-
thored a piece for the U.S. Army’s Military Review, “Best Practices in
Counterinsurgency,” in which he provided a retrospective of twentieth-cen-
tury counterinsurgency campaigns, from which he then distilled a number
of best practices. The article would directly inform the drafting of the
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Army-Marine field manual on counterinsurgency, then scheduled for re-
lease in 2006.63

Articles such as Sepp’s were proliferating in the military’s own publica-
tions, indicating not only an increased interest in counterinsurgency but also
the growing influence of those officers and experts most familiar with these
types of missions. In 2004, during the first full year of the Iraq campaign,
Military Review featured at most nine articles relating to counterinsurgency;
in 2005 the number rose to twenty-nine. In the U.S. Army War College
quarterly Parameters, the figure rose from three counterinsurgency-related
articles in 2004 to eleven in 2005. Most important, many of the articles
were based on direct operational experience and embraced counterinsur-
gency’s civilian as well as military components.

One such article was coauthored by Maj. Gen. Peter W. Chiarelli and
Maj. Patrick R. Michaelis and published in the summer 2005 issue of Mili-
tary Review. Titled “Winning the Peace:The Requirement for Full-Spectrum
Operations,” the article reflected the authors’ operational experience in
Baghdad in 2004 and set out a multifaceted approach to counterinsurgency
built around five “lines of operations”: combat operations, training of secu-
rity forces, essential services, promotion of governance, and economic plu-
ralism.64 Chiarelli and Michaelis’s construct was subsequently reproduced
both in the 2006 field manual on counterinsurgency and in DoD’s reports
on Directive 3000.05 implementation.65 His concept of “SWET opera-
tions”—denoting close attention to sewers, water, electricity, and trash—also
gained some prominence within the military and helped propagate the no-
tion of a more-than-combat-oriented approach to counterinsurgency.

The very same issue of Military Review featured an article titled “Iraq:
The Social Context of Improvised Explosive Devices” by Montgomery 
McFate, an anthropologist by training who had crossed over to work with
various U.S. defense agencies.66 In the article McFate exhorted the military
to focus on the social context of the threat in Iraq, to engage with its host
society, and to acquire human intelligence on its main actors and networks
so as to conduct more successful counterinsurgency operations. McFate
published three articles in Military Review that year; all pushed the impor-
tance of anthropological knowledge of the host society in the prosecution
of a counterinsurgency campaign.67 The following year McFate, like Sepp,
would contribute directly to the drafting of the Army-Marine field manual
on counterinsurgency.68

Another anthropologist turned counterinsurgency expert to emerge at
this time was David Kilcullen, a former Australian army officer whose Ph.D.
dissertation had examined the Darul Islam rebellion in West Java, Indone-
sia. Kilcullen attracted the attention of DoD through his later writings and
lectures on counterinsurgency, al-Qaeda, and the War on Terror, and in 2004
he was asked by Deputy Secretary of Defense Paul Wolfowitz to help draft
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DoD’s forthcoming QDR.69 Also, in 2005, Kilcullen wrote “Countering
Global Insurgency,” an influential article on the War on Terror that argued
that this new struggle ought to be conceived as a counterinsurgency cam-
paign on a global level.70 Kilcullen would, too, contribute to the Army-Ma-
rine counterinsurgency manual.

Following a string of conceptual treatises on how to understand, plan,
and conduct a counterinsurgency campaign, Military Review published an
article by British Brig. Nigel R. F. Aylwin-Foster titled “Changing the Army
for Counterinsurgency Operations.”71 The piece was a scathing critique of
the way in which the U.S. Army conducted its operations in Iraq, accusing
it of being excessively heavy-handed, morally self-righteous, and culturally
blind to the environment, bordering on “institutional racism.”72 Aylwin-Fos-
ter also argued that the Army was overly centralized and conformist, se-
verely reducing the scope for adaptation and change. The piece had already
appeared on a Marine Corps website in late 2005, but its republication in
Military Review, an official publication, was indicative of the Army’s effort
to learn from its mistakes and become a more proficient counterinsurgency
force.

Thus, by late 2005, there was discernable momentum to the U.S. mili-
tary’s learning of counterinsurgency and stability operations. The enemy-
centered approach to counterinsurgency had been discredited, at least in
theory, and this shift had enabled the ascendance of several commanders
and academics versed in the finer points of counterinsurgency—a group of
experts seeking to spread their knowledge and familiarity with such mis-
sions throughout the armed forces. This “COIN community” was acting
against the backdrop of an institution—the Department of Defense—that
was itself gradually rolling out new initiatives to augment the military’s abil-
ity to conduct counterinsurgency and stability operations. And even though
momentum for this process was at times lacking, particularly given the ur-
gency of the ongoing Iraq campaign, OSD had now released Directive
3000.05, which charted a roadmap for the institutionalization of stability
operations across the armed forces.

CONCLUSION

DoD’s effort to develop a more effective counterinsurgency capability grew
primarily from its experience in postwar Iraq. In 2004 the Pentagon gradu-
ally came to acknowledge that adopting some awareness of counterinsur-
gency would help U.S. forces achieve the necessary stability in Iraq to
initiate reconstruction and set up a visible new government.This realization
spawned a number of efforts to familiarize U.S. soldiers with the operational
specificities of the Iraqi counterinsurgency campaign, ranging from re-
worked training exercises and educational initiatives to publication of vari-
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ous doctrinal manuals and concept papers. In contrast to the largely enemy-
centered approach to counterinsurgency adopted in Iraq in 2003, the new
publications explicitly framed counterinsurgency as a predominantly polit-
ical endeavor and therefore urged stronger civil-military coordination in the
planning and running of operations.

Although significant, it is questionable whether these early initiatives can
be taken as firm evidence of institutional learning. First, the conceptualiza-
tion of counterinsurgency advanced in early doctrine and concept papers
gave proof of an inadequate understanding of the challenge. While careful
to stress the political nature of counterinsurgency and stability operations,
these publications also tended to set the military exclusively combat- and
security-related tasks, thereby assuming that civilian actors would be ready
and able to manage “the rest.” In Iraq this assumption did not hold, although
this state of affairs did not significantly alter the predominantly combat-ori-
ented orientation of U.S. military operations there. DoD’s marginalization
of the “nonmilitary” facets of the campaign, in both theory and practice, re-
vealed an unwillingness to address counterinsurgency as it presented itself
and a tendency to interpret it instead according to DoD’s own preferences.
Second, the U.S. military displayed in its institution-wide strategy and pol-
icy papers a distinct lack of interest in counterinsurgency. The 2004 Na-
tional Military Strategy as well as the 2005 National Defense Strategy were
focused primarily on conventional war and gave some attention to coun-
terterrorism but were silent as to counterinsurgency and stability opera-
tions—striking given the fact that the U.S. military was at that time engaged
in two such campaigns.

Such ambivalence notwithstanding, DoD’s efforts to learn counterinsur-
gency were given a significant boost in 2005. As the security situation in
Iraq failed to improve, senior members of the administration came to per-
ceive a more holistic (read: less combat-oriented) approach to counterin-
surgency as a possible solution to the continued violence there. Although
still a substream of wider DoD policy, the emergence of counterinsurgency-
related initiatives gathered steam in mid-2005, featuring a number of ef-
forts to improve the military’s linguistic skills, its ability to operate in
civil-military environments, and its understanding of traditional counterin-
surgency imperatives tried and tested in nominally similar campaigns.

The impetus for this drive manifested itself in two ways, one relating to
Iraq specifically, the other to counterinsurgency more generally. In the first
instance, the White House and Pentagon gradually acknowledged the rela-
tive level of success experienced by those commanders who had imple-
mented broader counterinsurgency strategies in Iraq vis-à-vis those who had
confined themselves to strike operations and raids. This acknowledgment
resulted in the elevation of these very same commanders to positions in
which they were able to affect Iraq policy.Also elevated in this manner were
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other experts, both military and civilian, who were familiar with the nature
of counterinsurgency through previous operational experience, academic
study, or both. Based on the advice of this increasingly influential COIN
community, the White House officially announced in late 2005 a shift in
strategy in Iraq, abandoning the strike-dominated, enemy-centered ap-
proach for a “clear-build-hold” strategy based on classical counterinsurgency
theory.

DoD’s reorientation was also geared toward counterinsurgency more
generally, that is, beyond Iraq. Sections within the Pentagon concerned with
the military’s general lack of familiarity with counterinsurgency and stabil-
ity operations sought to remedy this deficiency by spreading awareness on
these types of operations. This effort was accelerated and also epitomized
by DoD Directive 3000.05, released in November 2005, which set out to
overhaul the U.S. military’s prioritization of stability operations, placing
them on the same level as major combat operations. Although Directive
3000.05 notably did not assign an executive agent to ensure the smooth im-
plementation of its many tasks, it did include specific guidelines for follow-
up and tasked various Pentagon departments to update OSD on their
progress in institutionalizing a stability operations capability.

Together these two tracks helped generate significant momentum for the
learning of counterinsurgency. However, it remained uncertain whether this
momentum resonated with the Pentagon leadership—whether it would,
given time, attract new converts and change the course of DoD policy. For
now the coexistence of entrenched interests and the ascendance of coun-
terinsurgency as a military priority resulted in an overall direction to DoD
policy that would often appear contradictory. Furthermore, in this immedi-
ate phase of learning DoD also remained fragmented in its understanding
of counterinsurgency. Amid this state of flux, many looked to the forth-
coming Quadrennial Defense Review as a guide to the direction DoD was
heading.
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5

COUNTERINSURGENCY
AND THE QDR

The gathering pace of DoD’s reorientation toward counterinsurgency in
late 2005 generated great anticipation for the upcoming Quadrennial De-
fense Review, scheduled for release in early 2006. The practice of review-
ing and setting policy through department-wide quadrennial reports began
in 1996. The official purpose of these reports is to examine the “national
defense strategy, force structure, force modernization plans, infrastructure,
budget plan, and other elements of the defense program and policies of the
United States with a view toward determining and expressing the defense
strategy of the United States and establishing a defense program for the
next 20 years.”1 These are considered to be major strategic publications, re-
flecting DoD’s interpretation of trends and the capabilities needed to meet
extant and emerging threats.

While these publications typically attract the attention of defense an-
alysts and strategy pundits, the 2006 QDR was greeted with heightened
interest from much further afield. This QDR was the second one pub-
lished under Secretary of Defense Donald Rumsfeld and arrived in the
midst of U.S. military involvement in two major campaigns, Afghanistan
and Iraq, neither of which conformed to the vision of war set out in pre-
vious QDRs. Questions abounded regarding the direction of DoD as set
out in the report. Would the QDR signal the official abandonment of
Rumsfeld’s transformational vision of rapid decisive operations in favor of
a defense posture that regarded counterinsurgency and major combat op-
erations as equally important? What would be the programmatic and bud-
getary implications of such a shift? And how explicit could DoD be about
reversing its own policy? Acknowledging the unusual level of anticipation,
Ryan Henry, principal deputy undersecretary of defense for policy, argued
that “the need to transform our military has elevated the role of the QDR
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from a tool of periodic refinement to a fulcrum of transition to a post-
9/11 world.”2

A TROUBLING INCONSISTENCY

Compared to previous QDRs the 2006 iteration was explicit about the
growing importance of irregular war and the need for the U.S. military to
adapt accordingly. The 1997 QDR had built on the U.S. military’s Joint Vi-
sion 2010 (JV2010), a “conceptual template” released in 1996 and geared
toward “dominant maneuver, precision engagement, full dimensional pro-
tection, and focused logistics.”3 JV2010 did acknowledge the need to dom-
inate across the spectrum of conflict: “We will move,” it asserted, “toward a
common goal: a joint force—persuasive in peace, decisive in war, preemi-
nent in any form of conflict.”4 Yet for all this verbiage the focus of JV2010
was overwhelmingly on emerging conventional RMA capabilities, with the
“lower end” of the spectrum coming as a mere afterthought. The same view
of war dominated the 1997 QDR, which to a large degree constituted an
attempt to channel funds into making the RMA happen (including one pro-
posal to cut the total U.S. force structure by 60,000).5

The 2001 QDR, analyzed in chapter 3, had also pushed for greater in-
vestment in information warfare and paid virtually no attention to coun-
terinsurgency or stability operations. In sizing and structuring U.S. forces
it outlined a 1-4-2-1 paradigm, predicated on homeland security, four
small-scale operations, and two near-simultaneous conventional campaigns,
of which one could be won decisively. Even while giving unprecedented
attention to “smaller-scale operations,” the 2001 QDR did not appreciate
the possibility that a less-than-conventional campaign could be more de-
manding than a major combat operation. These were instead dismissed as
“lesser included” eventualities, threatening only in their ability to erode
the force’s readiness to conduct more important and apparently more chal-
lenging conventional campaigns. As to the vision of war, Frederick W. Kagan
contends that the 2001 QDR “had inherited from the growing momen-
tum of the infowar movement the conviction that war was about the de-
struction of the enemy’s ability to fight, either by precision, attrition or
by targeting centers of gravity.”6 The very different logic of stability op-
erations was not grasped.

The 2006 QDR seemed to chart a new course. It asserted that “in the
post–September 11 world, irregular warfare has emerged as the dominant
form of warfare confronting the United States, its allies and its partners” and
that, accordingly, “guidance must account for distributed, long-duration op-
erations, including unconventional warfare, foreign internal defense, coun-
terterrorism, counterinsurgency, and stabilization and reconstruction
operations.”7 To that end the 2006 QDR laid out a vision of the future joint
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force as equally “proficient in irregular operations, including counterinsur-
gency and stabilization operations, as they are today in high-intensity com-
bat. . . . They will understand foreign cultures and societies and possess the
ability to train, mentor and advise foreign security forces and conduct coun-
terinsurgency campaigns.”8

This vision prompted a number of initiatives intended to augment the
U.S. military’s ability to conduct various types of irregular operations. DoD
would, for example, “expand Psychological Operations and Civil Affairs
units by 3,700 personnel,” which represented a 33 percent increase and a
significant shift given that these troops are often required but seldom avail-
able in sufficient numbers during stability operations.9 The 2006 QDR also
advocated reviewing U.S. military training so as to incorporate irregular war-
fare and complex stabilization operations.10 Moreover, a number of state-
ments referred to efforts “to place linguistically capable individuals at all
levels of the military—from the tactical squad to the operational comman-
der.”11 To that end, this latest QDR spoke of increased funding for various
language-training programs, increased predeployment linguistic training,
and greater recognition for linguistic abilities than in the past.12

The focus on irregular war also informed the force-sizing construct ad-
vanced in the 2006 QDR. It laid out a vision of the U.S. military as able, at
a steady state, to “employ general purpose forces continuously to interact
with allies, build partner capability, conduct long-duration counter insur-
gency operations and deter aggressors through forward presence.”13 The
QDR further stated that the military should have a surge capacity to “con-
duct a large-scale, potentially long-duration irregular warfare campaign in-
cluding counterinsurgency and security, stability, transition and
reconstruction operations”—something akin to the “current level of effort
associated with operations in Iraq and Afghanistan.”14 These protracted ir-
regular campaigns were effectively elevated to the position held by con-
ventional war in the 2001 QDR; whereas it had spoken of the need to fight
two near-simultaneous major combat operations, of which one could be
won decisively, the 2006 QDR envisaged a military that would be able to
conduct, simultaneously, either two major combat operations or a major
combat operation and a prolonged irregular engagement.15

The 2006 QDR clearly gave unprecedented attention to the challenges
of irregular warfare, including counterinsurgency. However, the document
also presented a number of fundamental contradictions. While emphasizing
the importance of incorporating counterinsurgency as part of the U.S. mil-
itary’s remit, there were few substantive directives on what would be re-
quired for this to occur. The focus on linguistic skills, the few mentions of
revamping the military’s training programs, and the boosts in PSYOPS and
civil affairs were all well received by those who had anticipated a major re-
working of U.S. defense policy, but there was little else to suggest a radical
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change in direction. The lack of genuine progress on this front was particu-
larly noticeable given the change in strategic environment since 2001 and
the rhetoric in the QDR itself regarding the importance of irregular war.

The ambitious vision of a military as proficient in counterinsurgency as
in combat operations translated into only six major decisions, none of which
related directly to the learning of counterinsurgency. The QDR stated that
DoD would:

“rebalance capabilities by creating modular brigades in all three Army
components”;

“transform Army units and headquarters to modular designs”;

“incorporate FCS [Future Combat System] improvements into the
modular force”;

“expand the Air Force Joint Tactical Air Control program”;

“stabilize the Army’s end strength at 482,400 Active and 533,000 Re-
serve Component personnel by Fiscal Year 2011”; and

“stabilize the Marine Corps’ end strength at 175,000 Active and
39,000 Reserve Component personnel by Fiscal Year 2011.”16

Even a cursory review of these decisions reveals the significant mismatch
between the vision and the provisions set forth. Most forcefully, the deci-
sions relating to the end strengths of the ground forces represented a cut of
5,000 Marines and a return to pre-2001 levels for the active-duty Army by
2011. Yet, as these very same forces were finding in Iraq and Afghanistan,
counterinsurgency operations require a large ground force to clear, hold,
and build on contested territory.17 The reduction in ground force end
strength thus seemed to signal a retreat rather than an embrace of coun-
terinsurgency. Furthermore, how would a ground force reduced in size be
expected to conduct a conventional war and a protracted counterinsur-
gency operation simultaneously, as stipulated in the QDR, when the U.S.
military of 2006 was already struggling to meet the manpower demands of
the Iraq campaign alone?

There is, of course, some truth to the argument that the cuts in ground
forces were “driven more by budgetary constraints than by the force plan-
ning construct itself.”18 Michèle Flournoy, who was involved in producing
the 1997 and 2001 QDRs, describes how the military’s remit had expanded
while its funding shrunk, culminating in an untenable end state.19 Having
increased dramatically in the years following 9/11, from $337 billion in
FY2000 (in FY06 constant dollars) to $480 billion in 2004, the U.S. national
defense budget then declined, hitting a relative low ($420 billion) in
2006.20 Meanwhile “the growth of the overall federal deficit to some $317
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billion, or 3.8 percent of the gross national product, ha[d] returned deficit
reduction to a national priority, increasing the competition for limited dis-
cretionary funds.”21 Already worried about the soaring costs of personnel,
health care, and retirement and the wearing-out of equipment in opera-
tions, DoD was thus an organization intent on limiting rather than extend-
ing its expenditures, yet this was at a time when the nation was facing a new
type of resource- and manpower-intensive military mission, namely coun-
terinsurgency. This financial quandary may explain why the QDR cut the
end strength of the ground forces, even though doing so contravened the
stated aim of increasing the military’s ability to conduct the more demand-
ing of irregular campaigns.

Although the budgetary constraints on the Pentagon were significant,
they were not in themselves deterministic of policy. Indeed, there is some-
thing faintly ironic about an agency enjoying an estimated 20.8 percent of
unified federal funding yet being unable, due to financial constraints, to im-
plement its own vision and policy.22 More than an inability to go through
with the reorientation toward counterinsurgency, the lack of progress on
this front would instead appear to represent institutional priorities; there
was simply insufficient interest in increasing the size of the ground forces
and in the types of missions they were then struggling to conduct.

This charge is borne out when examining the other four main program-
matic decisions cited above, which while presented as leading the way to
greater proficiency in irregular war were at best only tangentially related to
counterinsurgency or stability operations.The creation of “modular brigades
in all three Army components” was framed in the QDR as “significantly ex-
panding its capabilities and capacity for the full range of military operations,
including irregular warfare and support to security, stability and transition
operations.”23 This statement is not entirely untrue, but it requires closer
scrutiny.24 In brief, Army modularization, an initiative that predated both
9/11 and the Iraq War, was to have two major effects on the force. First, the
Army was forming new “brigade combat teams” (BCTs) that would each
contain its own support elements and therefore be able to deploy without
“borrowing” those components from other units. By making these brigades
more self-sufficient, modularization would enable more deployments at any
one time along with smoother troop rotations. Second, BCTs were made
modular, meaning that functional components could be added or with-
drawn from the brigade to suit a particular mission. Although these changes
were undoubtedly important, neither directly addressed the U.S. Army’s
ability to conduct stability operations.Although self-contained and easier to
rotate, a BCT will bring the same capabilities as any other conventional
Army unit. And although modular BCTs could in theory be optimized for
stability operations by including the components needed for such cam-
paigns, the QDR provided no indication of how or whether this would
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occur.25 Instead, the prevalent Army blueprint of the BCT structure at that
time was firmly geared toward major combat operations.26

The decision to “incorporate the Future Combat System (FCS) into the
modular force” was even further removed from the aim of developing a
counterinsurgency capability. Much like modularization, FCS predated
9/11 and the Iraq War; neither emerged in response to the irregular chal-
lenges of the new strategic environment. In fact, FCS was highly conven-
tional or, perhaps, “transformational” in its orientation, predicated on the
interlacing of manned and unmanned Army vehicles and into a network
able to gain superior “battle-space awareness” through information-sharing.
Although this system may have extended the U.S. military’s primacy in con-
ventional combat, its contribution to counterinsurgency operations would
appear peripheral at best.27 Nonetheless, the QDR cited the integration of
FCS “rollouts” into the force as a main accomplishment in the Army’s re-
orientation toward irregular warfare.28 And in making the further incorpo-
ration of FCS one of the QDR’s six primary decisions, DoD clearly
perceived this system as a convincing means of developing a force as “pro-
ficient in irregular operations, including counterinsurgency and stabilization
operations, as they are today in high-intensity combat.”

Some proponents of FCS have claimed that the system will be relevant
also to irregular campaigns, offering the potential for greater coordination
and shared awareness—assets of undoubted value in any military opera-
tion.29 However, David Isenberg makes the point that “even if the need for
the FCS system is accepted, questions remain about the program’s techni-
cal feasibility and affordability. Some experts doubt that the army can de-
velop and test the necessary technologies in time to start producing
lightweight manned vehicles by 2012—a requisite for meeting the deadline
to field them, according to the army’s current schedule.”30 Given the am-
bitious goal of expanding the Army’s portfolio, it is questionable whether
investment in the FCS still constituted the best use of scarce funds. Fur-
thermore, networked connectivity had never really been the missing link in
the U.S. military’s engagements with stability operations. To invest more on
this front would, at best, merely extend a mostly irrelevant overmatch and
at a great opportunity cost.

Finally, the decision to “expand the Air Force Joint Tactical Air Control
program” revealed that DoD still perceived irregular challenges as ade-
quately manageable through precision strikes. The primary functions of the
Air Force’s joint tactical air controllers are to “direct combat strike aircraft
against enemy targets” and to “coordinate artillery fire with air strikes.”31 Al-
though conducive to the elimination of specific targets, investment in this
program was a far cry from the type of reforms needed to ensure a higher
capability to conduct counterinsurgency or stability operations, which re-
quire much more than the destruction of targets.
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The continued and strictly conventional mind-set revealed in the QDR
was even more pronounced in the defense budget request for fiscal year
2007, submitted by President Bush to Congress as the QDR was released.
Despite the rhetoric of a change in strategic environment and in institu-
tional priorities, the FY07 defense budget did not cancel any of the U.S. mil-
itary’s high-cost weapons systems, all of which were primarily or exclusively
suited for conventional war. As Max Boot argued at the time, “The Penta-
gon is continuing to fund three ruinously expensive short-range fighters—
the F/A-22 Raptor, the F/A-18E/F Super Hornet and the F-35 Joint Strike
Fighter—even though we already have total dominance in the air. The en-
tire budget for language and cultural training—$181 million—comes to less
than the cost of one F-35.”32 Similarly, the budget called for the increased
production of the hugely expensive Virginia-class nuclear attack sub-
marines, a Cold War relic that had by 2006 been remarketed as “tools for
gathering intelligence . . . and inserting Special Forces units into enemy
water.”33 Other big-ticket items consuming the budget were the CVN-21
next-generation aircraft carrier, the DD(X) destroyer and—on the Army
side—the FCS.34

These platforms and systems were clearly not suited for counterinsur-
gency, and their cost per item was also out of proportion with the funding
that would have been necessary for most counterinsurgency-related initia-
tives. It would be fair to conclude that DoD, rather than being financially
unable to fulfill its vision for irregular warfare, instead did not sufficiently
prioritize this objective to make it happen. Indeed, in his account of inter-
nal Pentagon dealings surrounding the QDR journalist Bob Woodward re-
veals the sense of satisfaction felt by some senior DoD officials at having
produced a QDR that did not threaten existing priorities: “The good news,”
Ryan Henry is quoted as saying, “is that not one defense program had to be
cut.”35 Clearly to those driving the QDR process maintaining existing de-
fense programs was more important than the development of a counterin-
surgency capability, and the QDR, which Henry had himself described as a
“fulcrum of transition to a post-9/11 world,” therefore failed to chart a rad-
ically new direction for the U.S. military.This endgame engendered the “fre-
quent complaints,” made “off the record, by officers home from Iraq, that
visiting the Pentagon can be like visiting a distant planet where the war is
just a speck in the sky.”36

The disconnect between vision and provisions had many roots, ranging
from the industrial sunk costs involved in rolling out labor-intensive weapons
systems, the employment opportunities that such projects create, and the in-
stitutional inertia at DoD.This is,however,only half the story,as the QDR did
in fact include many decisions relating to irregular warfare. In a curious man-
ner, however, they, too, contributed to the marginalization of counterinsur-
gency and the continued investment in conventional capabilities. Much as in
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times gone by, DoD managed to devise an apparent solution to the problem
of irregular warfare that did not to any significant degree include the U.S. reg-
ular services, which in turn justified their exclusion from the wider reorien-
tation and continued investment in conventional combat.This outcome was
the product of DoD’s particular definition of “irregular warfare” and on its
framing of stability operations, and this highlights once again the critical dis-
tinction between learning and the appearance of learning.

THE CONCEPTUAL CONFUSION OF IRREGULAR WARFARE

Even though the QDR contained several provisions to boost the U.S.
military’s ability to conduct irregular warfare, these initiatives did not sig-
nificantly augment the U.S. armed forces’ ability to conduct counterinsur-
gency—despite the fact that counterinsurgency was nominally included
within the category of irregular war. To a large degree this apparent contra-
diction in the QDR stemmed from DoD’s particular interpretation of “irreg-
ular warfare.” By defining irregular warfare broadly as “operations in which
the enemy is not a regular military force of a nation-state,” the QDR arbi-
trarily grouped together various types of distinct operations, including
“long-duration unconventional warfare, counterterrorism, counterinsur-
gency, and military support for stabilization and reconstruction efforts.”37

Much like “low-intensity conflicts” and “MOOTW” during previous
decades, the phrase “irregular war” became an umbrella term conflating the
specific nature of counterinsurgency with a series of other less-than-con-
ventional (but significantly different) types of engagements.38 Then as now,
within this broad range of irregular campaigns the type of counterinsur-
gency operations typified by Iraq did not receive much attention.

First, counterinsurgency tended to be overshadowed by counterterror-
ism. These two types of operations can in theory overlap: Both benefit from
close relations with local populations (to gain valuable human intelligence)
and the ability to locate, track, and target individuals (rather than combat
systems). However, DoD tended to conceive of counterterrorism as an al-
most exclusively strike-oriented endeavor and therefore as distinct from
counterinsurgency, which is often characterized by a protracted political
initiative to create or stabilize a particular order or government, requiring
the co-option, through a variety of military and nonmilitary means, of those
who would otherwise support the insurgency.39 As interpreted, these types
of missions were thus made to be widely different, requiring different force
packages, training, education, and doctrine.

Second, counterinsurgency was also conflated and subordinated to vari-
ous “train-and-equip” programs designed to augment the ability of friendly
states to control their own territory so as to prevent the possible use of un-
governed areas by terrorist organizations. As it was framed, irregular war re-
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called “foreign internal defense” (FID), a military term denoting the “par-
ticipation by civilian and military agencies of a government in any of the ac-
tion programs taken by another government or other designated
organization to free and protect its society from subversion, lawlessness, and
insurgency.”40 In focusing on this type of intervention, rather than the de-
ployment of U.S. ground troops, DoD assumed that future counterinsur-
gency campaigns would involve a sufficiently developed indigenous state
capability, supported by a strictly limited U.S. footprint of advisers and
SOF—an approach most closely associated with the El Salvador counterin-
surgency campaign in the 1980s.

Grouped in the same category, but distinct in nature and implementa-
tion, counterterrorism, FID, and counterinsurgency were competing for fi-
nite resources and—just as important—for the finite space that the U.S.
military, bent on conventional campaigns, was willing to provide to accom-
modate the irrefutable ascendance of irregular war. A close reading of the
QDR reveals that in this battle counterterrorism and FID prevailed and
counterinsurgency was subordinated, if not neglected. The mere twelve ref-
erences to counterinsurgency throughout the ninety-two-page document
failed to match the QDR’s consistent focus and heavy emphasis on terror-
ism and counterterrorism. More to the point, the QDR listed “defeating ter-
rorist networks” as one of DoD’s four focus areas; there was no equivalent
emphasis on why the U.S. military should learn counterinsurgency or what
such an endeavor would entail.41

Similarly, with regard to FID, the 2006 QDR heralded and advocated the
“indirect approach” to irregular war, whereby small teams of U.S. troops,
typically special operations forces, would be distributed over large areas and
help friendly states police their own territory in order to remove the types
of sanctuaries believed to be so attractive to al-Qaeda and its affiliated
groups.42 Via the QDR, DoD stressed that it should acquire the “authori-
ties and resources to build partnership capacity, achieve unity of effort, and
adopt indirect approaches to act with and through others to defeat com-
mon enemies—shifting from conducting activities ourselves to enabling
partners to do more for themselves.”43 There was no similar urge to trans-
form the regular services to engage directly should the “enabling partners”
of the indirect approach be in any way inadequate or even nonexistent.

This emphasis on counterterrorism and FID to the exclusion of coun-
terinsurgency was perhaps most evident in the decisions taken in the QDR.
Throughout the document, SOF were elevated as the lead force in con-
ducting counterterrorism operations across the globe, either by training in-
digenous ground forces or by conducting “direct-action” strikes and raids.44

SOF, rather than regular forces, were to be the agents of irregular war-
fare. Accordingly the QDR proposed a one-third increase in active Spe-
cial Forces battalions; the establishment of a 2,600-person Marine Corps
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Special Operations Command to “train foreign military units and conduct
direct action and special reconnaissance”; an increase in the Navy’s “SEAL
team force levels to conduct direct action missions”; the establishment of
a SOF unmanned aerial vehicle squadron “to locate and target enemy ca-
pabilities in denied or contested areas”; and enhanced capabilities “to sup-
port SOF insertion and extraction into denied areas from strategic
distances.”45 In budgetary terms these measures translated into $5.1 bil-
lion to increase SOF by 4,000 in 2007 and nearly $28 billion for a fur-
ther increase of 14,000 by 2011.46

These steps built on previous initiatives. In March 2005 President Bush
had signed off on Unified Command Plan 2004, which effectively desig-
nated Special Operations Command as the lead command for the War on
Terror.47 From 2001 to September 2005 SOCOM staff levels increased by
6,000 to 51,441 and enjoyed a budgetary hike from $3.8 billion to $6.6 bil-
lion.48 The QDR further specified that “the Army Special Forces (SF)
School [had] increased its training throughput from 282 new active duty
enlisted Special Forces personnel in 2001 to 617 new personnel in 2005—
the equivalent of an additional SF Battalion each year—with a further goal
of increasing to 750 students per year.”49

The approach to irregular warfare promoted in the QDR had already
been put into practice. The QDR itself praised the 1,700-strong Combined
Joint Task Force Horn of Africa (CJTF-HOA) as a prototype of the “indi-
rect approach,” stating that it was “operating across large areas . . . using only
small detachments” and was “helping to build host-nation capacity in
Kenya, Ethiopia and Djibouti.”50 According to the QDR, CJTF-HOA in-
volved “military, civilian, and allied personnel work[ing] together to provide
security training and to perform public works and medical assistance pro-
jects”; this style of operations, the QDR added, had helped to “improve . . .
local conditions and set the stage to minimize tribal, ethnic, and religious
conflict, decreasing the possibility of failed states or ungoverned spaces in
which terrorist extremists can more easily operate or take shelter.”51 The
QDR also cited the European Command’s Counterterrorism Initiative,
which involved training the security forces of the trans-Sahara region to
help them police national territories, with the ultimate aim of countering
emerging terrorist threats. The QDR elaborated that “in Niger, for example,
a small team of combat aviation advisors has helped Niger’s Air Force hone
its skills to prevent the under-developed eastern part of the country from
becoming a safe haven for transnational terrorists.”52

A third example of this approach, not mentioned in the QDR, was the
U.S. military’s engagement in the Philippines, where various SOF elements
had since 2002 teamed up with the Armed Forces of the Philippines (AFP)
in their counterinsurgency campaign against the Abu Sayyaf Group (ASG),
a purportedly Islamist outfit engaged in kidnappings, violence, and crime.
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The U.S. forces provided training to the AFP and, stationed in the area of
operations, were also able to assess the needs and nature of the counterin-
surgency campaign, as well as interact with the local population. The U.S.
troops set up medical facilities to build legitimacy and, with limited discre-
tionary funds, initiated a number of projects for the areas most touched by
conflict. Robert Kaplan, who spent time with the U.S. forces there, explains
that “the objective was always to further legitimize the AFP among the is-
landers. The Americans went nowhere and did nothing without Filipino
troops present to take the credit.”53 Alongside the armed operations of the
AFP, the presence, measures, and training programs of SOF helped drive the
ASG from its former stronghold on Basilan Island, although the group did
retain a presence in the country.54

The SOF-led approach to irregular warfare is highly appealing. Not only
does it circumvent the many pitfalls of deploying large numbers of soldiers
and Marines; the presence of U.S. troops would also be discreet and there-
fore reduce the political risks of the associated operations. Indeed, the indi-
rect approach seemed particularly promising when compared to the
situation in Iraq, where U.S. troops were struggling with a classic coun-
terinsurgency campaign that was highly costly and deadly and that even its
supporters predicted would take a very long time. Some deduced from this
comparison that the regular military was simply the wrong tool for coun-
terinsurgency and that these operations, and irregular operations in general,
should instead be conducted by SOF, which had the low profile and adapt-
ability necessary to thrive in these complex environments.55 With its over-
whelming focus on SOF in its irregular warfare–related directives, the QDR
seemed to suggest a similar division of labor. In that sense, it echoed the el-
evation of SOF seen during the 1960s and 1980s, which were also grounded
on the premise that SOF, rather than the regular services of the armed
forces, would be the ones to conduct irregular warfare.56

The indirect approach brings undeniable advantages, but it also has
strictly limited applicability—which is what made the QDR’s virtually ex-
clusive emphasis on this approach so disconcerting. The indirect approach
relies on “building and leveraging partner capacity . . . and the employ-
ment of surrogates”; however, situations have and will arise where local
surrogates are unwilling, unable, or too unreliable to fulfill their end of
the bargain.57 In these instances, and where the mission at hand is of suf-
ficient strategic importance to the United States, its own ground forces
have had to step into the breech. The U.S. effort in Vietnam began as an
advisory effort but soon escalated into direct intervention; in Afghanistan
the initially small footprint of the U.S. military grew with each year as
planners confronted the inadequacy of local security forces and NATO
partners; and in Iraq similar constraints indefinitely postponed the desired
redeployment of U.S. ground forces, as they were instead called upon to
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conduct counterinsurgency operations themselves. It is this finding—the
cyclical inevitability of engaging in counterinsurgency—that has motivated
the U.S. military’s repeated attempts to learn how to prosecute such mis-
sions, but it also appears to be the first cognitive casualty of this process.

Furthermore the QDR’s nearly exclusive investment in SOF betrayed an
assumption that irregular campaigns are separate from conventional com-
bat—that they occur in different places and can therefore be conducted by
different troops. Yet, as seen with the invasion of Iraq in 2003 there is a
need, both during and following conventional operations, to stabilize and
initiate reconstruction so as to consolidate the military objectives achieved
through the use of force. The decisions advanced in the QDR did little to
prepare the regular forces for this task. Not only is this something that
would have to be conducted by the regular troops in theater, it is also a task
that small and dispersed SOF teams would struggle to fulfill, principally due
to their smaller size and the immediate need to project a presence to the
local population.

By focusing most of its attention and resources on irregular operations
employing a light footprint, and so little on the specifics of counterinsur-
gency, DoD seemed to presume that these more demanding types of chal-
lenges could be avoided—an assumption that has marked DoD’s
understanding of counterinsurgency throughout history. The U.S. military
was thus structuring its force according to the types of irregular operations
that it was willing to conduct rather than those it had been driven to un-
dertake in Iraq and Afghanistan. Despite the many merits of the indirect ap-
proach the QDR thus represented a failure to fill the capability gap exposed
in these conflicts.

The QDR’s virtually exclusive reliance on SOF as the agent of irregular
war belied a third difficulty, relating to the exact purpose of SOF troops.
Far from uniquely devoted to irregular operations SOF and the related com-
munity are functionally heterogeneous, tasked to conduct a series of mis-
sions, including foreign internal defense and unconventional warfare as well
as direct action, special reconnaissance, counterterrorism, and counterpro-
liferation. Depending on the particular unit and mission, SOF activity can
thus be as combat-oriented as any mission conducted by regular troops, al-
though the manner in which they go about the operation may differ.58 Ac-
cordingly it is far from certain that investment into SOF will produce a
superior capability to conduct irregular operations, much like the boosting
of conventionally trained regular forces would be an inadequate means of
building a counterinsurgency capability.

This point gains particular relevance when one considers the institutional
bias of the U.S. military’s SOF community. Hy S. Rothstein, a retired career
special forces officer, argues that the core of the community has tradition-
ally prioritized direct action and strike missions and that SOF specializing
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in civil affairs, PSYOPS, and unconventional warfare (the organization,
training, equipping, and support of surrogate forces) have typically been
fewer and less powerful within the organization.59 Max Boot echoes this
point, arguing that SOCOM “is overly focused on what is known in the
trade as Direct Action—on rappelling out of helicopters, kicking down
doors, and capturing or killing bad guys.”60 He also notes the “widespread
concern within Army SF circles that their ‘softer,’ but no less vital, missions
are being shortchanged by SOCOM in favor of sexier SWAT-style raids.”61

There are many reasons for such bias within the SOF community. Prior
to the 1986 Goldwater-Nichols legislation, special operations forces were
closely integrated into the conventional military and lacked the autonomy
to pursue alternative missions and skills. SOF were dependent on their par-
ent service for promotions, equipment, and resources—a relation that let
the regular service dictate its functions and uses. At this time, and even
today if to a lesser degree, the U.S. military was suspicious of these “elite
units,” a distrust based on a number of more or less well-founded criticisms:
“that they have limited utility; require a disproportionate amount of sup-
port; take the best personnel from other units; gain undeserved public at-
tention, thus damaging the morale of other units; have a tendency toward
individualism; exhibit barbaric behavior; and resist traditional discipline.”62

The effect of this institutional tension on SOF was to force conformity with
the regular services’ overarching ethos, even though this limited their abil-
ity to offer an alternative to the conventional use of force. The establish-
ment of SOCOM in 1987 helped safeguard SOF from the conventional bias
of the regular services, but by this time, the SOF community had to a large
extent internalized the orthodoxy of its parent institution.

The conventionalization of the SOF community is also a product of its
own culture and mind-set. From the outset the special-warfare community
has struggled with the question of what it is that makes them special: “Are
these essentially conventional soldiers with a very high level of proficiency?
Or are they something else, dedicated to purposes and functions that are
different and using methods that are outside the conventional mold of most
military forces”?63 In answering these questions the SOF leadership, much
like its counterparts in the regular services, has often been unduly swayed
by the immediate attraction of direct action. Whereas unconventional war-
fare is protracted and collaborative and requires civil-military coordination
and a community-oriented approach, direct action is quick, decisive, uni-
lateral, and, this is important, glamorous. Tellingly, senior SOF positions are
generally filled by officers with experience in direct action rather than un-
conventional warfare; within SOCOM the latter camp has tended to be
marginalized.64

For these and other reasons SOF has on the whole historically identified
itself as a hyperconventional rather than unconventional force. Accordingly,
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even though the above efforts to expand SOF did include increases to Spe-
cial Forces, civil affairs, and PSYOPS, the best part of the additional re-
sources was allocated to direct-action capabilities, such as Special Mission
Units and their supporting units.65 All of this being said, it is uncertain
whether the QDR’s faith in SOF as the sole agent of irregular warfare was
particularly well placed. Noting that “there is less of a gap between SOF and
the regular services than you would expect,” Thomas A. Marks—an au-
thority on counterinsurgency and so-called people’s war—warns of the “ab-
solutely disastrous impact, possibly, of taking the most tactically oriented
commando mentality and putting it in charge strategically of irregular war-
fare when there is not even clarity between counterterrorism and coun-
terinsurgency.”66 In a similar vein Hy Rothstein, writing in 2006, concluded
that “the U.S. military is not able to wage unconventional warfare despite
significant investment in special operations capabilities.”67

Ultimately, exclusive investment in the SOF-dominated “indirect ap-
proach” did little to prompt the development of a counterinsurgency capa-
bility within the regular armed forces. For the reasons outlined above the
emergence of the indirect approach was at best peripheral to the U.S. mil-
itary’s learning of counterinsurgency; at worst it provided a convenient
cover for the regular services’ lack of preparation and familiarity with such
missions. This fig-leaf function of the indirect approach might help explain
the disconnect between the QDR’s soaring rhetoric regarding the impor-
tance of irregular warfare and the lack of directives targeting the regular ser-
vices’ ability to conduct such campaigns. DoD appeared to have convinced
itself of the infallibility of its chosen approach to irregular warfare, by which
logic the regular services could focus on conventional and other initiatives
unrelated to counterinsurgency. In effect it had innovated in accordance
with its own interpretation of the challenge, even though that interpretation
hardly matched the operational realities of Iraq, Afghanistan, or any future
and nominally similar campaign.

SSTR AND THE ELUSIVE “INTERAGENCY”

A careful reading of the QDR reveals a second source of conceptual ambi-
guity that further helps explain the QDR’s mismatch between rhetoric and
related action. This second “fig leaf” for the U.S. military’s lack of counterin-
surgency capability is found in the elevation, subtle throughout the docu-
ment, of U.S. civilian agencies and government departments as the likely
torchbearers in future stability operations. Here, too, the QDR expressed a
high level of faith, most of it misplaced, in the ability of others to conduct
the operations that DoD would evidently most like to avoid. In this case the
emphasis centered on the Department of State and the U.S. Agency for In-
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ternational Development and their role in what came to be termed “stabil-
ity, security, transition, and reconstruction” operations, or SSTR for short.

From the very outset the QDR spoke of giving “greater emphasis to the
war on terror and irregular warfare activities, including long-duration un-
conventional warfare, counterterrorism, counterinsurgency, and military
support for stabilization and reconstruction efforts.”68 The implication of
this phrasing was clearly that the military would take the lead in the initial
three types of operations, which were interpreted as primarily combat-ori-
ented tasks, but that it would only support stability operations, which were
instead to be conducted by other (by default) civilian agencies. In the
QDR’s final chapter (“Achieving Unity of Effort”) DoD elaborated on this
theme, suggesting that stability operations ought to involve the civilian gov-
ernment departments to a greater degree, which would in turn minimize
the role played by the military.69

In theory the division of labor vied for in the QDR made perfect sense.
First, the problem of instability cannot be solved by military means alone;
the key lies instead in finding a political compromise that can gain the buy-
in of the majority of the affected population. In essence this means that the
immediate security provided by the military is secondary to the more fun-
damental political bargaining—a diplomatic task that is best undertaken by
the political leadership of the host and intervening nations. Second, stabil-
ity operations often take place in countries with weak or lacking infra-
structure. There is often a need for the intervening state to create, reinforce,
or momentarily take over state institutions and to provide basic services to
the population. Stability operations will thus frequently involve a series of
traditionally “civilian” tasks, ranging from sewage treatment and water fil-
tration to the organization of elections and the kick-starting of the econ-
omy. Although the military holds some relevant expertise in these areas, it
is generally felt that such tasks are better performed by civilian organiza-
tions—international financial institutions; international and nongovern-
mental agencies; the intervening state’s departments of agriculture,
international development, and justice—who have the skills needed to cre-
ate at least the semblance of a functioning state.

This division of labor, although ideal in theory, is difficult to implement
in practice. The overriding problem is that it relies on the ability of civilian
agencies and departments to deploy a sufficient number of experts within
an acceptable time frame. Typically this does not occur, as civilian agencies
(contrary to the military) cannot forcibly deploy staff and often lack the
numbers and operational capability to match the military’s resources in the
field.70 As a result the military has typically been forced to conduct politi-
cal and reconstruction tasks for which it is untrained and generally unsuited.
This is a historically consistent challenge, summarized effectively in 1964

Counterinsurgency and the QDR 95



by David Galula, the French military officer and counterinsurgency theo-
rist: “To confine soldiers to purely military functions while urgent and vital
tasks have to be done, and nobody else is available to undertake them,
would be senseless. The soldier must then be prepared to become . . . a so-
cial worker, a civil engineer, a schoolteacher, a nurse, a boy scout. But only
for as long as he cannot be replaced, for it is better to entrust civilian tasks
to civilians.”71

To devise an effective all-of-government approach to stability operations
is to ensure that civilian agencies undertake civilian tasks as far as possible
but also that the military, with its advantage in resources and deployability,
retains ownership of those mission components for which the civilian agen-
cies are inadequately prepared. As far as DoD is concerned, such an ap-
proach would be consistent with its 2005 directive on stability operations,
which stated as DoD policy that “many stability operations tasks are best
performed by indigenous, foreign, or U.S. civilian professionals,” but that
“U.S. military forces shall be prepared to perform all tasks necessary to es-
tablish or maintain order when civilians cannot do so.”72 It would also be
consistent with the U.S. Code of Federal Regulations, which includes, as one
of the Army and Marine Corps’ functions, the provision of forces “for the
occupation of territories abroad, including initial establishment of military
government pending transfer of this authority.”73

The QDR, however, revealed a DoD tendency to promote not a work-
able division of labor based on existing and likely civilian capabilities but
instead a wholesale transfer of responsibility for stability operations, partic-
ularly the nonmilitary components, to civilian agencies regardless of their
ability to conduct those tasks. While repeatedly limiting the military’s role
to supporting SSTR, there was no real discussion in the QDR as to the iden-
tity, capabilities, and mandate of the agencies to be thus supported. Skirt-
ing such an assessment, the QDR at once overestimated the civilian
agencies’ ability to conduct stability operations and underestimated the
range of tasks to be assumed by the military itself.

This charge is based on the weakness of civilian agencies to conduct sta-
bility operations and the likelihood of this weakness enduring in the
medium to long terms. For years leading up to the 2006 QDR the U.S. gov-
ernment had tried various means of augmenting the capabilities of civilian
departments to resource and deploy for stability operations. Tellingly, even
the most ambitious of these initiatives, the establishment within the De-
partment of State of the Office of the Coordinator for Reconstruction and
Stabilization (S/CRS), had paid no real dividend on this front.

Founded in 2004, S/CRS was mandated to “lead, coordinate and institu-
tionalize U.S. Government civilian capacity to prevent or prepare for post-
conflict situations, and to help stabilize and reconstruct societies in
transition from conflict or civil strife.”74 To that end S/CRS was also to stand
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up a corps of 250 civilian experts with the capability to deploy to conflict-
torn countries, as well as a “Response Readiness Reserve” of more than 500
civilian experts should a surge capability be required.75 From the very out-
set the military saw within this new organization an opportunity to offload
or share the burden of stability operations with civilian partners.76 Testify-
ing before the Senate in June 2005, Ryan Henry explained that “the ability
of civilian components of the [U.S. government] to prevent conflict and/or
establish a sustainable peace will save lives and money by either obviating
the need for military force in the first place or helping our troops come
home more quickly.”77

The problem is that S/CRS suffered from a fundamental lack of capac-
ity and funding. Congress, particularly the appropriations committees, was
unwilling to make the important trade-offs to fund this and other state-
building initiatives, which were perceived as peripheral to national secu-
rity.78 To preempt this congressional hesitancy, the White House
deliberately limited the size of S/CRS: It was created with a staff of thirty
to forty, and though the figure increased in subsequent years it reached only
seventy-five by the time the QDR was published.79 More generally, the
Bush administration regularly downgraded its funding requests for S/CRS,
but even these requests were often further slashed or outright eliminated
while passing through the House and Senate.

As well as facing enemies on Capitol Hill, S/CRS also suffered from its
location within the State Department. The new entity faced rivalry from
some of the regional bureaus, which perceived S/CRS as demanding a seat
at the table while bringing no funds of its own.80 The organization also
threatened the turf and equities of some of the functional offices, engen-
dering resistance there as well. More generally the new entity “had diffi-
culty in getting a clear mandate from either [Colin] Powell or
[Condoleezza] Rice” and received inadequate support from the higher ech-
elons of the organization.81 The new body was placed in a separate annex
outside the main headquarters, and its head was assigned the position of
assistant secretary rather than that of undersecretary, undercutting his in-
fluence within the department.82

Most important in this context, S/CRS was unable to develop a de-
ployable roster of personnel that could significantly alleviate the burden
placed on DoD in its engagements in stability operations. Struggling for
funding, the efforts of the S/CRS to develop the Active Response Corps
culminated in handfuls of experts deployed to various conflict zones where
the military had no presence or only a limited one.83 Notwithstanding
whatever contribution these teams, perhaps ten or twenty individuals,
could achieve on the ground, this capability was not the type of contribu-
tion that the U.S. military had wanted and anticipated from S/CRS. Simi-
larly the efforts to stand up the Civilian Reserve Corps and establish the
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Conflict Response Fund (a pool of funds to be quickly allocated in re-
sponse to unforeseen crises) were repeatedly thwarted in Congress. In fis-
cal year 2005 the Bush administration requested but was denied $100
million to this end. The following year the process repeated itself, although
after heavy lobbying by DoD the House bill did authorize the Pentagon to
transfer up to $100 million of its own funds to help the State Department
carry out reconstruction and stabilization activities.84 Even when the Civil-
ian Reserve Corps was finally launched in July 2008, with the help of $75
million of appropriated supplemental funds, a further $250 million was im-
mediately requested for it to grow beyond the minimum requirements. Ul-
timately these initiatives were insufficient to develop the civilian capability
that the military had anticipated.85

It is telling that S/CRS nonetheless represented one of the more con-
vincing efforts to develop a civilian capability for stability operations; other
U.S. government agencies did not present any better alternatives. The per-
sonnel systems of most U.S. government departments continued to resist
collaboration with DoD; operational secondments were not encouraged nor
rewarded but were instead likely to jeopardize career progression.86 Even
organizations ostensibly oriented toward international assistance, such as
USAID, had only a minimal capacity for stability operations. The organiza-
tion had downsized following the Vietnam War, in which it was heavily in-
volved, and abandoned the prospect of playing a similar role in the future.
As a result USAID’s deployment to Vietnam was itself larger than the
agency’s entire staff in 2006.87 Despite some structural reforms following
9/11 USAID in 2006 was, much like the State Department, lacking a size-
able operational capability and a standing deployable corps: These two or-
ganizations could “send a few people quickly, but for such substantial
operations as those in Afghanistan or Iraq, both have to recruit staff, write
and sign contracts, and conduct training—a time-consuming process for
which the situation on the ground can’t wait.”88 It is also the case that sec-
tions within USAID continued to resist a role for the agency in stability op-
erations conducted in unsecure environments and alongside DoD.89

Despite the evident and chronic lack of capable civilian partners, DoD
stubbornly formulated policy on the assumption that the burden of stabil-
ity operations would be shared along civilian-military lines. This mind-set
was evident during the rollout of DoD Directive 3000.05, which was de-
layed by months because of a rift over whether its title should include the
language “stability operations” or “military support to stability, security, tran-
sition, and reconstruction operations” (i.e., SSTR).90 Adm. Edmund Gi-
ambastiani, vice chairman of the JCS and former commander of JFCOM,
finally broke the impasse by opting for “support to SSTR” as the title; for
DoD this implicitly signaled that the U.S. military’s remit in these opera-
tions would be limited to security- and combat-related tasks.91 This as-
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sumption clashed with the demands of the ongoing operations in Iraq and
Afghanistan, as well as with every assessment of civilian departments’ abil-
ity to fill the shortfall.

The notion of a functional civilian capability conducting stability opera-
tions was further entrenched with the issuing of National Security Presi-
dential Directive (NSPD) 44 by President Bush in December 2005, which
set out an interagency division of labor for “reconstruction and stabilization
assistance for foreign states.”92 Highlighting the importance of stability op-
erations for U.S. national security, NSPD 44 clearly states that “the Secre-
tary of State shall coordinate and lead integrated United States Government
efforts, involving all U.S. Departments and Agencies with relevant capabil-
ities, to prepare, plan for, and conduct stabilization and reconstruction ac-
tivities.”93 The NSPD also adds that the State Department must “coordinate
such efforts with the Secretary of Defense to ensure harmonization with
any planned or ongoing U.S. military operations across the spectrum of con-
flict.”94 Nonetheless, in giving the State Department the lead for the prepa-
ration, planning, and conduct of stability operations, NSPD 44 effectively
signals a reduced role for DoD in such engagements, even though State was
at this time unprepared to undertake most tasks typical of stability opera-
tions, particularly if on a scale like Afghanistan or Iraq.

The 2006 QDR carried forward the idea of the U.S. military having op-
erationally capable partners within the U.S. government. The use of mili-
tary troops in stability operations, it noted, was to be seen as a “short-term
necessity.”95 And rather than recognize the seemingly persistent weakness
of other government agencies in carrying out these tasks, the QDR stated
that DoD, in its force planning, “will consider a somewhat higher level of
contributions from international allies and partners, as well as other Federal
agencies.”96 This assumption jarred with the finding of a subsequent inter-
nal report from OSD on stability operations that “hardly any new deploy-
able civilian capacity in any other departments and agencies has been
created in the last several years despite Presidential requests, National Se-
curity Directives, and Defense Department urging.”97

It could be argued that the QDR planned for the future rather than the
present—that its provisions should be taken as hortatory expressions of in-
tent rather than as a reflection of the relevant status quo at the time. The
QDR did make a number of recommendations for how the sought-after co-
ordination between agencies might be achieved: It laid out DoD’s support
for legislation “to enable other agencies to strengthen their capabilities so
that balanced interagency operations become more feasible” and backed “ef-
forts to expand the expeditionary capacity of agency partners.”98 Yet even
though the authors of the QDR cannot be faulted in planning for an ideal,
clearly that ideal was wholly detached from time-tested realities. One such
reality concerned the historically consistent shortfall in civilian capabilities.
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Another was put bluntly in the abovementioned internal DoD report: “Pro-
moting increased deployable civilian capacity must remain a top DoD prior-
ity, but the process will take years, if not decades, and require revolutionary
Congressional action with respect to budgets and authorities.”99 The assess-
ment effectively contextualizes DoD’s lack of consideration of its own role
in stability operations, a role that has and will extend beyond the security-
and combat-related tracks. This conundrum expressed itself in Iraq and in
previous contingencies; it was also what prompted the reorientation toward
stability operations in the first place. To a large degree, therefore, the 2006
QDR’s failure to acknowledge this fact and to plan accordingly illustrates
the Pentagon’s continued aversion to stability operations.

Further evidence of this mind-set is the limited focus given to stability
operations throughout the QDR—a lack of attention that could be justified
only if the military did not see a major role for itself in such missions. As
seen above, “military support to SSTR” was, much like “counterinsurgency,”
conflated with other operations under the rubric of “irregular operations.”
Furthermore, and despite the 2005 directive to prioritize stability opera-
tions on the same level as major combat operations, there were in fact only
nine references to stability operations throughout the entire QDR. Most of
these simply emphasized that the military could not conduct such opera-
tions alone—a statement that, although entirely accurate, belied the point
that no other agency could even begin to match the military’s resources and
operational capability.

CONCLUSION

Great anticipation marked the run-up to the publication of the 2006 QDR.
The strategic environment had changed, and DoD appeared to be adapting
to the new context. In one sense the QDR did not disappoint expectations
of reform. It carried strong rhetoric regarding the importance of counterin-
surgency and stability operations, which were grouped together with other
less-than-conventional types of engagements under the category of “irregu-
lar war.” It also repeatedly asserted the dominance of irregular war in the
post-9/11 strategic environment and emphasized the need to shape the U.S.
military accordingly. The force-sizing construct of the QDR included a pro-
longed irregular campaign, akin to the counterinsurgency in Iraq, as a mis-
sion that the U.S. military should be able to conduct while also defeating a
conventional adversary elsewhere.

There was, however, a disconnect between the rhetoric on irregular war
and the direction it set for DoD. Only a few provisions in the document re-
lated directly to counterinsurgency, striking given the institution’s previous
neglect of such missions, its acknowledgment of their importance, and the
problems faced in countering insurgencies in Afghanistan and Iraq. In places
(particularly with regard to the end strength of the ground forces) it seemed
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as if counterinsurgency, which is often manpower-intensive, did not form
part of DoD’s vision at all.

This contradiction between vision and provisions had two related roots.
First, a close reading of the QDR reveals that its emphasis on irregular war
was in fact less representative of institutional priorities than might be as-
sumed. It seems clear from the QDR and the defense budget that the U.S.
military maintained an unremittingly combat-oriented mind-set, which re-
duced the scope for investment in other forms of warfare. In the QDR this
inconsistency no doubt stemmed in part from the manner in which this
publication is produced: A series of committees and working groups are
formed, each is assigned a particular theme, and their collective findings are
later embedded within the final product without much triage or prioritiza-
tion. Even so, the lack of emphasis on counterinsurgency also reflected an
institutional reluctance to engage with this challenge with the seriousness
it deserved. Certainly the defense budget left no doubt as to DoD’s priori-
ties and was notable for not cutting a single conventional big-ticket pro-
gram. The U.S. military did not sufficiently value the need to invest in
counterinsurgency or—at best—underestimated the level of investment
that this particular transformation would require.

Second, when the QDR did acknowledge a shift toward irregular oper-
ations, it generally assumed that regular forces would play only a marginal
role in such missions, which in turn justified the minimal focus on how best
to prepare forces for future contingencies. The QDR’s particular interpre-
tation of “irregular warfare” was far removed from the counterinsurgency
campaigns in Iraq and related instead to SOF conducting counterterrorism
and unconventional warfare. Similarly the QDR suggested, or assumed, that
civilian agencies would take the lead in conducting stability operations,
leaving the military with a purely security-related role. Adherence to these
divisions of labor allowed the military to invest minimally, if at all, in de-
veloping a capability for stability operations and counterinsurgency within
the regular services.

With regard to irregular war and stability operations DoD gave the ap-
pearance of an institution learning from the contemporaneous strategic en-
vironment. The initial problem with the approach advanced in the QDR
was that its underlying assumptions do not hold. Its strategy for irregular
war relied on several shaky assumptions and a poor understanding of coun-
terinsurgency; indeed the QDR suffered from many of the same problems
as the prior counterinsurgency reforms of the 1960s and 1980s. First, the
faith in the SOF community as the agents of irregular war obscured the
fact that special forces have specialized in direct action more so than un-
conventional warfare. Second, even with SOF capable of conducting un-
conventional warfare, there is still a limit to what special operations can
achieve, as the collaborative element of this approach relies on the exis-
tence of viable surrogates, which are not always available. Third, the con-

Counterinsurgency and the QDR 101



struct seemed to suggest that SOF could manage irregular war, leaving reg-
ular forces to pursue other types of missions, and thus glossed over the
need for regular forces to conduct stability operations during and after con-
ventional combat (as in Iraq in 2003) or to provide a follow-on force
should the commitment of SOF be insufficient (as in Vietnam). Similarly
the QDR’s approach to stability operations assumed the presence of ade-
quately resourced and operationally able civilian institutions, yet these have
not as of yet been established. The QDR’s commitment to building this
type of capability was welcome and necessary but seemed to have been
confused with an existing ability to transfer responsibility for stability op-
erations to civilian agencies.

For all these reasons the QDR disappointed those who had foreseen a
radical departure from DoD’s traditional preoccupations and the elevation
of counterinsurgency and stability operations as missions on par with con-
ventional campaigns. Instead it considerably deflated the momentum
gained in that direction in late 2005. The faith in counterterrorism over
counterinsurgency proved remarkably impervious to the demands and re-
quirements of the ongoing campaigns in Iraq and Afghanistan. Similarly the
lack of civilian resources in those theaters did not dent the military’s con-
viction that it would be shielded from assuming civilian tasks in the future.
Ultimately Iraq was not, in the case of the QDR, informing policy.
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6

FM 3-24 AND
OPERATION FARDH 

AL-QANOON

Throughout its history, the U.S. military has had to relearn the principles of
counterinsurgency while conducting operations against adaptive insurgent
enemies. It is time to institutionalize Army and Marine Corps knowledge of
this longstanding form of conflict.

U.S. Army FM 3-24/Marine Corps WP 3-33.5, Counterinsurgency
(December 2006)

Despite the QDR’s marginalization of counterinsurgency and stability op-
erations, the ongoing instability in Iraq gave special relevance to the activi-
ties of the COIN community, which continued to push the military towards
a greater understanding of such missions. In 2006, this process culminated
in the release of FM 3-24/MCWP 3-33.5, Counterinsurgency, a joint
Army–Marine Corps field manual. Receiving a high level of publicity—
mostly due to Iraq—the new field manual became a flagship publication for
those with an interest in counterinsurgency. The manual also indicated the
extent of Army and Marine Corps innovation; having four years ago omit-
ted counterinsurgency as a military mission, these services were now issu-
ing a high-profile field manual whose content was in many ways
anathematic to U.S. military orthodoxy.

Critically, only months after the publication of FM 3-24 the COIN
community was offered an opportunity to implement its emerging wis-
dom in Iraq. Following a change in the Bush administration’s Iraq policy,
the counterinsurgency field manual came—quite unexpectedly—to form
the foundation for U.S. operations in Baghdad and al-Anbar Province. For
the first time, the ensuing Operation Fardh al-Qanoon formally directed
U.S. troops to conduct population-centered counterinsurgency on the
streets of Baghdad and to provide sustained security and services to its
population. Although the manner in which the new strategy was imple-
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mented was in some ways flawed, this official shift in the U.S. military’s
mode of operations was nonetheless testament to a radically changed mind-
set and understanding.

LEARNING COUNTERINSURGENCY

On February 22, 2006, the al-Askari Mosque in Samarra was bombed and
partially destroyed. The attack was attributed to al-Qaeda in Iraq, the Is-
lamist group whose targeting of this Shia holy site was seen as an attempt
to ignite ethnic violence between Iraq’s Sunni and Shia communities.As ex-
pected, the attack, while causing no casualties itself, unleashed a wave of re-
taliatory violence and tension across Iraq: In its aftermath the daily
homicide rate in Baghdad tripled from eleven to thirty-three per day, and
365,000 Iraqis were forced to flee their homes.1 The Samarra bombing and
the ensuing bloodshed provided a powerful indication that the U.S. gov-
ernment needed to overhaul its Iraq strategy if it still entertained any no-
tion of stabilizing the country.

Although some argued that the bombing had turned the Iraqi problem
from one of insurgency to one of ethnic civil war, the predominant U.S. gov-
ernment assessment was that the violence would nonetheless have to be
controlled and that the role played by the U.S. military would not differ
substantially whether it was fighting a counterinsurgency campaign or con-
taining an ethnic conflict.2 As a result the continued deadliness of the con-
flict meant that counterinsurgency, despite its marginalization in the QDR,
was never excluded entirely from the internal deliberations at DoD. As a
byproduct of this line of thinking, the learning of counterinsurgency also re-
tained its relevance, and even gained a new urgency. As in 2005, there was
a stream of initiatives aimed at augmenting the U.S. military’s understand-
ing and prioritization of COIN campaigns.

In February 2006 U.S. Army Lt. Gen. David Petraeus and USMC Lt.
Gen. James N. Mattis convened a two-day conference at Fort Leavenworth
to discuss the new counterinsurgency manual, which was being produced
at Leavenworth and would replace the interim field manual issued in 2004.
Whereas the latter had been drafted in five months, and with minimal con-
sultation from outside the Pentagon, the updated and final version would
be the product of discussion and exchange within and beyond DoD. To that
end the U.S. military invited a number of critics of the military and of its
operations in Iraq, from the human rights community, academia, and the
press. Also invited to the conference was Brig. Nigel R. F. Aylwin-Foster, the
British officer who in 2005 had authored a scathing critique of the U.S. mil-
itary’s attempts to learn and conduct counterinsurgency—and who was
now asked to provide the conference’s opening address.3 As Lt. Col. John
Nagl, then the military assistant to the deputy secretary of defense, put it,
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“We’re inviting our critics to see the sausage being made and to help push
the ball forward. . . . I cannot think of another institution that has exhibited
a greater interest in evaluating itself closely and looking hard at itself, fig-
uring out what it is doing well and what it is doing poorly and making a real
effort to do better. That is the shining example for me of an organization
that takes learning seriously.”4

With the input of civilian agencies and nongovernmental organizations,
it became clear that the military could not, as it had done, simply write civil-
ian government agencies into its doctrine. There were also significant mis-
understandings across government departments regarding the division of
labor in and the very nature of “counterinsurgency,” a term much less palat-
able on the civilian side of the fence.5 Throughout the coming year, sections
and individuals within the U.S. military displayed remarkable self-scrutiny
and analytical openness, even humility, in their approach to and under-
standing of counterinsurgency.

This learning process manifested itself in a series of publications released
in 2006 by the Marine Corps, which presaged many of the themes of the
counterinsurgency field manual. In March 2006 the USMC issued Marine
Corps Operating Concepts for a Changing Security Environment, a 131-page
document that covered all Marine Corps operations, including counterin-
surgency. In the chapter titled “Countering Irregular Threats: A New Ap-
proach to Counterinsurgency,” the document outlined the practices that
had proved successful in such operations. Despite the chapter’s title, this
approach was not particularly “new,” based as it was on classic counterin-
surgency theory derived from British, Australian, and U.S. doctrine and the
prominent theorists in the field. As a result the document mostly reiterated
established counterinsurgency principles: “political primacy in pursuit of
objectives”; the importance of “legitimacy and the moral right to govern”;
the need to “understand the complex dynamics of the threat”; “the dis-
criminate application of power (including a limitation on the use of force,
especially firepower)”; “unity of purpose” between participating agencies;
the need to “isolate the irregulars from their physical and moral support
base,” to have “patience, persistence, and presence,” and to maintain a “sus-
tained commitment to expend political capital and resources over a long
period.”6

While some detractors criticized this concept as outdated, it did reflect
a broader understanding of the challenge than that set out in the interim
field manual of 2004 or in the QDR. Indeed, the document explicitly ad-
vocated “an expanded view of campaign design” and presented counterin-
surgency as involving, for the Marines, a range of combat, stabilization, and
developmental tasks, including “combat operations, training and advising
host nation security forces, essential services, promotion of governance, eco-
nomic development, and information operations.”7 The document was also
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forthright in asserting that in a counterinsurgency campaign “the military
must not only understand the impact that each component may have on
campaign success, they must also be prepared to lead activities associated
with components that have not traditionally been military responsibilities.”8

Ironically, and to the embarrassment of some USMC officers, this “new
approach to counterinsurgency” was based directly on an Army concept for
“full-spectrum operations” advanced by Maj. Gen. Peter Chiarelli in sum-
mer 2005.9 Chiarelli’s theory was based on his operational experience in
Iraq, where he had implemented a comprehensive counterinsurgency strat-
egy, directing his troops to undertake both security- and civilian-related
tasks and, partly as a result, achieved a relative level of success.10 In a cir-
cuitous way, therefore, the emerging USMC wisdom on counterinsurgency
was powerfully informed by the best practices unearthed by the more suc-
cessful “maverick” counterinsurgency commanders on the ground; the mer-
its of their approach were being recognized and disseminated.

In June 2006 the “New Approach” chapter was extended and published
as a separate volume, focusing specifically on irregular challenges. This doc-
ument, Tentative Manual for Countering Irregular Threats: An Updated Ap-
proach to Counterinsurgency, reiterated the “expanded view” of
counterinsurgency and now devoted an entire chapter to each of its cam-
paign components.11 In each case the manual emphasized the need for the
Marine Corps to focus specifically on tasks such as governance and recon-
struction and to integrate these with the security component.

With regard to basic services, the manual argued that the Marine Corps
“must treat this line of operation with the same emphasis and importance
as the other lines and must ensure true integration in planning and execu-
tion.”12 The manual did not discourage interagency support for these tasks
but was careful not to write nonexistent civilian partners into the theory:
Conduct planning, it urged, according to “who else, that is what other or-
ganizations or agencies, will likely be involved.”13 As the manual stated, this
was not “a means of abrogating responsibility for or even lessening the im-
portance of planning in this line of operation”; indeed, it acknowledged that
“the military may likely be the principle [sic] player in all six lines of oper-
ation during the initial periods of intervention.”14 This stance contrasted to
earlier works on stability operations, where the military has assigned itself
only or mainly security-related tasks.

In a similar vein, the Tentative Manual for Countering Irregular Threats
emphasized the aim of establishing and promoting governance in the host
nation, stating that it “may actually be the most important of the lines” of
operation, relating as it does to “the ability of the government of the in-
digenous nation to establish and maintain order, and to perform all neces-
sary governmental activities that pertain to the legitimacy of a sovereign
nation.”15 It noted that in the absence of a functioning government and
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civilian agencies the USMC may “be forced to take on responsibilities that
seem to be far outside the traditional military realm—such as working with
locals to establish an interim rule of law construct and organizational struc-
ture.”16 It also acknowledged that the military “has not developed the in-
tellect, training and skills . . . that this line of operation, promoting
governance, will demand,” a conundrum that should “cause the military to
carefully consider the organic competencies that it has and rightly should
have.”17

A similar recommendation was made with regard to economic develop-
ment, where the manual again saw a capability gap within the USMC, ex-
pressed a desire for greater interagency support, yet acknowledged that in
the absence of such assistance “the Marine Corps needs some civil affairs
personnel with specific education in the study of economics (and
economies), business and business development, and government (public
administration).”18 Again, with regard to the “information” line of operation
the manual stressed the need for individual Marines to be cognizant of their
ability to affect the strategic direction of the campaign, either positively or
negatively, through actions in the tactical realm.19

If the USMC publications of the summer of 2006 represented a refine-
ment of the conceptual understanding of counterinsurgency, Joint Publica-
tion 3-0, Joint Operations, issued in September 2006, carried this process
one step farther, primarily by clarifying the nature of stability operations to
the joint force. In clear terms, JP 3-0’s executive summary stated that joint
force commanders “must integrate and synchronize stability operations . . .
with offensive and defensive operations within each major operation or cam-
paign phase.”20 To reinforce this point, JP 3-0 adopted a new “phasing” con-
struct for operational planning. Previously, joint doctrines had used a
sequential four-phase construct, whereby stability operations followed
major combat operations temporally and contiguously, thus resulting in the
military term “Phase IV” to denote postconflict stabilization activities. In
recognition of the need to focus on stability operations during, and even be-
fore, major combat, the four-phase construct was now abandoned for a six-
phase model in which “stabilizing activities” featured in every phase from
the initiation of a crisis or operation.21

JP 3-0 took additional steps to elevate the importance of stability oper-
ations and counterinsurgency. It formally discontinued the ambiguous term
“MOOTW” from the military’s lexicon, which had during its heyday in the
1990s unnecessarily conflated widely disparate military missions based on
the arbitrary criterion of not constituting all-out war. The publication also
added counterinsurgency to the JCS’s list of military operations and ex-
panded the “principles of war,” traditionally oriented toward combat oper-
ations, by adding three with direct relevance to stability operations
(restraint, perseverance, and legitimacy).22 Finally, JP 3-0 provided a new
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definition of “stability operations,” to apply across the services, as “missions,
tasks, and activities to maintain or reestablish a safe and secure environ-
ment and provide essential governmental services, emergency infrastruc-
ture reconstruction, or humanitarian relief.”23 Compared to the previous
definition of stability operations (i.e., as missions that “promote and pro-
tect U.S. national interests by influencing the threat, political, and infor-
mation dimensions of the operational environment through a combination
of peacetime developmental, cooperative activities and coercive actions in
response to crisis”), this new definition was straightforward and clear, re-
ducing the potential for misinterpretation.

The greater clarity in doctrine and concept papers built on an increased
interest in counterinsurgency and population-centered operations, which
was also reflected in the establishment of new nodes and agencies dedicated
to these missions. In February 2006 TRADOC opened its Culture Center,
an equivalent in some ways to the Marine Corps’ CAOCL and, although
similarly understaffed, a useful driver of cultural training and education
across the force.24 In July the Army and Marine Corps cofounded the Coun-
terinsurgency Center at Fort Leavenworth, the first Army institution dedi-
cated exclusively to such campaigns. Mandated initially to review the early
drafts and material of the forthcoming counterinsurgency field manual, the
Counterinsurgency Center was also involved in incorporating lessons
learned in Iraq and Afghanistan as part of the U.S. military’s schoolhouse
curricula. Alongside these central responsibilities, the center conducted re-
search, hosted seminars, and reached out to organizations with an interest
in counterinsurgency, within the U.S. military and beyond.25 In terms of in-
stitutionalizing a stability operations capability, however, the most impor-
tant step might have been the establishment in September 2006 of the
Stability, Security, Transition, and Reconstruction Division within Army
Headquarters, which was to serve “as the focal point for the integration of
all SSTR activities within the Army.”26 Its Strategy, Policy, and Integration
Branch would, for example, be responsible for driving the Army’s imple-
mentation of the various tasks assigned to it in Directive 3000.05. Other
branches—a Security Sector Branch, a Reconstruction Branch, and a Civil-
Military Integration Branch—were dedicated to the various aspects of sta-
bility operations, both “military” and “civilian.”

Interest in counterinsurgency went beyond the personnel at DoD. On
September 28–29, 2006, DoD and the Department of State cosponsored a
conference, “Counterinsurgency in the 21st Century: Creating a National
Framework,” in Washington, D.C. It assembled the COIN community that
had emerged in the previous years, along with a smattering of academics,
think-tank experts, and policymakers in an attempt to “develop a national
framework that would aid in building a new counterinsurgency paradigm.”27

If nothing else the conference offered an opportunity to spread awareness
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about counterinsurgency across government and beyond and to consolidate
the network of personalities involved in formulating an approach to these
types of operations. As the main recommendations to come out of the con-
ference related to the need for a more robust civilian capacity to conduct
counterinsurgency, the event also oxygenated some of the efforts outside
DoD to include these types of operations as part of their remit. At the State
Department, for example, the Office of Plans, Policy, and Analysis began
soon after the conference to draft a guide to counterinsurgency—a civilian
equivalent, in some ways, to the forthcoming DoD manual.28

FM 3-24/MCWP 3-33.5

Following twelve months of drafting, the Army and Marine Corps’ coun-
terinsurgency manual was finally published in December 2006.29 Titled
Counterinsurgency, and coded Field Manual 3-24 by the Army and
Warfighting Publication 3-33.5 by the Marines, the new publication re-
ceived substantial publicity from within and outside the DoD: “With over
two million downloads after its first two months on the Internet, the coun-
terinsurgency (COIN) manual clearly touched a nerve.”30 For those who
actually read it, the manual presented a nuanced conceptualization of
counterinsurgency and urged a carefully attuned, all-of-government ap-
proach to such operations.

The contribution of FM 3-24 to the U.S. military’s understanding of
counterinsurgency was significant and manifold. Beyond constituting the
first official manual on the topic since the 1980s, it also presented a far more
analytically advanced and realistic assessment of COIN operations. Its con-
tribution can be seen especially in three areas, each signaling a distinct break
from the treatment of counterinsurgency in previous U.S. military doctrine.

First, FM 3-24 assumed from the outset that counterinsurgency would
include a significant deployment of U.S. ground troops. Previous manuals to
have touched upon these types of operations had referred to “support to
counterinsurgency,” either as a possible type of MOOTW or as an example
of “complex contingency operations,” and all of them presupposed that
“generally, U.S. forces do not engage in combat.”31 The predominant model
of counterinsurgency was thus the indirect or advisory approach, as prac-
ticed in El Salvador during the 1980s and as emphasized in the 2006 QDR.
In contrast, FM 3-24 distinguished between “a mission to assist a function-
ing government” with those operations “where no such viable entity exists
or where a regime has been changed by conflict,” noting that “the last two
situations add complex sovereignty and national reconstruction issues to an
already complex mission.”32 With the Iraq campaign providing the obvious
backdrop, the counterinsurgency field manual devoted most of its energy to
the latter two types of contingencies. Similarly, in listing the different ap-
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proaches to counterinsurgency, it paid most attention to the “clear-hold-
build” and “combined-action” approaches, either of which involves signifi-
cant U.S. ground forces. In contrast, the manual glanced over so-called
“limited support,” the provision of U.S. counterinsurgency assistance—
through advisers, fires, and security cooperation—not involving the deploy-
ment of “large combat formations.”33

The second major contribution of FM 3-24 was its emphasis on the need
for the U.S. military to take on the full gamut of tasks associated with coun-
terinsurgency (if no other agency is there to fill the gap). From the outset
it recognized that while “the purpose of America’s ground forces is to fight
and win” wars, “throughout history . . . the Army and Marine Corps have
been called on to perform many tasks beyond pure combat [and that] this
has been particularly true during the conduct of COIN operations.”34 In set-
ting out the “aspects of counterinsurgency,” the manual made it clear that
this mission “requires Soldiers and Marines to be ready both to fight and to
build.”35 Throughout, the manual stressed the need for the military to un-
dertake “nonmilitary” tasks in the absence of adequately resourced and de-
ployable civilian agencies, the repetitiousness seemingly an attempt to
eliminate any confusion as to whether or not these mission components
constituted “the military’s job.”36

The manual was also far from sanguine about the likelihood of having an
adequate civilian presence in the area of operations. Setting out a distinc-
tion between the “preferred” and “realistic” division of labor in a counterin-
surgency campaign, the manual noted that “U.S. and multinational military
forces often possess the only readily available capability to meet many of
the local populace’s fundamental needs” and that “human decency and the
law of war require land forces to assist the populace” in their areas of oper-
ations.37 Beyond constituting merely a legal duty or moral obligation, the
manual also stated that “most valuable to long-term success in winning the
support of the populace are the contributions land forces make by con-
ducting stability operations,” defined here as those tasks designed “to main-
tain or reestablish a safe and secure environment, provide essential
governmental services, emergency infrastructure reconstruction, and hu-
manitarian relief.”38

The third major contribution of FM 3-24 was its embrace of the full
complexity of counterinsurgency. Rather than present these missions as
more manageable than they really are—a tendency that had marked previ-
ous doctrinal elaborations of the issue—the 2006 field manual emphasized
the intractable challenges of counterinsurgency operations. First, it listed
several “historical principles,” often repeated in classical counterinsurgency
literature (most recently in the above-mentioned USMC publications on
the topic): legitimacy as the main objective; the centrality of politics; the
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importance of unity of effort, of operating within the rule of law, of prepar-
ing for the long haul; and the value of environmental understanding, of good
intelligence, and of separating the insurgents from the populace.39 The man-
ual then added to this list a number of principles deemed, somewhat arbi-
trarily, to be particularly relevant today: the need to manage the
expectations of the local populace through “information operations;” the
need to use an “appropriate” level of force; the need to “learn and adapt,” to
“empower the lowest levels” (as initiative is critical and since tactical deci-
sions can have strategic consequences), and to promote the host nation
rather than oneself.40

But perhaps the most successful means of conveying the complexity of
counterinsurgency was through the itemization of various “paradoxes” per-
taining to these operations.Through these paradoxes, the authors of the man-
ual were able to explain, succinctly and simply, how counterinsurgency
differs from the traditional combat campaigns with which the U.S. military is
most familiar and encourage the users of the manual to think independently
rather than look for prescribed answers. In most cases these paradoxes also
provided pushback to some of the tendencies to have marked the U.S. mili-
tary’s attempt at counterinsurgency in Iraq: the excessive focus on force pro-
tection, on offensive operations, and on tactical dominance rather than
strategic objectives. On force protection (“Sometimes, the More You Protect
Your Force, the Less Secure You May Be”) the manual emphasized closer con-
tact with the populace, rather than self-imposed confinement to armored
barracks, so as to gain trust and support. On the use of force, the manual
stressed that “Sometimes, the More Force Is Used, the Less Effective It Is,”
that “Some of the Best Weapons for Counterinsurgents Do Not Shoot” and
that “Tactical Success Guarantees Nothing” without a strategic framework
that also takes into account the perceived legitimacy and adequacy of the
host government. Finally, on the need for constant adaptation and initiative,
the manual emphasized that “If a Tactic Works this Week, It Might Not Work
Next Week; If It Works in this Province, It Might Not Work in the Next.”41

This last paradox may have been the most important one in that it coun-
tered any suggestion that the manual sought to provide a foolproof formula
for counterinsurgency campaigns.The authors clearly did not intend for FM
3-24 to represent a silver-bullet solution to these types of operations, to be
rigidly implemented, step by step; its purpose was instead to familiarize the
military with the counterintuitive logic of counterinsurgency and the many
ways in which these endeavors differ from conventional combat. As stated
in the foreword, “You cannot fight former Saddamists and Islamic extrem-
ists the same way you would have fought the Viet Cong, Moros, or Tupa-
maros; the application of principles and fundamentals to deal with each
varies considerably.”42 The best the manual could do, therefore—and what
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it did in fact accomplish—was to set out the historical complexity of these
operations, the importance of adaptation, and the need to arrive at a care-
fully tailored response rather than fall back on templates.

At last, therefore, the U.S. military had an official interservice publica-
tion setting out, in some detail, the nature, requirements, and challenges of
counterinsurgency with full honesty as to what they have historically en-
tailed.43 In a sense, the manual represented the end product of three years
of conceptual learning.

A COUNTERINSURGENCY STRATEGY FOR IRAQ

FM 3-24 was published amid a counterinsurgency campaign in Iraq that was
not making much headway. The Samarra bomb attack in February 2006
triggered an increase in violence that the U.S. forces struggled to contain.
While various military institutions in the U.S. homeland gained a clearer
conceptual understanding of counterinsurgency, the implementation of op-
erations in Iraq did not, with a few important exceptions, reflect this learn-
ing curve.44 This gap between theory and practice became particularly
evident with the release of the counterinsurgency field manual. Indeed, its
listing of “unsuccessful practices” for counterinsurgency correlated very
closely to some of the approaches that had been employed by the U.S. mil-
itary in operation: “overemphasize killing and capturing the enemy rather
than securing and engaging the populace”; “conduct large-scale operations
as the norm”; “concentrate military forces in large bases for protection”; and
“focus special operations primarily on raiding.”45

Because the manual was upfront about the requirements of an effective
counterinsurgency campaign, it was readily interpreted as something of an
attack on the U.S. military’s prevailing strategy in Iraq. As it happens, the
authors of FM 3-24 were soon given an opportunity “to put up or shut up”
by implementing their recently released doctrine in the field. One month
following its publication, President Bush announced a new strategy for Iraq,
one that approximated closely to the precepts set out in the counterinsur-
gency field manual and that would be spearheaded by its author, Gen.
David Petraeus. With this flagship publication still hot off the press, the
COIN community was now charged with turning theory into practice.

This decision to “operationalize” FM 3-24 in Iraq stemmed from three
developments and had more to do with the coincidence of disparate events
than a calculated change of strategy. In the first place, the adoption of a new
approach related closely to shifts in the political landscape back in Wash-
ington, D.C. In the congressional elections of November 2006, the Repub-
lican Party lost the majority in both the House and the Senate, seemingly
over the Bush administration’s handling of the Iraq War. The electoral losses
and the public outcry over the continued commitment of troops to Iraq
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strongly suggested to the Bush administration that a change of course was
now necessary.

To placate the mounting dissent, Bush announced on November 8, in the
wake of the congressional elections, that Secretary of Defense Donald
Rumsfeld was to resign.This development was primarily symbolic, designed
to appease those calling for a withdrawal from Iraq, or at least a significant
change in policy; as the Washington Post put it, Rumsfeld was “offered as a
sacrificial lamb amid the repudiation of Bush and his Iraq policy.”46 Al-
though noteworthy and significant for an administration then marked by
few changes in high-level personnel, the announcement of Rumsfeld’s res-
ignation did not in itself suggest a new strategy. And while the appointment
of Robert Gates as the new secretary of defense did seem to indicate a
change of direction—Gates had been a member of the Iraq Study Group
(ISG), a bipartisan advisory board mandated by Congress to identify alter-
natives to the administration’s Iraq policy—there were no clear signs of
what that change in policy would entail.47

The fact that counterinsurgency came to be the foundation of the new
policy in Iraq thus required a second key factor: the refusal of the Bush ad-
ministration to consider a ramping-down of the military effort there. Al-
though charting a new course for Operation Iraqi Freedom seemed possible,
some options, most critically the withdrawal of troops, were effectively off
the table, as the Bush administration perceived such an action as leading to
both political and strategic failure.48 “I of all people would like to see the
troops come home,” Bush had emphasized in several speeches, “but I don’t
want them to come home without achieving our objective.”49 The Bush ad-
ministration therefore also chose to interpret the losses in the congressional
elections not as unequivocal opposition to the Iraq operation as such but as
evidence that “people . . . expect to see a different strategy to achieve an
important objective.”50

President Bush’s blanket refusal to reduce the troop commitment in Iraq
informed and limited the policy maneuverings of Robert Gates. If the rec-
ommendations of the ISG were in any way a reflection of his own policy
preferences, the new secretary of defense might in fact have favored such a
reduction. Indeed, one of the main recommendations of the ISG was to re-
place combat troops in Iraq with SOF and military advisers, who would
train and equip Iraq security forces to conduct combat operations them-
selves.51 The proposed strategy was, of course, reminiscent of the U.S. mil-
itary’s approach to counterinsurgency in El Salvador and in subsequent
doctrine and policy. Yet, if this recommendation was also backed by Robert
Gates, it was a course of action that he could not pursue once in office.52

The Bush administration, and Gates himself, thus faced a dilemma: How
could it change course in Iraq without withdrawing the U.S. combat power
that was, it was reasoned, holding the country together and thus consti-
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tuting the linchpin of the Bush administration’s project there? It was in
seeking to resolve this dilemma that Bush (and as a result the U.S. mili-
tary) was pushed to accept the idea of a surge of troops and their adop-
tion of a more full-fledged counterinsurgency strategy. The final factor
compelling this change in direction was the elevation of the COIN com-
munity, gaining momentum since 2004 and coming to the fore with the
release, amid all this policy confusion, of FM 3-24. With Bush facing a
policy quandary with few promising solutions, the new manual, and its
authors and wider constituency, seemed to provide a time-tested means
of overcoming insurgencies.

On January 5, 2007, Secretary Gates announced the promotion and ap-
pointment of Lt. Gen. David Petraeus as commander of Multinational Force
Iraq (MNF-I), a four-star post that put him in command of all U.S. forces in
the country. Petraeus spearheaded the drafting of FM 3-24 as commanding
general at Fort Leavenworth, and his appointment to commander of MNF-
I indicated that U.S. policy in Iraq would henceforth be informed by his ex-
pertise with counterinsurgency. As Gates put it, “Petraeus is an expert in
irregular warfare and stability operations, and recently supervised the pub-
lication of the first Army and Marine counterinsurgency manual in two
decades. . . . He’ll bring all the tools to enable Iraqi and coalition forces to
create a stable and secure Iraq.”53

The shift to counterinsurgency was made official on January 10, when
Bush set out his new strategy for Iraq. Popularized in the press as the “surge,”
the president’s new approach featured an increase in troop levels in Bagh-
dad; a new force posture designed to establish a security presence through-
out the city; and a range of nonmilitary measures designed to satisfy the
political requirements for stability. Specifically Bush announced that “more
than 20,000 additional American troops” would be sent to Iraq, predomi-
nantly to Baghdad and al-Anbar Province, to “work alongside Iraqi units and
be embedded in their formations.” Their mission, Bush continued, would be
“to help Iraqis clear and secure neighborhoods, to help them protect the
local population, and to help ensure that the Iraqi forces left behind are ca-
pable of providing the security that Baghdad needs.”54 These measures were
to enable and occur alongside a number of governmental reforms, aimed at
undercutting many of the grievances thought to be fueling the violence.55

A similar surge of troops had been attempted in August-October 2006
as part of the U.S. military’s Operation Together Forward II. That operation
involved the redeployment of 3,700 U.S. forces to Baghdad, a bolstering of
Iraqi security forces in the capital, and the introduction of curfews and
checkpoints. According to the ISG the results of the operation were “dis-
heartening,” with “violence in Baghdad—already at high levels—[having]
jumped more than 43 percent between the summer and October 2006.”56

Setting out the new strategy, Bush acknowledged the weaknesses of To-
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gether Forward II but maintained that the new strategy would correct its
deficiencies. First, the surge would involve an increased number of U.S.
troops operating in the streets of Baghdad, enabling a sustained presence
rather than fleeting raids.And second, the United States military would also
acquire the Iraqi government’s authorization to enter into the neighbor-
hoods hosting Shia militias.57 These two changes did answer the ISG’s main
criticisms of Together Forward II, which had centered on a lack of “capa-
bility to hold areas that have been cleared” and the lack of “will to clear
neighborhoods that are home to Shiite militias.”58

A number of brigade commanders had already adopted the new coun-
terinsurgency-oriented approach to their area of operations and achieved
unexpected security gains in former insurgency hot spots.59 Nonetheless,
the dominant deployment strategy in Iraq was overly concerned with min-
imizing the visibility of U.S. forces, who were seen by both Gen. George
Casey, commander of MNF-I, and Gen. John Abizaid, commander of
CENTCOM, as “an ‘antibody’ in Iraqi society.”60 In general U.S. troops were
secluded in armored forward operating bases, and emphasis was placed on
getting Iraqi security forces, often unwilling, unable, or unaccountable, to
conduct operations in their stead.

The official shift in strategy in early 2007 formalized the turn away from
this approach. As General Petraeus told Congress during his confirmation
hearing for the new position, “the mission of Multinational Force Iraq will
be modified, making security of the population, particularly in Baghdad,
and in partnership with Iraqi forces, the focus of the military effort.”61 This
shift, Petraeus continued, would “require that our unit commanders and
their Iraqi counterparts develop a detailed appreciation of the areas in
which they will operate. . . . Together with Iraqi forces, a persistent presence
in these neighborhoods will be essential.”62 The approach was in line with
FM 3-24, which discouraged the concentration of “military forces in large
bases for protection” in favor of keeping a close “focus on the population,
its needs, and its security” through the establishment and expansion of “se-
cure areas.”63

Although critical of Bush’s handling of the war and wary of the troop
surge, the Senate confirmed General Petraeus as commander of MNF-I,
with eighty-one votes in favor to none against, thus setting the course for a
comprehensive counterinsurgency effort to be launched in Iraq. The cam-
paign would follow the clear-hold-build format of classic counterinsurgency
laid out in FM 3-24: U.S. troops would first clear selected neighborhoods,
targeting extremist elements; then maintain a full-time presence in these
areas, operating out of small forts or “joint security stations” constructed
across the city; and then, with Iraqi security forces gradually assuming the
lead, pursue efforts to stimulate the local economy, initiate reconstruction,
and improve the infrastructure.64 The adoption of these counterinsurgency
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strategies in Iraq would constitute an apex in the U.S. military’s learning of
counterinsurgency over the previous three years. It would, in fact, be the
first time the U.S. military had conducted anything resembling a full-
fledged counterinsurgency campaign since Vietnam—a statement of no
small significance.

To implement the Baghdad security plan, Petraeus called upon several
prominent members of the COIN community. In January 2007 U.S. Army
Brig. Gen. H. R. McMaster, of fame for having implemented a successful
counterinsurgency strategy in Tal Afar in 2005, joined Petraeus in Iraq to as-
sist in the planning and running of operations.The subsequent month David
Kilcullen, instrumental in the drafting of FM 3-24, was deployed to Iraq as
senior counterinsurgency adviser to the U.S. effort. U.S. Army Col. Peter
Mansoor, military historian and founding director of the Counterinsurgency
Center at Fort Leavenworth—was also called to Iraq to serve as Petraeus’s
executive officer.65 These individuals, along with other experts with expe-
rience and familiarity with counterinsurgency, were now being brought to-
gether to implement their theory and findings in the field. From humble
origins, the COIN community was now at the helm.

CONCLUSION

By giving short shrift to the prospect of direct engagement in counterin-
surgency the February 2006 QDR disappointed those within the COIN
community who had driven the U.S. military’s learning of such operations
during the preceding months.Although frustrated, the commanders and ex-
perts involved in this process of institutional learning did not abandon their
cause. In fact, with the continued and escalating violence in Iraq in early
2006 the marginalization of counterinsurgency in official DoD policy pa-
pers did not matter much: The Bush administration still wanted U.S. troops
to stabilize Iraq, and the commanders and experts versed in counterinsur-
gency were therefore given a platform to influence policy and spread their
ideas. Hence, this period saw a stream of initiatives aimed at augmenting
the U.S. military’s understanding of counterinsurgency.

In contrast to previous initiatives, the publications and activities to come
out of DoD in 2006 revealed a more realistic and informed understanding
of counterinsurgency. The focus was increasingly on the importance of a
population-centered approach to counterinsurgency and on achieving and
maintaining the perception of legitimacy. This process of conceptual re-
finement culminated in the release in December 2006 of an Army-Marine
Corps field manual dedicated entirely to the topic of counterinsurgency. FM
3-24 urged and presented a carefully attuned understanding of counterin-
surgency in all its complexity. It also asked of soldiers and Marines to un-
dertake, should no one else be there to assist, all lines of operation, including
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tasks traditionally considered beyond their remit. With the U.S. military
having entirely dismissed counterinsurgency just four years earlier, the
Army and Marine Corps were giving proof of remarkable innovation.

What made the publication of FM 3-24 all the more significant was the
fact that it unexpectedly came to inform the U.S. military’s planning and
conduct of operations in Iraq. With General Petraeus, a lead author of the
counterinsurgency field manual, promoted and appointed commanding
general of MNF-I, the U.S. military began to implement formally some of
the manual’s main principles on the ground. Although applied on a limited
scale, Operation Fardh al-Qanoon would see U.S. troops conduct a true
counterinsurgency campaign, on the street, in spite of the high risks in-
volved, undertaking both military and nonmilitary actions to gain and main-
tain the support of the local populace.
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7

THE AMBIVALENCE 
OF THE “SURGE”

The launch of Operation Faardh al-Qanoon in February 2007 put Gen.
David Petraeus and the COIN community squarely in the spotlight. Hav-
ing developed an approach to counterinsurgency through years of research
and writing, Petraeus and other officers were now in charge of putting that
approach into practice, in what would be the U.S. military’s first true coun-
terinsurgency campaign in decades. In that sense, then, the “surge” of U.S.
ground troops in Iraq represented the end of the beginning of a much longer
learning process.

At the same time, the surge also threatened to mark the beginning of the
end of this counterinsurgency era, which might then be better termed a
“counterinsurgency moment.” Inasmuch as this was an opportunity for the
COIN community to prove itself, its future credibility was now also tied to
their ability to stabilize Iraq—no small feat and one further complicated by
the many challenges that would mark the application of counterinsurgency
doctrine to this conflict. From the unpopular origins of the surge, to the in-
evitable ambiguity of the situation in Iraq, to the deleterious effect of re-
peated tours in Iraq on U.S. military readiness and the ground services in
particular, many reasons availed themselves to those seeking to abandon
Iraq and, with it, the learning of counterinsurgency that this campaign had
compelled.

A TRIAL BY FIRE

Even though the adoption of counterinsurgency methods in Iraq in 2007
denoted an unprecedented willingness to conduct such missions on the
part of the U.S. military, the shift in strategy did not enjoy much support
among the Pentagon’s senior brass. Briefing the president and vice presi-
dent on policy options for Iraq in December 2006, the Joint Chiefs of Staff
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had discouraged an increased commitment of U.S. forces and advocated in-
stead a shift “from combating insurgents to supporting Iraqi troops and
hunting terrorists.”1 Gen. George W. Casey Jr., commander of MNF-I, had
reportedly proposed a similar plan: that is, to beef up the training program
of Iraqi security forces so that they could conduct combat operations in-
stead of U.S. troops, who would themselves be restricted to a limited num-
ber of armored bases.2 According to the testimony of Gen. John Abizaid,
commander of CENTCOM, it had also been the “professional opinion” of
General Casey and of most divisional commanders that the deployment of
additional troops would not “add considerably to our ability to achieve suc-
cess in Iraq.”3

Many of those who opposed the surge saw the U.S. troop presence in Iraq
as fueling the violence there and argued that the best way to reduce the
bloodshed was to maintain a low profile and concentrate on discrete coun-
terterrorism operations. In terms of stabilizing Iraq, this approach was man-
ifestly failing, mostly because it ignored the inadequacies of the Iraqi
security forces and did not address the ethnic and criminal violence that was
tearing the country apart. Regardless, the strategy continued to dominate
inside the senior ranks of the military, plausibly because of its positive im-
plications for force protection.

Senior Army and Marine Corps officials were also concerned about the
increased demands that the surge would place on the force and the further
degradation of its combat capability.4 The repeated tours of the same active
duty and reserve forces had resulted in personnel leaving the Army, prompt-
ing a scrambled search for recruits and various measures, most notoriously
the “stop-loss” provision, intended to prevent an all-out exodus.5 The senior
brass therefore resisted the anticipated increase in operational tempo that
would come with the surge. To placate the generals, President Bush agreed
to an overall increase in ground forces in December 2006, by which the
Army was to grow by 65,000 and the Marine Corps by 27,000.6 Even so,
these expansions would not be completed for many years or address the im-
mediate threats to morale, recruitment, and retention that an expanded de-
ployment and intensified effort in Iraq were thought to signify.

For all these reasons General Petraeus represented a minority within the
U.S. military leadership. In spite of his command of U.S. forces in Iraq, his
influence in the Pentagon, along with that of the counterinsurgency com-
munity that he was seen as championing, was far from assured. Much would
come down to whether or not his venture in Iraq succeeded. Given DoD’s
tentative embrace of counterinsurgency to date—and its opposition to the
surge itself—a suboptimal outcome was likely to tarnish not only the new
strategy but also those driving it. At the very least such an outcome would
cause many within DoD to question the importance of focusing on and
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learning counterinsurgency. Conversely, only significant progress in Iraq
would justify the relevance of counterinsurgency and help establish those
most familiar with these types of missions within DoD.

In this sense the surge became the counterinsurgency community’s “trial
by fire”—progress on the ground equaled influence, setbacks equaled mar-
ginalization. This was far from an ideal or fair means of justifying the rele-
vance of counterinsurgency. Indeed, for several reasons the surge was not an
opportunity for the COIN community to shine but a poisoned chalice,
threatening its influence within DoD and, indeed, its survival.

First, the likelihood of the surge succeeding was undercut by the cir-
cumstances of its launch. The counterinsurgency field manual stated that
“at the strategic level, gaining and maintaining U.S. public support for a pro-
tracted deployment is critical.”7 In this instance U.S public support for the
campaign was very low, even before the operation got under way. A Fox
News poll conducted on January 16–17, 2007, found that 59 percent of
Americans opposed sending more U.S. troops to Iraq; a Newsweek poll re-
leased later that week put the figure at 68 percent.8 Amid growing uncer-
tainty regarding the feasibility of salvaging anything positive from Iraq, the
proposal to “raise the stakes” by deploying additional troops and exposing
them to more danger was plainly not well received.

The counterinsurgency field manual also noted that “insurgencies are
protracted by nature” and that “COIN operations always demand consider-
able expenditures of time and resources.”9 Here as well, the new strategy
faced immediate opposition.Within the U.S. Congress the recently installed
Democrat majority had taken from the results of the 2006 general election
a mandate to draw down the U.S. effort in Iraq. Reacting to the announce-
ment of the troop surge, the House of Representatives passed a nonbinding
(but nonetheless significant) resolution denouncing the change in strat-
egy.10 On April 26 the Senate passed a war-funding bill that would have tied
continued funding of the U.S. military in Iraq to a specific timetable for the
withdrawal of troops, to be completed by April 2008.11 As widely pre-
dicted, President Bush vetoed the bill.

Though Congress was loathe to cut funding for troops currently in Iraq—
one of the few means by which it could prevent the Bush administration
from going forward with the surge—it did add benchmarks to the fiscal year
2007 supplemental spending bill and thereby tied continued funding of the
surge to its ability to produce quick results.12 Eighteen benchmarks were
laid out in the bill, including provisions to distribute Iraq’s oil wealth equi-
tably, enact constitutional reforms relating to ethnic power-sharing, the re-
working of de-Baathification laws, preparations for provincial elections, as
well as “procedures to form semi-autonomous regions” within Iraq.13 With
regard to Operation Fardh al-Qanoon, the most relevant benchmarks may
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have been those calling for the enactment and implementation of “legisla-
tion establishing a strong militia disarmament program,” the establishment
of “political, media, economic, and services committee in support of the
Baghdad Security Plan”; the standing up of “three trained and ready Iraqi
brigades to support Baghdad operations”; the acquisition of the authority,
via the Iraqi prime minister, to conduct this operation fully; for the elimi-
nation of “militia control of local security”; and a reduction in the “level of
sectarian violence in Iraq.”14

The bill required regular reports on the progress made in meeting the
benchmarks, with a first presidential report due on July 15 and a second
round of reporting, from both the president and the commander of MNF-
I, planned for September 2007, seven months into the new counterinsur-
gency operation and less than four months after the bill’s signing into law.
Though the bill did not stipulate the consequences of a failure to meet the
rather ambitious objectives within the given time frame, it was generally un-
derstood that such an outcome would increase congressional and political
pressure on the president to call off the surge or to cut it short.

There was, at worst, no patience for the Baghdad security plan and, at
best, a temptation to consider the wisdom of the counterinsurgency field
manual as a panacea, to be implemented in Iraq with the expectation of im-
mediate, tangible returns—or otherwise to be abandoned. This political
backdrop offered General Petraeus an excruciatingly narrow window of op-
portunity to put the new strategy into effect. Keenly aware of the typical
duration of COIN campaigns, he tried to warn the U.S. public that “histor-
ically, counterinsurgency operations have gone at least nine or 10 years” and
that “a situation like this, with the many, many challenges that Iraq is con-
tending with, is not one that’s going to be resolved in a year or even two
years.”15 Equally aware, however, that nothing would change the funda-
mental lack of patience for the war in the United States—and its intense
politicization given the forthcoming 2008 presidential elections—General
Petraeus was effectively left with the unenviable task of providing results,
quickly. In his own words, he noted that “the Washington clock is moving
more rapidly than the Baghdad clock” and that he was therefore trying “to
speed up the Baghdad clock a bit and to produce some progress on the
ground that can perhaps give hope . . . and perhaps put a little more time
on the Washington clock.”16

His effort to “produce some progress” was undercut by the Iraqi govern-
ment’s lack of authority, capacity, and legitimacy. Although the lifeline of
the new strategy depended on the ability of Prime Minister Nouri al-Maliki
to push through reform, his freedom of action was critically constrained, as
he struggled with a fragmented government and a host of other structural,
political, and security-related challenges.17 As General Petraeus himself
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conceded, “He does not have a parliamentary majority. He does not have his
ministers in all of the different ministries. They are from all kinds of differ-
ent parties. They sometimes sound a bit discordant in their statements to
the press and their statements to other countries. It’s a very, very challeng-
ing situation in which to lead.”18 Indeed, the sectarian-dominated ministries
and various parties of the Iraqi government—incoherent at best and often
at cross-purposes—represented no basis for national policy, reform, or com-
promise, never mind reconciliation.

The attempt to “put more time on the Washington clock” was further
complicated by the increase in U.S. casualties that came with the surge. In-
evitably, the attempt to provide a modicum of security in Baghdad—which
had, after all, been the stated aim of U.S. operations since at least the pro-
mulgation of the “clear-build-hold” strategy in late 2005—presented greater
risks to U.S. combat troops, who were forced to operate and remain, often
on foot, in public areas where they were more vulnerable to attack. The
Washington Post noted on May 1, 2007, that “the deaths of more than 100
American troops in April made it the deadliest month so far this year for
U.S. forces in Iraq.”19 Casualty figures for the subsequent two months
showed that this spike was no anomaly; Gen. Peter Pace, chairman of the
Joint Chiefs of Staff, even acknowledged publicly the “expectation that this
surge is going to result in more contact and therefore more casualties.”20 As
it happened, 2007 was the bloodiest year to date for U.S. combat troops in
Iraq.21 The fact that U.S. casualties had not increased statistically in pro-
portion to the total number of soldiers in Iraq did not dampen the domes-
tic criticism of the surge—nor did the security gains made during this
period. Throughout the year, USA Today/Gallup polls found that 63–75
percent of U.S. respondents thought that the surge was either making no
great difference or making matters worse.22

Given the widespread and multifaceted disaffection for the war in Iraq,
there was really no way the Iraqi populace could have much “confidence
in the staying power of both the counterinsurgents and the [host-nation]
government,” a condition for success emphasized in FM 3-24.23 The surge
was further undermined by several other divergences between what Gen-
eral Petraeus had at hand and what the counterinsurgency field manual had
defined as prerequisites for these types of campaigns. The operation did not
seem to be guided by what FM 3-24 termed “a clear understanding of the
desired end state,” which it argued ought to “infuse all efforts, regardless of
the agencies or individuals charged with their execution.”24 The levels of
democracy and stability sought in Iraq were highly uncertain, and it was
also unclear whether these variables mattered as much as the need to find
an exit strategy. And for all the talk in the counterinsurgency manual of
“unity of effort” and the “synchronized application of military, paramilitary,
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political, economic, psychological, and civic actions,” a major problem in
Iraq was “the absence of a political solution to support the campaign plan—
the ‘National Compact.’”25

Militarily, even the increase in troop levels left the U.S. military far below
the ideal force ratios identified in FM 3-24. The counterinsurgency manual
suggested a tentative minimum force ratio of “twenty counterinsurgents per
thousand residents,” which for Baghdad—with a population of 6 million—
would mean a minimum force of 120,000 troops. Even if one accepts Gen-
eral Petraeus’s estimate that 85,000 troops—U.S. soldiers and Iraqi security
forces—would operate in Baghdad as part of the surge, this would still mean
a substantial shortfall.26 Adding to the troop shortages, the police force in
Iraq was often either ineffective or infiltrated by Shia extremist elements
guided by sectarian interests rather than loyalty to the state. The messages
of FM 3-24—that the “primary frontline COIN force is often the police—
not the military” and that “few military units can match a good police unit
in developing an accurate human intelligence picture” of their area of op-
eration—were thus either inapplicable or irrelevant to this campaign.27

Although the troop shortfall could possibly be worked around in Bagh-
dad, a more critical issue concerned the lack of forces to “secure the popu-
lace continuously” throughout Iraq, to “disrupt base areas and sanctuaries,”
or to “stop insurgents from bringing materiel support across international
and territorial borders”—tasks that the counterinsurgency manual pre-
sented as critical in the execution of such a campaign.28 This shortfall would
matter: Although 80 percent of all sectarian violence had reportedly oc-
curred within thirty miles of Baghdad when the U.S. military launched the
surge, the subsequent massing of troops in the capital had the predictable
effect of displacing insurgent activity into neighboring provinces, primarily
Diyala, Salah al Din, and Tamim.29 And as U.S. forces pursued insurgent
strongholds in those provinces, the troop concentration in Baghdad and
elsewhere dwindled.

It might not always be possible to launch counterinsurgency efforts only
when the circumstances are right. Given the typical demands, risks, and du-
ration of these campaigns, however, it is important not to enter into such
endeavors without devoting the required resources or in the vain hope of
seeing immediate returns. In Iraq General Petraeus was given a very ambi-
tious mandate—to reverse four years of increasing entropy—but few troops
and a very limited time frame in which to accomplish that goal. For anyone
tracing the learning process of the U.S. military vis-à-vis counterinsurgency
since 2003, there was something fundamentally tragic about this outcome.
With the U.S. military having finally achieved a conceptually clear and re-
alistic understanding of counterinsurgency, the capital of the COIN com-
munity that had driven this process was now being tied to a flawed and
widely unpopular White House-directed strategy for progress in Iraq.
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Given the domestic unpopularity of the war and the anticipated in-
creases in troops, casualties, and duration of the campaign, there was a high
likelihood that this first experiment with counterinsurgency by the U.S.
military would be short-lived and deemed unsuccessful. In light of the Pen-
tagon’s preexisting bias against the surge, one risk closely associated with
such an outcome would be the tarnishing of counterinsurgency in general
and, with it, the community of experts and officers who pushed for its in-
tegration as part of DoD policy. Although for many reasons an unfair trial,
the Iraq campaign—which had provided the initial impetus to consider
counterinsurgency—was now threatening to unravel the institutional learn-
ing that occurred during the previous four years.

AGAINST THE ODDS

The inauspicious circumstances marking the shift in U.S. strategy made the
security gains that resulted from its implementation all the more extraor-
dinary.30 Even during its initial stages, before all of the additional troops
were at hand, the new surge strategy paid a modest but indisputable divi-
dend. Writing in March 2007, Gen. Barry McCaffrey (ret.) provided a
wholly negative assessment of the general security situation in Iraq but
noted the many ways in which the new strategy had alleviated the situation
in Baghdad: following the “green light” from the Maliki government, more
than 600 Shia “rogue elements” had been incarcerated; the joint security sta-
tions system had resulted in “life . . . springing back in many parts of the
city”; and the Iraqis had “committed credible numbers of integrated Police
and Army units to the battle of Baghdad.”31 Max Boot came to a similar
conclusion, noting in late April 2007 that “the situation in the capital has
already shown signs of improvement. . . . The murder rate fell 75 percent
in February. March saw a slight increase, but by the beginning of April the
numbers of murders in the capital was still down 50 percent since the start
of the year.”32 Meanwhile, clearing operations in Ramadi were netting sub-
stantial arms caches, dismantling several weapons factories, and causing an
overall reduction in attacks per day from around two dozen to four or even
less.33

The U.S. military was able to sustain this lull in violence through the end
of 2007 and into 2008. According to one estimate the number of conflict-
related civilian casualties declined from a high of some 3,000 per month in
autumn 2006 to around 1,500 in April 2007, when the surge was beginning
to take effect, to 300–600 from September 2007 onward.34 Another esti-
mate by the Brookings Institution’s Iraq Index reported Iraqi casualties in
January in 2006–2009 as 1,778, 3,500, 750, and 455, respectively.35 In
terms of security incidents—attacks against infrastructure and government
facilities, bombs (both detonated and found), small-arms attacks, and mor-
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tar, rocket, and surface-to-air missile attacks—MNF-I in April 2008 re-
ported an increase from around 800 per week in early 2006 to 1,400 in
early 2007, followed by a gradual decline, leading to an average of below
600 per week from mid-September 2007 onward.36 The number of
weapons caches cleared and found went from 2,862 in 2005 to 2,660 in
2006, which increased to 6,963 in 2007 and to around 1,000 per month for
the first three months of 2008.37 All quantitative measures—although not
the most reliable of metrics—indicated the tentative success of the surge.

Two main factors lay behind this progress. First, the Sunni community
was increasingly turning against the extremist—or takfiri—groups such as al-
Qaeda in Iraq (AQI), creating a split in the Sunni-led insurgency. Whereas
the more moderate Sunni rejectionists strove for greater representation and
power in Iraq, the takfiri elements were inspired by an Islamist and revolu-
tionary campaign of violence against perceived apostasy in the region. Their
shared Sunni identity and hatred of the central Iraqi government had
brought these two groups together, but differences emerged as AQI began to
seek greater control over its more moderate allies. Henceforth AQI would
render itself deeply unpopular by disrupting and taking over informal busi-
ness networks, seeking to marry into the higher tribal echelons, and other-
wise challenging the sheiks’ authority.38 Seeking to coerce the tribes into
submission, AQI also launched a wave of brutal attacks on the tribes and
their leaders. By late 2006 these efforts had resulted in a backlash.

The second factor behind the reduction in violence was the U.S. military’s
change in strategy. The transition from larger isolated bases to smaller joint
security stations helped U.S. troops provide security, which enabled bridges
to be built with local communities seeking greater stability or protection. In
addition, the U.S. military actively assisted and even enabled the decoupling
of Sunni moderates and extremists.39 In short, U.S. brigades moved from a
narrow and predominantly enemy-centered focus on rooting out the insur-
gency to a broader effort to “end the cycle of violence,” primarily by engag-
ing with its adversaries’ initial motivation to take up arms.This helped locate
groups and individuals within the insurgency with whom cooperation would
be possible. By co-opting the middle ground and working with it against
more extreme elements, the U.S. military not only helped achieve common
goals but also contributed to the marginalization of hardliners.

These two factors converged in al-Anbar Province in late 2006, before
the surge even got under way. A split between Sunni moderates and ex-
tremists was emerging in the province as local tribes turned against AQI el-
ements operating in the area. The Ready First Combat Team (RFCT—1st
Brigade, 1st Armored Division) devised an approach that capitalized on this
split and presaged the main tenets of the official strategy adopted in early
2007. Through “a deliberate, often difficult campaign that combined tradi-
tional counterinsurgency (COIN) principles with precise, lethal opera-
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tions,” RFCT managed to turn al-Anbar, a former hornet’s nest of insurgent
activity, into a comparatively peaceful province.40

Deploying in June 2006 the RFCT first conducted a thorough review of
the population. The study revealed that in this predominantly Sunni
province local sheiks did not willingly side with extremists, as previously as-
sumed. Instead AQI was escalating its intimidation and was disliked, yet the
tribes were unable to counter the threat for fear of retaliation. Meanwhile,
American assurances of an imminent troop withdrawal, intended to placate
Sunni tribes, had in fact heightened their fears of AQI intimidation and of
an Iranian power grab (conducted directly or indirectly through the Iraqi
government, widely seen as a “Persian” stooge).41 Col. Sean MacFarland,
RFCT commander, therefore changed the message and the mission: U.S.
troops would not leave but would stand by the sheiks and help their forces
provide security and defend the population against AQI retributions and
any form of Iranian interference.

A similar partnership was forming in northwest Baghdad. With a highly
enemy-centered mission statement “to defeat al-Qaeda and its affiliated
movements,” 1st Infantry Division’s “Dagger Brigade” also initiated its tour
in November 2006 by studying the local population.42 It emerged that, in
this ethnically mixed area, the Sunni population felt compelled to side with
AQI as an imperfect security guarantee against the incursions of Shia death
squads conducting ethnic cleansing. This understanding of the Sunni per-
spective offered an opportunity to turn moderate fighters in that area: If
U.S. troops could help these Sunnis curb Shia violence, they could drive a
wedge between “honorable resistance members” and AQI, expand security
in the area, and build bridges with former “spoilers.”43

The partnerships required the adoption of counterinsurgency practices:
To gain support, intelligence, and collaboration, the U.S. military needed to
demonstrate that its presence would be sustained, that it could provide se-
curity, and that it was a reliable partner.44 Even before the shift from for-
ward operating bases had become official U.S. strategy, Dagger Brigade, the
RFCT, and a few other units therefore deployed to and operated from the
most volatile sections of their areas of operations. Dagger Brigade estab-
lished combat outposts on the fault lines separating the Sunni community
from Shia incursions. With the first outpost built, the unit “saw an in-
creased partnership on the part of the local nationals,” which led to the co-
location of volunteer Sunni units and U.S. soldiers, one that soon included
Shia security personnel.45 In Ramadi outposts were constructed where AQI
violence was at its highest, where U.S. troops would team up with the
sheiks’ forces to combat the terrorist threat. In subsequent months tribal
fighters joined the security forces en masse and worked with the U.S. mil-
itary to protect and secure the hospital and other civil institutions against
AQI control.46
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The official shift in strategy in early 2007 helped formalize the practices
that Dagger Brigade, the RFCT, and a number of other units had developed
ad hoc. Launched officially on February 13, Operation Fardh al-Qanoon di-
vided Baghdad into nine sectors, with the U.S. military constructing twenty-
seven joint security stations across the city. In line with theory contained in
the counterinsurgency manual, the U.S. military then deployed to the sta-
tions together with Iraqi forces and set about providing security at the local
level.47 Areas were subjected to intense yet discriminate infantry security
operations and were then cordoned off with checkpoints and barriers; the
population was issued identity cards, and any travel to and from the area
was strictly controlled.48 This strategy was also formalized in Ramadi. Build-
ing on the achievements of the RFCT, the U.S. military established forty
joint security stations and observation posts, all within eyeshot, where U.S.
soldiers were stationed to work with their Iraqi counterparts in establishing
security, interacting with the population, and initiating reconstruction of
streets and buildings damaged by the war.49 Because these operations are
manpower-intensive, they required the surge of five additional brigades;
those extra troops (35,000 of them in the end) allowed the U.S. military to
extend its reach, provide sustained security, and interact with local com-
munities, who were better protected and more willing to work with the
United States.50

Co-option and accommodation remained central to the new strategy: As
the U.S. military showed itself to be a reliable partner, it found groups of
Sunni moderates willing to cooperate in providing security. As various col-
laborative opportunities emerged, more “Sons of Iraq”—as the volunteers
were named—were put on the payroll; by mid-2008 more than 70,000
Sunnis were working with the United States.51 The recruits were screened
and then registered using biometric technology and eventually organized
for patrols in their neighborhoods and towns, producing—overall—a na-
tionwide reduction in bloodshed.52 This was not simply a strategy of brib-
ing and arming militias bent on ethnic cleansing. The Sons of Iraq were
neither cohesive as a force nor independently strong: They were carefully
screened, derived their strength from U.S. support, and were limited to po-
lice missions. Neither did the United States arm these fighters, as the groups
were already armed prior to the shift in U.S. strategy. Most important, the
tribes were not sectarian but rather secular nationalists, concerned more
with their local power base and community.53 Grievances against extrem-
ists were also genuine rather than opportunistic, and the locals therefore did
not need to be bought off.

If the adoption of a counterinsurgency strategy and the enlarged U.S.
footprint helped pacify the Sunni insurgency, it also compelled the Shia
cleric Moqtada al-Sadr to rein in his militia, the Mahdi Army, which had
been responsible for much of the violence against Sunnis in 2006. When
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the U.S. deployed additional troops to Baghdad and acquired Prime Minis-
ter al-Maliki’s authorization to enter previously off-limits areas hosting Shia
militias, including Sadr City, the cleric decided that now was the time to lie
low and refrain from further operations. Alongside this coercive leverage,
the U.S. military command added a strategy of co-option based on finding
common causes and transforming erstwhile adversaries into more peaceful
political actors.

As it turns out Sadr was keen to streamline his militia, which had lost
coherence and discipline during the previous year of violence. During 2006
Mahdi Army elements operated with no real direction from Sadr and en-
gaged in armed activity for personal self-enrichment: Renegade units turned
on each other for war spoils, targeted civilians—even in Shia areas—and at-
tacked anyone opposing their activities.54 The movement, which had cap-
tured the grievances of working-class Shias, was losing legitimacy and
jeopardizing Sadr’s hopes for greater influence relative, primarily, to the Is-
lamic Supreme Council of Iraq and Dawa, the two major Shia parties in the
Iraqi government. Sadr therefore “sought to use the surge as a further op-
portunity for cleansing his movement, ridding it of notorious troublemak-
ers and giving their names to the government or Coalition forces.”55

Following a firefight between the Mahdi Army and the Badr Organization,
the Supreme Council’s militia, in Karbala in August 2007, Sadr even im-
posed a six-month cease-fire, which “lifted the impunity that many
groups—criminal gangs operating in the Mahdi Army’s name and Sadrist
units gone astray—had enjoyed.”56 In early 2008 he also stood up the
“Golden Battalion,” which was to hunt down rogue Mahdi elements, now
referred to as “special groups.”57

By tapping into the motivations of its enemies, the U.S. military again was
able to find common ground for promoting a form of reintegration. It cap-
italized on the split in the Mahdi Army by supporting moderates and tar-
geting extremists, much as it had done with Sunni communities in al-Anbar
and Baghdad. Accordingly the U.S. military supported Sadr’s Golden Bat-
talion and reportedly paid some of Sadr’s forces to “help keep the peace”—
a reversal on previous policy.58 General Petraeus meanwhile held secret
meetings with senior Sadr officials to discuss security cooperation.59 The
goodwill thus engendered was used to goad Sadr toward peaceful political
participation: Henceforth U.S. officials were careful to distinguish between
“special groups,” on whom cease-fire violations would be blamed, and Sadr
himself, who was no longer cast as an extremist cleric but as a moderate and
important political figure seeking to rein in his militia. In General Petraeus’s
words, “this is a movement that was built on the principles of the martyr
Sadr, Moqtada’s father, and it was all about serving the people, not extort-
ing money from them, carrying out criminal actions against them.”60 Most
ambitiously, Petraeus “started using the honorific ‘seyed’ when referring to
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Sadr”—used to address descendents of Prophet Mohammad—and “asked
U.S. officers to do the same.”61 Overall the strategy appeared to pay some
dividends: Despite numerous attacks on Mahdi Army units throughout
2007, Sadr renewed the cease-fire in February 2008 and again, indefinitely,
in August 2008. He also took steps toward recasting himself as a national
leader, launching a “reform and reconciliation” project to “establish a broad
coalition of political parties” and sending his envoys to meet with Sunni
tribal leaders and politicians.62

As General Petraeus himself pointed out, the pacts and security gains
made during the surge were far from irreversible.63 Much depended on the
Iraqi government—and it was unlikely to react constructively to the chang-
ing security situation. The empowerment of Sunni tribes and former insur-
gents presented a threat not only to the dominant Shias in Baghdad but also
to the Sunnis in government who had so far posed as the champions of their
ethnic constituency. Throughout the surge the Iraqi government therefore
prevaricated on its promise to reintegrate Sunni volunteer fighters and to
share power with Sunni political leaders. The delays caused frustration and
threatened a return to violence.64 Meanwhile it was also uncertain whether
Sadr was willing to renounce violent means altogether or work with the U.S.
military over the long term. Given his popularity, Sadr’s transformation into
a politician was also likely to inflame his rivalry with the incumbent Shia
parties who viewed him as a threat to their power and privilege.65

Absent unlikely government reforms, the security gains achieved during
the surge were fragile. Still, despite the many serious obstacles that re-
mained in the way of reconciliation in Iraq, the new counterinsurgency
strategy had, more than any previous approach, succeeded in dramatically
reducing the levels of violence across the country, giving Iraq at least a
chance for reform and repair. Although the surge was not quite “counterin-
surgency by the book,” the new approach had given proof of a “conceptual
revolution within the military leadership” that enabled unprecedented
progress in stabilizing Iraq.66 For the International Crisis Group, “U.S. field
commanders displayed sophistication and knowledge of local dynamics
without precedent during a conflict characterised from the outset by U.S.
policy misguided in its assumptions and flawed in its execution.”67 Beyond
the much-needed improvements for the population of Iraq, all of this au-
gured well for General Petraeus and the COIN community.

RECOGNITION AND REWARD

Clearly tentative yet undeniably positive, the effects of the surge would
have three broad effects on the U.S. military’s learning of counterinsur-
gency. First, the stabilization of Iraq gave General Petraeus more time to im-
plement the new strategy. Secretary of Defense Robert Gates, who had
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initially appeared uncertain about the surge and sought to limit its scope to
a few months, increasingly deferred to General Petraeus and President Bush,
who wanted to give his top commander in Iraq “all the time he need[ed]”
for the new strategy to show results.68 Congressional opposition to the
surge also simmered down: During the September 2007 strategy review
General Petraeus and Ambassador Ryan C. Crocker were able to provide a
mixed picture of progress to the House and the Senate, gaining cautious ap-
proval for continuing the new strategy while pledging to draw down the ad-
ditional troops of the surge within a year.69 By the time of the April 2008
hearing, the “surged” troops were approaching the end of their tour; al-
though frustrated, neither Democratic nor Republican lawmakers made
much by way of protest when Petraeus requested, and Bush accepted, a
temporary freeze on further withdrawals so as to assess the situation as the
surge drew down.

Second, the success in Iraq gave General Petraeus and his supporters
more influence within the Pentagon. In November 2007 the Army called
on Petraeus to chair a promotions board to select the forty colonels (out of
more than a thousand applicants) to be promoted to brigadier general.70

When the list of officers was released in July 2008 it included both Col.
H. R. McMaster and Col. Sean B. MacFarland, officers known for sharing
Petraeus’s understanding of the operational environment in Iraq. McMas-
ter’s name had previously twice been omitted from the list of promotions
to brigadier general, prompting speculation that the Army was refusing to
reward officers who showed innovative thinking and expertise in coun-
terinsurgency; his promotion in 2008, along with that of Colonel MacFar-
land, suggested that a new course had been set.

The successes on the ground would also result in a promotion for Pe-
traeus, who in April 2008 was nominated by President Bush as the next
commander of CENTCOM. Through this move Petraeus would be replac-
ing Adm. William J. Fallon, who had unexpectedly retired in March 2008,
reportedly due to frequent disagreements with Petraeus, over CENTCOM
priorities and strategy in Iraq, in which Fallon had argued for troop with-
drawals.71 In promoting Petraeus, President Bush and Secretary Gates sig-
naled faith in him and his understanding of irregular warfare. As Gates put
it when he announced the promotion, “the kinds of conflicts we are deal-
ing with . . . are very much characterized by asymmetric warfare . . . and I
don’t know anybody in the United States military better qualified to lead
that effort.”72

Replacing Petraeus would be his deputy, U.S. Army Gen. Raymond T.
Odierno, whose promotion to commander of MNF-I signified further con-
tinuity with the approach put in place during the surge. Also, as part of this
shakeup Gen. Peter Chiarelli, commanding general of Multi-National
Corps–Iraq, was nominated as the next vice chief of staff of the U.S. Army.
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Known for his success in devising a comprehensive counterinsurgency strat-
egy as commander of 1st Cavalry Division in Baghdad in 2004, Chiarelli’s
promotion to full general and his high placement within the Army would
help institutionalize the comprehensive understanding of operations that he
had showcased in Iraq.73

Third, the success of the surge added momentum to the ongoing process
of institutional learning at the Pentagon, as manifested in a stream of plans,
official publications, and field manuals. One of the more important steps
taken may have been the August 2, 2007, release of the Army Action Plan
for Stability Operations, a document that would serve “as the plan for im-
proving Army capabilities and capacities to execute [stability operations],
as well as for implementing DoD Directive 3000.05.”74 The detailed plan
directed the Army to “identify, develop and institutionalize existing [stabil-
ity operations] capabilities, establish and address required capabilities and
capacities that do not exist, and report progress toward achieving these re-
quirements.”75 To that end it set out a litany of tasks and reforms to be en-
acted, which it assigned to various units and agencies within the Army.
Throughout, the Army Action Plan for Stability Operations embraced an un-
derstanding of stability operations as comprising developmental, humani-
tarian, and governance-related tasks that the Army would have to conduct
in the absence of capable civilian partners.

Whereas the ground services had thus far been most assertive during this
learning process, the Air Force increasingly sought to carve out some turf
for itself in irregular warfare and counterinsurgency. On August 1, 2007, it
released Air Force Doctrine Document 2-3, Irregular Warfare, intended to
fill a gap in USAF guidelines.76 The document was based on a conference
organized by the Air University’s Air Force Doctrine Center on February
20–23, 2007, at which the Air Force’s possible roles in irregular warfare, be-
yond the support of ground troops, were discussed.77 The Air University
also hosted a counterinsurgency symposium in April 2007, to which it in-
vited prominent members of the COIN community.78 Through such dis-
cussions, USAF was able to propagate its contributions to irregular war,
many of which were already being tested and regularly employed in the-
ater: precision strikes using low-yield bombs to limit collateral damage; per-
sistent intelligence, surveillance, and reconnaissance; air mobility; force
multipliers including space-based assets (intelligence, communications,
weather, and navigational capabilities); and the training and support of the
partner nation’s air force.79

Naturally, Doctrine Document 2-3 dwelled on these and other USAF ca-
pabilities. At the same time, Air Force doctrine also echoed the Army and
Marine Corps’ joint counterinsurgency field manual; it emphasized that ir-
regular warfare is not a “lesser-included form of traditional warfare”; that “le-
gitimacy and influence are the main objectives”; that it “requires a long-term
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strategy for victory”; and that “winning a protracted war is all about winning
the struggle of ideas, undermining the legitimacy of a competing ideology,
addressing valid grievances, reducing an enemy’s influence, and depriving
the enemy of the support of the people.”80 From a service often derided for
its reliance on precision bombardment and air strikes, the USAF’s new ir-
regular warfare doctrine was surprisingly congruent with the population-
centered approach to counterinsurgency developed by the ground services,
so much so that one USAF commentator criticized the doctrine for having
“undervalue[d] the function of force in suppressing intractable insurgents”
and for replicating “FM 3-24’s relegation of airpower to an ‘enabling’ role
as opposed to that of an independent maneuver force.”81

The elaboration of irregular warfare in Doctrine Document 2-3 was to a
large degree borrowed from the emerging Irregular Warfare Joint Operat-
ing Concept (IWJOC), a first draft of which had been released in February
2007. When the final product was issued on September 11, 2007, it re-
placed the 2006 QDR’s very vague definition of irregular war as “operations
in which the enemy is not a regular military force of a nation-state” and in-
stead defined such operations in line with the population-centered ap-
proach taken in the counterinsurgency field manual.82 In the IWJOC,
irregular warfare was defined as “a violent struggle among state and non-
state actors for legitimacy and influence over the relevant populations.”83

The IWJOC also gave equal importance to all major irregular operations,
including counterinsurgency and stability operations, which again distin-
guished it from the QDR, in which irregular warfare had implicitly denoted
counterterrorism and foreign internal defense rather than the population-
centered missions also included in that category of operations. The growing
influence of the COIN community was apparent.

An additional sign of the counterinsurgency community’s influence was
the publication of Army Field Manual 3-0, Operations, in February 2008.
The previous version of this cornerstone document had been released be-
fore the 9/11 attacks. Whereas in 2001 it had devoted two chapters to sta-
bility operations and support operations, the 2008 version emphasized
throughout the need to consider stabilization and reconstruction as per-
taining to all military operations.84 It stated, for example, that “with the ex-
ception of cyberspace, all operations will be conducted ‘among the people’
and outcomes will be measured in terms of effects on populations” and that
“stability and civil support operations cannot be something that the Army
conducts in ‘other than war’ operations.”85 The manual also picked up on
Directive 3000.05’s stated DoD policy that stability operations are a core
U.S. military mission that should be given equal priority to combat opera-
tions—and emphasized the need for the U.S. Army to master “full spectrum
operations”, that is, simultaneous offense, defense, stability, and civil-sup-
port operations.86 The emphasis on stability operations and the reiterated
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definitions and directives relating to such missions were especially impor-
tant, as the capstone manual referred to all U.S. Army missions. Thus it
would reach a wider audience and emphasized, to a greater degree, the pri-
orities of the Army as an institution rather than those of a subsection or in-
terest group.

Underlying and enabling the above changes was Secretary of Defense
Robert Gates, who during 2007 and 2008 became an increasingly vocal pro-
ponent for the need of the U.S. military to prepare for ongoing and future
irregular operations. In sharp contrast to his predecessor, Gates became
closely associated with the COIN community and was a chief advocate of
many of its arguments. Following a visit to Iraq in August 2006 he hired
General Chiarelli to serve as his senior military assistant; according to Fred
Kaplan, Chiarelli subsequently shared a draft copy of a forthcoming article
of his with the secretary that argued for a greater focus on small wars, asym-
metrical challenges, and irregular operations.87 The effect of that article
alone is uncertain, but it remains the case that during 2007 and 2008 Gates
made increasingly pointed remarks, often to military audiences, about the
need to focus closely on stability operations, counterinsurgency, and other
irregular types of campaigns. In an address to the Marine Corps Association
on July 18, 2007, he stated that “it is hard to conceive of any country chal-
lenging the United States using conventional military ground forces—at
least for some years to come” and stressed that “irregular forces—insurgents,
guerrillas, terrorists—have for centuries found ways to harass and frustrate
larger, regular armies and sow chaos.”88 Similar themes appeared in Gates’s
address to the Association of the United States Army in October 2007, dur-
ing which he characterized unconventional wars as “the ones most likely to
be fought in the years ahead.”89 Given at a bastion of the Army’s old guard,
the speech was certainly provocative, with some calling it a “declaration of
bureaucratic war.”90 Gates’s mission in this “war” was clear: “We in defense
need to change our priorities to be better able to deal with the prevalence
of what is called ‘asymmetric warfare.’”91

BACKLASH

Even though the positive results of the surge enabled members of the
COIN community to gain institutional power and influence, the interpre-
tation of the surge as justifying the need to focus on counterinsurgency was
not uniformly shared inside DoD. Indeed, while the COIN community
gained added momentum it also faced increased resistance and new coun-
terarguments by those unconvinced of their cause: The more that “irregu-
lar warfare” and “stability operations” were touted in doctrine and speeches,
the more vocal the opposition would grow.
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One of the arguments raised was that learning counterinsurgency was
equivalent to learning how to fight the last war—in this case the Iraq cam-
paign, which, while clearly still ongoing, was thought to be in its final
stretch. Given the many complications of the Iraq War since the beginning
in 2003, contemplating and preparing for a future marked by several more
such campaigns was an understandably unattractive proposition. Retired
Col. Douglas MacGregor’s argument in this context was typical: “Many in
the senior ranks . . . ask why the United States would ever willingly seize
control of another Muslim country (again), occupy it (again), and then fight
a rebellion (insurgency) against the U.S. military’s unwanted presence in
that country (again)?”—and if no reason could be found, “why they should
retool the Army and Marine force structure, doctrine, training and mod-
ernization to repeat the folly of Iraq, especially when doing so comes at the
expense of the Army’s and Marine Corps’ ability and preparedness to fight
future conflicts against far more capable adversaries.”92

This line of reasoning confused the unlikelihood of engaging in “another
Iraq” with the unlikelihood of engaging in operations that would call for
similar skill sets and capabilities. It also falsely presumed that those who ad-
vocated a greater focus on counterinsurgency ardently believed that the
United States would invade and occupy a succession of Muslim countries
in coming years. Instead their message was clearly that global urbanization;
the West’s superiority in conventional combat; the attractiveness and effec-
tiveness of asymmetric tactics to militarily inferior adversaries; the increased
frequency of state-building; and the “securitization” of state failure follow-
ing 9/11 all pointed to a future of irregular operations conducted among the
people and, most often, with the objective of building governmental ca-
pacity. These were the trends underlying the need to prepare for coun-
terinsurgency and stability operations beyond Iraq and Afghanistan; they
represented, to the COIN community and also to Secretary Gates, the na-
ture of modern warfare.

These trends notwithstanding, resistance to learning counterinsurgency
remained palpable. The main argument against it was that the U.S. military
had become too focused on counterinsurgency during the Iraq War and that
its “traditional” skills had suffered—or as Maj. Gen. Robert Williams, com-
mander of the Army Armor Center, put it, that “the long war is taking a toll
on our core competencies” (an unintentionally ironic comment).93 This
contention was already present in late 2006 when Gen. Richard Cody, the
Army’s vice chief of staff, urged swift redress lest the focus on Iraq produce
“an Army that can only fight an insurgency.”94 The chorus intensified dur-
ing the surge when the apparent success of counterinsurgency operations in
Iraq could be counterposed against the atrophy of conventional combat
skills. In June 2007, for example, Dennis Tighe, deputy director of the Com-
bined Arms Center for Training, asked whether “while we’re doing all this
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COIN . . . we have battalions that can still do an attack or a major defense,
or brigades that can coordinate three battalions attacking an objective.”95

Upon leaving as commander of JFCOM, Gen. Lance Smith voiced the same
concern: “The danger now, of course, is we get so focused on counterinsur-
gency and irregular warfare that we are not prepared for a different kind of
war.”96 By early 2008, Lt. Col. Gian Gentile, a leading Army voice against
perceived counterinsurgency “hype” and the chair of the history department
at the U.S. Military Academy, concluded with no ambivalence that “due to
five years in Iraq and six years in Afghanistan, I believe the U.S. Army has
become a counterinsurgency-only force.”97

Curiously, even while the COIN community and others looked at the
surge to justify the utility of learning counterinsurgency, others within DoD
used the same evidence to suggest that the time had come to return to more
orthodox priorities, counterinsurgency having been amply covered. This
sentiment was also evident within the Marine Corps, where the debate
played into the Corps’ fear of becoming a second ground force to the Army.
In the 2006 Commandant’s Planning Guidance, USMC Gen. James T. Con-
way acknowledged the importance of counterinsurgency but offered a sub-
tle reminder of the Marine Corps’ real calling: “Other types of forces,
unique to counterinsurgency and much in demand, will have to be stood
up. However, we will maintain robust, contingency response forces required
by law to be ‘the Nation’s shock troops,’ always ready—and always capable
of forcible entry.”98 The implicit message was driven home in subsequent
comments in which General Conway suggested that “you can have a major
contingency operation kind of capability and still do the ‘lesser included’
things to include counterinsurgency” but that “the reverse of that statement
is probably not true.”99

It is, of course, true that the military’s ability to conduct major combat op-
erations had eroded during the course of the Iraq campaign since 2003. It is,
however, inconceivable that after decades of virtually exclusive investment
in conventional combat capabilities the balance had now swung so far in the
direction of counterinsurgency that remedial action was necessary, either
immediately or in the coming years. Instead, the singular focus on “far more
capable adversaries” suffered from what Robert Gates would come to term
“Next-War-itis”—“the propensity of much of the defense establishment to
be in favor of what might be needed in a future conflict” (which by default
was assumed to be conventional in nature).100 As Gates explained, this “in-
clination is understandable, given the dominant role the Cold War had in
shaping America’s peacetime military, where the United States constantly
strove to either keep up with or get ahead of another superpower adver-
sary.”101 Yet, when engaged in two ongoing and highly demanding coun-
terinsurgency campaigns and in a global strategic environment that
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promised future irregular campaigns, this obsession with the next (and nec-
essarily conventional) war appeared out of touch with the most pressing of
priorities. Indeed, given the current conflicts and those likely on the horizon
it seemed more conceivable that the attention devoted to counterinsurgency
and stability operations would have to increase, particularly if DoD was to
treat them on par with high-intensity operations.

To the extent that DoD was accepting the importance of diversifying be-
yond standard war-fighting, the dominant school continued to regard the
appropriate response to an ongoing insurgency as primarily dependent on
foreign internal defense, that is, advisers and enabling assistance rather than
the direct engagement of U.S. forces, as seen in Iraq.102 In that sense, the
COIN community faced resistance even among those who recognized ir-
regular war as an integral part of the U.S. military’s future. Certainly there
was a need for the U.S. military to institutionalize a capability to conduct
advisory missions targeting insurgents and terrorists in foreign countries—
this would allow for greater leverage in a wider span of countries threat-
ened by insurgency and terrorism. The problem, however, was that many
proponents of the indirect or vicarious mode of exerting influence also
tended to see a very low likelihood of engaging directly in counterinsurgency
and, therefore, less of a need to develop a capability for such missions. In
wishing away the type of counterinsurgency epitomized by Iraq, these ad-
vocates of the indirect approach were effectively confusing a widely shared
desire to avoid such operations with the actual ability to do so.

This basic split within the irregular warfare community did not fully sur-
face at this time, as the group united in its joint focus on the “lower end of
the spectrum.” Nonetheless this alliance of convenience did not change the
fundamental fact that for many the indirect approach emerged in con-
tradistinction rather than to complement the direct types of engagement
most closely associated with the COIN community and, ill-fatedly, to the
Iraq campaign. This central incompatibility can be appreciated when the
counterinsurgency manual and surge strategy are compared with the QDR’s
Irregular Warfare Roadmap, a document intended to ensure sustained insti-
tutional attention on this category of conflict and determine budgetary de-
cisions for DoD’s 2008–13 program objective memoranda.103

Signed by Deputy Secretary of Defense Gordon England on April 28,
2006, the Irregular Warfare Roadmap called upon the services and SOCOM
to assess “a range of issues, dealing with doctrine, training, leader develop-
ment, combat equipment and personnel policies,” all relating to irregular
warfare.104 Much like the QDR from which it derived, the Roadmap’s in-
terpretation of irregular warfare gave short shrift to the requirements for di-
rect engagement in counterinsurgency; the point was to avoid these types
of campaigns. Thus whereas FM 3-24 had directed soldiers and Marines to

The Ambivalence of the “Surge” 137



conduct a range of military and nonmilitary actions themselves (if no one
else was capable), the Roadmap effectively broadened the indirect ap-
proach, initially tailored for SOF, to include general-purpose troops. This
course of action has since been referred to as a “step to the right,” whereby
“SOF need to adapt to new missions [relating to the War on Terror] and
general-purpose forces need to take over some of the missions that had
characteristically been thought of as special operations missions.”105 In
other words when general-purpose troops conduct irregular war they would
be engaged in foreign internal defense and counterterrorism strikes, not
counterinsurgency.106

In the Roadmap, the “step to the right” translated into five “lines of op-
erations,” of which one dealt exclusively with SOF and the other four with
preparing general-purpose forces for typical SOF missions.107 One line of
operation expressed the need to “rebalanc[e] our general purpose forces to
better support irregular warfare,” which really meant “increased frequency
of operations with host nation security forces and improving our General
Purpose Force’s ability to train, equip, and advise large numbers of these for-
eign forces.”108 This line of operation clearly targeted the troops’ ability to
conduct FID. A second line of operation sought to enhance DoD’s “capac-
ity to conduct counter network operations,” that is, the military’s “ability to
identify, find, locate, characterize, and perturb and disrupt extremist cells,
networks and individuals.”109 This, in other words, was counterterrorism
through special operations–type direct action.

The last two lines of operation emphasized “changing the way we man-
age the people necessary to support irregular warfare” and “redesigning our
joint and service education and training programs to conduct irregular war-
fare.”110 Although both objectives did seem more relevant to counterinsur-
gency and stability operations, it is uncertain, given the conceptualization
of irregular warfare to dominate the Roadmap, what skills would in fact be
emphasized in the new personnel policies and training and education pro-
grams. The apparent silence on Iraq-style operations throughout the
Roadmap suggested that the sought-after capabilities would instead be
geared toward discreet, lighter-footprint, and less operationally demanding
missions.

The skills needed for FID and direct-action counterterrorism are valuable
and needed also in counterinsurgency campaigns. However, mastering these
skills does not in itself augment the organic ability of U.S. troops to conduct
counterinsurgency in the absence of local surrogates, or to undertake the
nonmilitary tasks that are often central to population-centered campaigns
such as stability operations. Moreover the emphasis on “network perturba-
tion” can easily lead to an overly strike-oriented posture for irregular oper-
ations. This tendency was alluded to in an internal DoD report on the
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implementation of Directive 3000.05, which found that DoD “continue[d]
to emphasize the kinetic lines of operation, traditional or irregular, at the
expense of the non-kinetic.”111 Indeed, the acknowledgment that irregular
“lines of operations” can nonetheless also be overly kinetic in design was it-
self a subtle signal that not everything irregular optimizes or even relates to
the military’s ability to conduct population-centered campaigns such as
counterinsurgency and stability operations. Even when DoD appeared to be
going in the right direction, therefore, its learning of counterinsurgency in
particular was not guaranteed.112

CONCLUSION

The notion of U.S. soldiers successfully conducting comprehensive coun-
terinsurgency operations in Iraq was astonishing, especially given the pre-
existing aversion to such operations within DoD and the Bush
administration. What this says about the U.S. military’s learning of coun-
terinsurgency more generally is, however, less straightforward. Operation
Fardh al-Qanoon was forced upon the military brass. The resistance on the
part of the Army and USMC leadership may not have reflected an a priori
aversion to counterinsurgency but rather concerns over the applicability of
this strategy to Iraq. Even so, it is clear that General Petraeus and his com-
munity of counterinsurgency advisers represented a minority within the
U.S. military at this time.

During the surge the COIN community was able to overcome the for-
midable skepticism and opposition facing it while producing quick results
in Iraq. The official shift in strategy also helped familiarize U.S. ground
forces with the nature and requirements of counterinsurgency operations;
what had previously been embarked upon ad hoc and by only a limited
number of units was now the prescribed U.S. military approach. Although
the manner in which the surge evolved was unanticipated, its achievements
propelled its leaders to higher echelons within DoD. In parallel, the surge
also had a trickle-down effect on the Pentagon and accelerated its institu-
tionalization of counterinsurgency and stability operations as missions that
the U.S. military will prepare for and conduct.

At the same time, the surge fueled an ongoing debate within DoD as to
how much focus should really be given to irregular operations. In some
parts an understandable but overly hopeful desire never again to engage in
similar operations informed the discussion. Elsewhere Iraq was already
being perceived as “the last war,” and arguments were made to prepare for
the next conflict, unquestionably presumed to be a conventional one. Oth-
ers saw the continued potential for instability in Iraq and assumed, there-
fore, that counterinsurgency theory in general was flawed. Even those who
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acknowledged the ascendance of irregular warfare offered a counternarra-
tive to the COIN community, emphasizing an indirect approach to future
irregular challenges rather than the deployment of U.S. troops as in Iraq.
With the surge ongoing—and with the final chapter of the Iraq campaign
still in the balance—it remained to be seen whether the new attention given
to the COIN community would have a positive or negative effect on the
future of counterinsurgency as a U.S. military priority. Up to this point the
results were ambivalent.
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8

INNOVATION 
OR INERTIA

The danger is not that modernization will be sacrificed to fund asymmetric
capabilities, but rather that in the future we will again neglect the latter.

—Secretary of Defense Robert Gates, announcing the release of the 2008
National Defense Strategy, July 31, 2008

The U.S. military’s prosecution of counterinsurgency in Iraq intensified a
polemic within DoD as to how far the learning of counterinsurgency should
be allowed to proceed, whether the armed services’ traditional capabilities
were eroding, and whether a return to conventional priorities was now
needed. The debate of how to balance old priorities with new ones is nec-
essary and important. In this case what was too often missing from the de-
bate was any real sense of how much—or how little—had in fact changed
since the onset of the reorientation. Any comprehensive attempt to make
such an assessment would have uncovered the strong continuity that
marked DoD policy in several important respects. Indeed, far from singu-
larly devoted to the topics of counterinsurgency and stability operations, the
U.S. military remained, even during the heights of the surge in Iraq, an in-
stitution oriented predominantly toward major combat operations and un-
willing to upset entrenched priorities and spending patterns. Whether
through resistance or inertia, the continuity expressed itself in several ways,
but most forcefully in DoD’s decisions over its budget and force struc-
tures—areas that reveal, to a large degree, the roles and missions for which
the military is primarily configured.

These findings contextualize the growing calls by those generals and se-
nior officers seeking a swift return to conventional priorities. Given the
strictly limited nature of the reorientation to date, these sentiments seem
to echo a familiar tendency in the U.S. military to consider anything that
detracts from conventional war-fighting capabilities as eroding the force’s
readiness, however defined. Readiness to conduct a stability operation or a
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counterinsurgency campaign was no doubt deemed important, but it was
not to encroach on the military’s traditional resource allocation.

INSTITUTIONAL CONSTRAINTS

The struggle to overcome established norms and priorities within the Pen-
tagon was documented in an internal DoD report on the implementation
of the SSTR directive, intended, it should be recalled, to ensure that the U.S.
military treat stability operations on the same level of importance as major
combat operations.1 Titled the Interim Progress Report on DoD Directive
3000.05, Military Support for Stability, Security, Transition, and Reconstruc-
tion (SSTR) Operations, the report laid out the areas where progress was
being seen and those where resistance or inertia had prevented change.
While lauding “DoD components” for their “great progress in meeting the
exigencies of ongoing stability operations”—in particular with regard to
doctrine, training, education, and experimentation—the report also noted a
fundamental resistance to the deep-rooted changes necessary to make sta-
bility operations a core competence of DoD.2

Overall, progress in implementing the directive was characterized as “un-
even, ad hoc, and incomplete.”3 More specifically, “shortcomings” were “con-
spicuous in such areas as overall stability operations capacity, planning,
intelligence, and information sharing—despite best efforts by various pio-
neering and innovative individuals.”4 The intelligence picture of the U.S.
military had not, according to the report, adapted to the demands of sta-
bility operations, and the military was therefore lacking the means with
which to assess and understand the so-called human terrain—foreign civil-
ian populations, systems, and structures. Other issues flagged were more
fundamental to the military, relating to the structure and sizing of the force
and the defense planning scenarios required to determine those variables.5

The September 2006 report gave the impression of a reorientation that
was proceeding apace where no real reallocation of resources was necessary
or where driven by the right individuals, but that the need to learn stabil-
ity operations had not taken root within DoD as a whole. It explained that
although the value of stability operations had been “absorbed throughout
the Defense Department over the last several years at the conceptual level,
the Department and the larger U.S. government still spend inadequate ef-
fort on population-centered stability operations designed to create condi-
tions inhospitable to the enemy.”6 In that sense, the report provided another
valuable insight into the important distinction between learning and the ap-
pearance of learning.

Some of the downbeat assessments in the OSD report reappeared in an
October 2007 brief issued by the Government Accountability Office
(GAO) examining the U.S. government’s planning and capabilities for fu-
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ture stabilization and reconstruction operations. As a general conclusion the
report stated that “because DOD has not yet fully identified and prioritized
stability operations capabilities as required by DOD’s new policy, the ser-
vices are pursuing initiatives that may not provide the comprehensive set
of capabilities that combatant commanders need to accomplish stability op-
erations in the future.”7 GAO elaborated on this finding with reference to
three major areas of concern.

First, the report noted that DoD had not developed the “measures of ef-
fectiveness as required by DOD Directive 3000.05,” which was impeding
the process of determining the directive’s successful implementation. The
report explained that there was “significant confusion over how this task
should be accomplished and minimal guidance provided by the Office of
Policy” and warned that “without clear department-wide guidance . . .
progress on this important management tool may be significantly hin-
dered.”8 Second, the military’s planning process for contingency operations
too often excluded DoD’s interagency partners, complicating the synchro-
nization of stabilization and reconstruction tasks across government de-
partments. GAO offered three reasons for this shortcoming: lack of DoD
guidance on interagency planning; the Pentagon’s policy “not [to] share
DOD contingency plans with agencies or offices outside of DOD unless di-
rected by the Secretary of Defense”; and the “differences in the planning ca-
pabilities and capacities of all organizations involved.”9 Third, GAO
criticized DoD’s lessons-learned process as ineffective, in that it did not re-
liably capture the best practices identified in previous operations. “As a re-
sult,” the report noted, “DOD heightens its risk of either repeating past
mistakes or being unable to build on its experiences from past operations
as it plans for future operations.”10

In part, the limited progress made in implementing the SSTR directive
can be explained by the time required to institutionalize new operating pro-
cedures and organizational protocols. At the same time, DoD also appeared
actively opposed to making certain trade-offs and changes in priorities. Even
in such areas as training and education, where progress had been compara-
tively strong, there were clear signs that major combat operations often con-
tinued to dominate. In early 2007, for example, Capt. Scott Cuomo of the
Marine Corps commented that “a lack of appropriate training settings and
conditions” had rendered “the Urban Warfare Training Center (UWTC) at
Twenty-nine Palms the only place where Marines can simulate the complex
environment that we’ve been operating in for the past 15 years”—adding
that this particular program lasts only a week.11 On the Army side, Fred
Kaplan noted in August 2007 that “about 70% of the training at the Cap-
tains Career Course [at Fort Knox, Kentucky] is for conventional warfare.”12

Commenting in particular on the Aviation Captains Career Course, a 2007
graduate of the program cited an overwhelming focus on “the conventional
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Fulda gap–style battle” and lamented the absence of “economics, political
situation and cultural awareness” from the exercises included in the 
curriculum.13

Similarly, in terms of professional military education U.S. Army Col.
Kevin P. Reynolds (ret.) revealed that during the 2007 academic year at the
Army War College only “6.2 percent of the courses offered and approxi-
mately 4.8 percent of the hours in the core curriculum” dealt directly with
counterinsurgency, “either as a subject of the lesson or as a major sub-sec-
tion of a lesson.”14 Reynolds also noted that only two of ninety electives of-
fered that year “address[ed] counterinsurgency or a directly related
subject.”15 Although the Army War College doubled the amount of time al-
located to counterinsurgency in its curriculum the following academic year,
the relevant statistics still did do not go much beyond the 10 percent mark.

It is, of course, true that the Army War College focuses on the strategic
level of war, whereas many counterinsurgency-related topics would be op-
erational or tactical in nature. Even so there was a lacuna in Army PME with
regard to such strategic questions as military governance, infrastructure as-
sessment and repair, force structure for counterinsurgency, weapons system
acquisition with utility for counterinsurgency, and force rotation for coun-
terinsurgency. As Reynolds put it, “these are strategic issues that not only
impact on how a nation pursues a counterinsurgency campaign, but how
the decision to do so affects the nation’s ability to meet and respond to its
other obligations and challenges.”16 These are, in other words, areas that the
Army War College could have tackled more fully but did not.17

A similar underrepresentation of counterinsurgency could be found in
Marine Corps professional military education. In 2007 Cuomo noted that
the Basic Officer Course included thirty-three hours of instruction de-
voted to counterinsurgency or irregular warfare out of a total curriculum
of 1,534 hours; that the Infantry Officer Course spent seventy hours on
those subjects out of a total of 730.5; and that the Infantry Squad Leader
Course did not touch upon those topics at all in a 1,534-hour curricu-
lum.18 In other words the time devoted specifically to counterinsurgency
or irregular warfare at this time ranged between 0 percent and 10 percent
of total courses. These statistics resonate with the finding in the Septem-
ber 2006 OSD report that “the degree to which stability operations are
incorporated into DoD education programs varies by institution and is not
well coordinated.”19

If the continued conventional leaning of the U.S. military could be dis-
cerned in its hesitant implementation of Directive 3000.05, training pro-
grams, and educational instruction, the same proclivity was even more
pronounced in its budgetary allocations and decisions over force structure.
Even while the Pentagon focused on irregular war and conducting coun-
terinsurgency, DoD policy in these areas appeared predicated on the notion
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that such operations, never mind Iraq, would not form part of its future.
This disconnect is in itself significant, in that the structure and budget of an
armed force are fundamental to its functioning and indicative of the types
of missions for which it is primarily intended.

FOLLOW THE MONEY

The very means by which DoD managed its budget during the first years
of the Iraq War illustrates the continuity of its priorities. From the outset
the Iraq campaign and other operations relating to the War on Terror were
funded through a series of extrabudgetary “emergency” supplemental ap-
propriations. Such measures had been used during the initial phases of pre-
vious U.S. military operations, but in the case of Iraq the practice continued
even years after the campaign ceased to be an unanticipated emergency.20

The clear implication was that the “base budget” was not to be unduly af-
fected by the demands of the Iraq campaign, which would be funded on the
side. Plausibly, this logic stemmed from the preexisting assumption that the
pursuit of transformational capabilities would bestow the U.S. military with
full-spectrum dominance and should therefore not be disrupted, and fur-
ther the assumption that U.S. troops would withdraw from a stable Iraq
within months of the initial occupation.21 Although such assumptions were
proved wrong in practice, they nonetheless continued to inform defense
spending.

As a result DoD base budget requests continued to push for expensive
combat capabilities, making no real adjustment in recognition of the
changed strategic environment facing the United States. While the U.S. mil-
itary was scrambling troops for the counterinsurgency surge in Iraq, for ex-
ample, DoD’s fiscal year 2008 budget request continued to prioritize
platforms of little or no direct relevance to ongoing operations: “$27 billion
for aircraft programs, up $4.1 billion or 18 percent from [2006]; $14.4 bil-
lion for ship programs, up $3.2 billion or 29 percent; and $6 billion for space
programs, an increase of $1.2 billion or 25 percent more than Congress au-
thorized in [2006].”22 Steven M. Kosiak of the Center for Strategic and
Budgetary Assessments (CSBA) noted that in terms of research and devel-
opment (R&D) the budget request prioritized “traditional kinds of weapons
programs,” and in terms of procurement it “move[d] ahead with the vast
majority of the acquisition programs included in the Services’ long-range
plans—most of which were also projected in the last, pre-9/11, Clinton Ad-
ministration defense plan.”23 The same priorities prevailed in the fiscal year
2009 budget, which allocated $45.6 billion on aircraft programs, $16.9 bil-
lion on shipbuilding and maritime systems, and $10.7 billion on space pro-
grams—and which further distinguished itself by once again failing to cut a
single major defense program.24
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If the base budgets focused predominantly on capabilities for major com-
bat operations, it might be supposed that the extrabudgetary “supplemen-
tals” would be more relevant to the strategic context prevailing at the time.
Yet even though some of the war funds were allocated toward the pro-
curement of COIN-relevant equipment—body armor, protection equip-
ment, armored vehicles, and counter-IED capabilities—these funds were
never intended to develop a general capability to conduct counterinsur-
gency but rather to address specific costs accrued as a result of ongoing op-
erations. By force, therefore, the bulk of the supplementary spending was
spent on providing pay and benefits to soldiers and their families and on re-
placing worn-out equipment.25

Even when the supplemental budget request did touch upon materiel
and capabilities relevant to counterinsurgency, the sums involved were
often comparatively low. For example, the fiscal year 2007 and fiscal year
2008 requests both allocated $3.5 billion for body-armor sets, $7 billion for
protection equipment and activities, in addition to funding for various ar-
mored vehicles then in frequent use in Iraq. These provisions were gener-
ally perceived as modest, to the extent that they were subsequently
augmented by Congress.26 Marking up the fiscal year 2007 supplemental
bill, “Congress added $874 million in funding for the Mine Resistant Am-
bush Vehicle (MRAP), an armored truck with a V-shaped hull that has
proven effective in withstanding Improvised Explosive Devices.” Notwith-
standing this plus-up, DoD requested only $174 million for MRAPs in its
fiscal year 2008 supplemental, a sum characterized by the Congressional
Research Service as “well below the FY2007 level judged to match pro-
duction capacity.”27 Reacting to the services’ reticence, Secretary of Defense
Robert Gates lobbied for the accelerated production and fielding of the
MRAP throughout 2007 and also requested that Congress approve a $1.2
billion transfer of funds for that program.28 Although Gates’s influence
eventually paid dividends, the immediate utility of the MRAP declined soon
afterward as the number of IEDs in Iraq diminished throughout 2007 and
2008. Regardless, the fact that the secretary of defense had to intervene per-
sonally in this matter—four years into a war in which IEDs had caused ap-
proximately half of all U.S. casualties—underscored the armed services’
unwillingness to adapt existing programs and priorities for ongoing and fu-
ture irregular campaigns.

Some suggestion was made that the services’ initial reticence to back the
MRAP was due to the vehicle’s inappropriateness for counterinsurgency
operations, which often require troops to dismount from their armored ve-
hicles to interact with and protect local populations.29 Although that point
has merit, its relevance to the services’ decision making is questionable. In-
deed, in an address at the Center for a New American Security in October
2007, Gen. James T. Conway, Marine Corps commandant, made it clear that
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as far as he was concerned the problem lay in the vehicle’s weight and its
implication for Marine Corps deployability: “Frankly, you can’t put them in
a helicopter, and you can’t even put them aboard an amphibious ship.”30

The conundrum was therefore not one of how best to conduct counterin-
surgency but whether the acquisition of MRAPs would transform the Ma-
rine Corps into “a second land army.”31 Given this hangup, there was also
little enthusiasm within the Marine Corps to reallocate finite funding from
other ongoing defense programs, the bulk of which did conform to the
Corps’ expeditionary aspirations.32

More disturbing than the MRAP saga was the occasional use of extra-
budgetary bills to fund distinctly conventional platforms, supplementing,
quite literally, allocations made for high-cost weapons systems in the base
budget. In its emergency supplementary budget request for fiscal year 2008,
for example, DoD included funding for the procurement of two Joint Strike
Fighters (JSF), state-of-the-art advanced fighter jets that the Pentagon itself
did not expect to be available until fiscal year 2010.33 Given the urgent
need at that time to address the exhaustion of ground forces in operation,
and the fact that the JSF would not be available for years, its inclusion in
emergency spending was at the very least dubious.34 Indeed, Congress ulti-
mately rejected the inclusion of the JSFs, along with the Air Force’s argu-
ment that the planes, coming in at $189 million per unit, were a necessary
replacement for F-16s, costing $20 million each, lost in theater.35

Because of the limited congressional oversight over the supplemental
budget, the JSF debacle highlighted a wider trend illustrating the un-
remitting fixation of DoD with conventional capabilities even at a time
when priorities lay elsewhere. This practice became more common fol-
lowing a memo by Deputy Defense Secretary Gordon England in Octo-
ber 2006 in which he implicitly gave the services the go-ahead to finance
“overall efforts related to the global war on terror” through supplemen-
tals rather than only those relating exclusively to operations in Iraq and
Afghanistan.36 In 2007 a congressional report on the defense budget com-
mented on the dramatic rise in war-related equipment costs and noted
DoD’s “expanded definition” as to “what constitutes war-related equip-
ment replacement.”37 Similarly, seeking to explain the unprecedented cost
of operations in Iraq, CSBA’s Steven Kosiak noted in 2008 that “war-re-
lated funding measures appear to include funding for some programs at
best only indirectly related to the ongoing military operations.”38 The lack
of transparency in the supplementals was also the main reason why Con-
gress pushed for operational costs to be integrated within the base bud-
get.39 DoD relented to this pressure in its request for fiscal year 2008,
which earmarked $141.7 billion within its base budget for ongoing mili-
tary operations, although an extrabudgetary $93.4 billion was also re-
quested to supplement this allocation.
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To criticize DoD for pursuing war-fighting capabilities is not to suggest
that such capabilities were not needed or that the entire defense budget
should have been shifted, wholesale, to meet the demands of counterinsur-
gency. Nonetheless it should be recalled that the U.S. military at this time
enjoyed a remarkable superiority in conventional capabilities, was engaging
in two counterinsurgency campaigns, was likely to face future irregular op-
erations, and also needed to catch up on decades of underinvestment in
counterinsurgency-related capabilities. Against this backdrop it is difficult
not to be troubled by the unflinching continuity in Pentagon priorities.

Alongside the need to strike a balance between conventional and coun-
terinsurgency-related capabilities, DoD also had to decide how its budget
would allocate funds among the different services. Here, too, one sees re-
markable continuity with spending patterns from the 1990s and early
2000s. Writing for the Wall Street Journal in December 2006 Greg Jaffe
noted that from 1990 to 2005 the Air Force and Navy received 36 percent
and 33 percent of funds allocated to weapons systems, whereas the Army
took in only 16 percent; he added that “despite the wars in Iraq and
Afghanistan, both dominated by ground forces, the ratio hasn’t changed sig-
nificantly.”40 Col. Kevin P. Reynolds (ret.) offered slightly different statistics
but noted nonetheless that from fiscal year 2005 to fiscal year 2007 the
Army’s share of the DoD budget not only remained lower than those of the
Navy and Air Force but in fact decreased.41 So whereas the Air Force and
Navy were, according to a CSBA report, “operating relatively close to their
traditional peacetime operational tempo,” those two services were nonethe-
less receiving higher levels of funding than the Army and the Marine Corps,
which “accounted for the vast majority of the forces deployed in and around
Iraq and Afghanistan and represented the bulk of the U.S. military’s
counter-insurgency capabilities.”42

This mismatch in roles and funding openly surfaced in the 2007 Army
Posture Statement, which noted pointedly that “today, while providing the
largest number of forces for the war on terror, the Army receives the small-
est share of programmed Defense resources.”43 Despite this mismatch DoD
continued to allocate roughly 31 percent of the budget to the Army, in both
the fiscal year 2008 and fiscal year 2009 budget requests, thus continuing a
pattern stretching back decades that had no apparent bearing on strategic
realities, operational demands, and resource requirements.44 Fred Kaplan
put it well: “Is it remotely conceivable that our national-security needs co-
incide so precisely—and so consistently over the span of nearly a half-cen-
tury—with the bureaucratic imperatives of giving the Army, Air Force, and
Navy an even share of the money?”45

Alongside bureaucratic inertia this underfunding of the Army stemmed
from an idiosyncratic interpretation of the challenges faced by the United
States in the 1990s, and of how they might best be countered. As Frederick
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W. Kagan has argued, “America’s land forces today were designed to face a
limited number of badly degraded conventional enemies in an environment
in which American air power was expected to have decimated those ene-
mies’ ability to fight.”46 This assumption underpinned both the RMA and
the initial focus on transformation and, eventually, translated into a spend-
ing pattern that sought to sacrifice infantry in favor of next-generation pre-
cision-strike technology and platforms. Seemingly this assumption was not
quashed by either the U.S. military’s encounter with counterinsurgency or
the attendant lessons learned about the need for capable and sizeable
ground forces.

However, the blame cannot be pinned entirely on DoD. With limited re-
sources, the Army and Marine Corps elected to allocate their funds to ca-
pabilities of questionable relevance to the types of operations then straining
the ground services so badly. Even during the 2007 counterinsurgency surge
in Iraq the Army’s “largest procurement and research, development, testing
and evaluation program remain[ed] the Future Combat Systems, topping
$3.7 billion.”47 Its request for the Future Combat System in the fiscal year
2008 budget amounted to “an increase of $300 million” over the previous
year.48 Yet again this troubled pet project of the Army, which it has pushed
for since the late 1990s, was gobbling up funding that might otherwise have
helped the U.S. Army reorient itself to become a more capable counterin-
surgency force. Indeed, in marking up the fiscal year 2008 defense budget
request, the House Armed Services Committee felt it necessary to cut $867
million from the FCS, particularly some of its more “exotic elements,” and
fund instead programs of direct relevance to the ongoing war in Iraq such
as the expanded “production of Stryker armored combat vehicles and Mine-
Resistant, Ambush Protected (MRAP) troop carriers.”49 The Army obvi-
ously took note, as its request for the FCS the subsequent year remained
“limited” precisely to $3.6 billion, the figure accepted by Congress the prior
year. In this instance the House markup slashed $200 million from the FCS
line item; the Senate let it stand without revision.50

The allocation of Army funds may be one reason why “younger officers,
frustrated with the pace of change, say that any improvements depend more
on how the money is spent than on how much is spent.”51 The critique ap-
plied also to the Marine Corps. Commenting on the evolution and invest-
ments of the USMC, Lt. Col. Frank Hoffman (ret.) concluded that calls for
a greater role in small wars and “complex irregular warfare” had to a large
degree been ignored and that the Corps had instead “continued apace with
concepts and programs that date from the late 1980s for over-the-horizon
amphibious assaults.”52 This charge is corroborated by a cursory look at the
Corps’ major acquisition programs: the V-22 Osprey, the JSF (for which the
Navy provided substantial funding), and the Expeditionary Fighting Vehi-
cle. In fiscal year 2009, these programs cost a combined total of $6 billion,
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yet all of them “would be more useful for refighting the island-hopping
campaign of World War II than for policing western Iraq.”53

The investment in the tilt-rotor V-22 is particularly informative. The de-
velopment of this vertical-takeoff-and-landing aircraft was marred by tech-
nical difficulties, raising questions as to whether the exorbitant levels of
funding necessary to sustain the twenty-five-year-old program, and acquire
the planned number of V-22s when they became available, would not be
better spent either on a less ambitious aircraft or on transitioning the USMC
to better handle the counterinsurgency-related tasks that it was increasingly
asked to undertake. At a 2005 conference on the future of the Marine
Corps, Frank Hoffman made the point that “if it [the Osprey] works as ad-
vertised, which is a big ‘if’ . . . at $100 million a copy . . . it’s a pretty steep
price to pay, especially when most of its missions could be performed al-
most as well by [MH-60S Knighthawk helicopters], which cost about $25
million a piece.”54 Despite all of this, and even as the Marines were scram-
bling to fulfill the surge in al-Anbar, the Marine Corps continued to pour
Navy money into the Osprey, with the fiscal year 2008 budget allocating
$135 million for R&D and $1.959 billion for procurement.55 In the fiscal
year 2009 budget request procurement had increased to $2.22 billion while
R&D slumped to $68.8 million.56

Although the Marine Corps extolled the many virtues of the V-22, in-
cluding its apparent suitability for irregular operations, the aircraft was orig-
inally conceived as a key player in the Navy/Marine Corps concept of
Operational Maneuver from the Sea. Because the other big-ticket items re-
quested by the Marine Corps also related to its ability to launch amphibi-
ous assaults, it would seem that those types of missions represented USMC
priorities and vision for its own future. For Terry Terriff this focus on am-
phibious attack related to the U.S. Marine Corps’ institutional paranoia:
“Ever concerned that it might come to be seen as little more than a second
land army, sustaining its identify as an amphibious force meant that it
needed to demonstrate that amphibious warfare still furnished an impor-
tant and distinctive contribution to the defense requirements of the United
States.”57 Max Boot, however, asked the pertinent question, “when was the
last time the Corps has staged such a landing?”58 The spending pattern of
the Marine Corps, in the midst of two counterinsurgency campaigns and
with official DoD guidance stressing the increased frequency and com-
plexity of irregular campaigns, was simply anachronistic—oriented toward
a mission that it had not had to conduct since the 1950 landing at Inchon
and would not undertake in the foreseeable future.59

The slowness of the Army and Marine Corps to adapt to the needs of on-
going and anticipated operations led to their clash with the increasingly re-
form-oriented secretary of defense, Robert Gates. Having already noted the
growing likelihood of facing “smaller, irregular forces—insurgents, guerrillas,
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terrorists,” Gates eventually made more pointed comments yet on the need
for the armed services to adapt to this reality or lose out on increasingly
contested defense dollars.60 At an address in October 2007 Gates empha-
sized his belief that “any major weapons program, in order to remain viable,
[should] have to show some utility and relevance to the kind of irregular
campaigns that . . . are most likely to engage America’s military in the com-
ing decades,” adding that “a program like FCS—whose total cost could ex-
ceed $200 billion if completely built out—must continue to demonstrate
its value for the types of irregular challenges we will face, as well as for full-
spectrum warfare.”61

Gates’s comments revealed the serious lag in the armed services’ acqui-
sitions programs. Coming from a secretary of defense these remarks could
also signal change: In late June 2008, for example, the Army announced it
would rework the development of FCS to focus early spin-off technologies
on deploying infantry brigades rather than on heavy brigades as had long
been planned.62 Whatever the effects of this shift, it is more typical for the
armed services to “wait out” troublesome civilian officials rather than bend
to pressure. Though Gates’s continued tenure as secretary of defense in the
Obama administration gives grounds for hope, it must be recognized that
efforts to reform the armed services’ defense programs are always likely to
meet with some level of frustration. These are long-term projects whose
sunk costs, implications for industry, and strong support from within DoD,
Congress, and beyond all militate against meaningful change. And as Gates
himself has rightly observed, “unlike the big conventional modernization
programs, there has been no strong constituency inside or, for that matter,
outside the Pentagon for a long-term resourcing of capabilities for irregular
conflict.”63 Until this reality changes, the U.S. defense budget is likely to re-
main unresponsive to the current strategic environment.

STRUCTURING THE FORCE

The U.S. military defines force structure as the “numbers, size, and composi-
tion of the units that comprise U.S. defense forces.”64 Along with how a
force is financed, the manner in which it is structured—its size, its organi-
zation, and the distribution of skills—is central to its ability to conduct spe-
cific tasks and missions.

In the view of many defense analysts a force primed for major combat
operations will struggle to master and conduct the particular and often
nonmilitary tasks required for stability operations. Multitasking, or the use
of combat troops for stability operations as needed, might also result in
stability operations being overshadowed by the more typical priorities of
the armed services. Some defense analysts therefore argue that targeting
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specific forces for the development of these skills is a more reliable means
of guaranteeing their consolidation and maturation.

The notion of forming specialized units for stability operations has, how-
ever, met with resistance for several reasons.65 Hans Binnendijk, author of
a high-profile proposal to create specialized units for such missions, per-
ceived within DoD “a reluctance to shift resources to stability and recon-
struction areas, particularly as the armed forces are already overstretched; a
fear of establishing what would come to be seen as ‘second-class units’; and
concerns that the preparations for [stabilization and reconstruction] capa-
bilities would eat into the military’s war-fighting capability.”66 More rea-
sonably, some analysts claim that a force primed for stability operations
would be more vulnerable to attack compared to general-purpose troops.
In the words of Maj. Gen. David Fastabend, then the deputy director of the
Futures Center at TRADOC: “We cannot decide what force will be
needed—it is the adversary’s decision. In an uncertain operating environ-
ment where the enemy has no pattern, it is necessary to have a broad menu
of capabilities.”67

Although the Army has rejected the creation of separate units, the exi-
gencies of the ongoing Iraq and Afghanistan campaigns subjected it to in-
creased pressure to adapt its force structure in line with the particular
demands of stability operations. The conundrum facing the Army was thus
how to reorganize itself for this new mission without creating specialized
forces. Its proposed solution was four-fold, but as will be illustrated never
entirely satisfactory.

Force Modularization

First, the Army sought to envelop its response to the new types of oper-
ations it was facing within the ongoing modularization of its force struc-
ture, through which the Army was to transition from a division-based force
to one centered on self-sustained modular brigade combat teams of
3,500–4,000 soldiers each.68 The thinking behind modularization was that
the U.S. Army seldom deploys entire divisions, but that the deployment
of smaller units—such as a task force or a brigade—inevitably breaks up
the division and necessitates a mixing and matching of forces that renders
many left-behind units combat ineffective. In particular the support forces
required to deploy a brigade had to be borrowed from elsewhere within
the force structure or from the Reserve Corps, which is then subjected to
unnecessary strain. By basing the force on brigades, and by making each
brigade self-contained, more units could be deployed at any one time with-
out cutting into the support elements of other units. Characterized by the
Army as “the most ambitious restructuring of its forces since World War
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II,” modularization, it was hoped, would greatly increase the Army’s com-
bat power.69

Although the modularization program had surfaced before the Iraq and
Afghanistan campaigns, it was increasingly cast as a means of solving the
force-structure requirements of these and other irregular campaigns. The
2004 Army Comprehensive Guide to Modularity stated that “the new mod-
ular organizations provide a mix of land combat power that can be task or-
ganized for any combination of offensive, defensive, stability, or support
operations as part of a joint campaign.”70 In a similar vein the 2006 Qua-
drennial Defense Review framed modularization as a means of expanding
Army capabilities and capacity for irregular warfare and SSTR operations.71

With a view toward creating a force as proficient in irregular as in conven-
tional wars, the Army would thus “continue to rebalance capabilities by cre-
ating modular brigades in all three Army components” and “transform Army
units and headquarters to modular designs.”72

For the Army modularization related to counterinsurgency and stability
operations in two principal ways. First, BCTs would be self-sustainable and
thus more deployable. This would increase the total number of “boots on
the ground” that the Army could provide at any one time—an important
consideration given the manpower requirements of stability operations.
Second, BCTs were designed to be multifunctional and scalable, with dif-
ferent modules plugged in or removed in line with the demands of the op-
eration. With regard to stability operations, the Army could therefore
implant military police units, engineer components, tactical human intelli-
gence, and other modules to meet the challenges characteristic of such cam-
paigns.73 In that sense, the Army was also meeting the requirement of the
2004 Strategic Planning Guidance, which had directed the military either
to “create specialized units for stability operations or modular force ele-
ments that could achieve the same effect.”74

Grounding the adaptation of force structure for irregular campaigns
within the ongoing modularization initiative was, of course, convenient in
that it seemed to require no real change in direction or the creation of units
specially suited for stability operations. However, even though modulariza-
tion would certainly improve the Army’s ability to prosecute stability op-
erations, it was questionable whether it constituted a sufficient response to
the operational demands of such campaigns.

Critically, BCTs had not been designed with stability operations in
mind. The notion of creating self-sustainable Army units was first articu-
lated in Breaking the Phalanx, an influential book by Col. Douglas A. Mac-
Gregor published in 1997, and was subsequently picked up by Army Chief
of Staff Gen. Eric Shinseki in November 2001 to dovetail with the FCS,
his other main initiative.75 Not only did modularization thus predate the
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Army’s encounter with counterinsurgency; it was also designed to create a
specifically conventional, or transformational, war-fighting capability. In its
2004 summer study of stability operations the Defense Science Board
therefore warned that “modularity, in and of itself, does not ensure an ef-
fective stabilization capability”; “modularity,” it continued, “provides for the
aggregation and deployment of current capabilities; but if the military ser-
vices do not have, in total, enough capabilities, or the right capabilities, they
will not be able to meet S&R requirements.”76

Thus a change of direction was necessary. In particular modular elements
with skills relevant to stability operations had to be organized on a suffi-
cient scale to improve the Army’s capability to conduct such missions. Yet,
for BCTs to be thus adapted, stability operations would have to be viewed
as a core Army mission that ought to inform its force structure, and it was
always doubtful whether this type of thinking was going into the creation
of the new brigades. Instead, to many critics the shift to BCTs did little if
anything to augment the Army’s capability to conduct stability operations,
and the arguments put forward by the Army to that effect received sub-
stantial criticism.

First, the claim that modularization would increase the number of troops
available for deployment at any given time was at best only partially cor-
rect. When structuring BCTs the Army opted to incorporate two rather
than three maneuver battalions, a reduction of one battalion from the old
division-based brigades. In a report commissioned by OSD, the Institute for
Defense Analyses (IDA) argued that this decision would result in a 30 per-
cent cut in the number of battalions Army-wide and a downgraded ability
to field forces or “put boots on the ground.”77 The cut of one maneuver
brigade was made to accommodate the inclusion of a reconnaissance bat-
talion and an expanded headquarters; the Army contended that these
would “act as ‘force multipliers’ to strengthen or ‘enable’ the more sparsely
populated combat troops in each brigade.”78 This calculation was made on
the premise that “information technology and more-capable brigade head-
quarters can effectively substitute for a maneuver battalion at each
brigade.”79 In that sense the Army position was concordant with the central
tenets of Donald Rumsfeld’s transformation initiative, namely the substitu-
tion of mass for information. Whereas this notion proved effective in some
combat situations, critics worried that it was not applicable or even relevant
to counterinsurgency and stability operations, in which the sheer number
of troops may be an irreplaceable asset and the added benefits of superior
information technology may be less relevant.

The Army contested the IDA’s findings, claiming it had misunderstood
modularization and given proof of “old think.”80 Yet even if the Army logic
is accepted—that each BCT increases combat power—this effect would
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nonetheless have been counteracted by the decision to scale back on the
number of anticipated BCTs. Having initially planned to create a maximum
of forty-eight Active BCTs, DoD cut the number to forty-two in the 2006
QDR.81 Budgetary pressure would, according to other analysts, compel the
Army to “stop Active Army modularization at 39 brigades,” while some
Army insiders anticipated a mere thirty-six AC brigades.82 Although finan-
cial pressures certainly lay at the root of the decrease, it must be recalled
that the Army’s budgetary priorities were not at this time only, or even
mainly, a function of the Iraq War. A Congressional Research Service report
on the modularization program revealed that the elimination of “at least one
Active BCT and from three to six Guard BCTs” was made “in order to keep
the FCS program on track.”83 Clearly this reduction in BCTs would coun-
teract the stated aim of modularization to provide the Army with more
boots to deploy and sustain in theater, and in doing so its relevance to man-
power-intensive stability operations would also suffer. The fact that the
number of brigades was being reduced to fund the overwhelmingly con-
ventional FCS further suggested that the demands of stability operations
did not inform the modularization effort. Indeed, it indicated that the con-
ventional, or transformational, thinking behind the entire modularization
program had continued to dominate.

The second factor linking BCTs to stability operations related to the abil-
ity to undertake plug-and-play with different units, inserting stability oper-
ations–relevant modular elements to respond to the demands of such
operations as and when needed. Although this concept makes sense in the-
ory, a closer look reveals a more ambiguous reality. Most presentations on
the structure of the BCT did not anticipate the inclusion of modular ele-
ments with much relevance to stability operations.84 Indeed, commenting
upon the Army’s conceptualization of modularization, one analyst framed
its relevance to stability operations as “unclear” or “minimal.”85 A senior
Army officer involved in the debate was starker yet: “The BCT does not in-
crease our SSTR capability. . . . If you look across the structure of the BCT,
it is well configured for executing lethal missions, not non-lethal ones.”86

These arguments were captured in a paper by U.S. Army Col. Brian W.
Watson on modularization and its links to stability operations. While ac-
knowledging that “the modular BCT does feature some organic military po-
lice, intelligence collection, signal, and combat engineer assets that were not
previously organic to combat brigades,” he also noted that “the current de-
sign of these units represents a minimalist approach, barely capable of ac-
complished the tasks necessary to support combat operations—let alone the
additional tasks required for stabilization.”87 He therefore concluded that
modularization “does little to improve the Army’s stabilization capability.”
In particular:
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1. It has not focused on providing the modular and scalable force pool
of stabilization capabilities that can augment brigade combat teams;

2. It does not provide the land force with a multifunctional brigade ca-
pable of exercising mission command for area-wide stabilization ef-
forts to free forward BCTs for maneuver; and

3. It does not generate an adequate mix of modular brigades within the
active and reserve components given the characteristics of future
land campaigns.88

The Army was reportedly receptive to Watson’s criticism yet stuck to its
original argument that BCTs were designed as “full-spectrum forces, equally
capable of performing traditional combat, counterinsurgency, and stability
operations,” a claim predicated on its “vastly improved communications in-
frastructure.”89 This assertion by the Army may have some merit, but it re-
quires closer scrutiny. First, the Army had peddled the notion of a
“full-spectrum” and “full-dimensional” force since at least the mid-1990s,
yet it has nonetheless struggled to prioritize stability and counterinsurgency
operations as a critical part of that spectrum.90 Second, given the Army’s
overmatch in conventional war-fighting, any sincere attempt to become a
truly full-spectrum force would have had to involve a discernable reinvest-
ment and the elevation of stability operations in particular. For example,
rather than train and educate conventionally minded soldiers to conduct
stability operations tasks as they come up, a basic shift in force structure to
meet the requirements of such missions would have gone a long way to-
ward consolidating and institutionalizing the Army’s ability to conduct op-
erations across the spectrum. Nonetheless, no such move was seen when the
Army rolled out the BCT.

Rebalancing the Active and Reserve Corps

Beyond modularization, a second means by which the U.S. Army sought to
adapt its force structure to meet the demands of stability operations was by
rebalancing its Active Corps and Reserve Corps. Most of the Army’s com-
bat support (CS) and combat service support (CSS) military occupational
specialties (MOS) have typically resided in the RC. This organizational
setup stemmed from the Total Force Concept (also known as the Abrams
doctrine after its main proponent, Gen. Creighton Abrams), which was
elaborated after Vietnam to delineate resources and capabilities between
the AC and RC. One imputed intention behind the Abrams Doctrine was
to ensure that no president would be able to take the Army to war for a
prolonged period without drawing on reserves, something that would in
theory engage the entire country in a public debate as to the necessity and
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judiciousness of the military action.91 Regardless of whether this safeguard
was indeed the intent, one side effect of the resultant AC/RC setup was that
the MOS most relevant to stabilization and reconstruction operations were
placed within the RC, where they are less accessible and deployable. In Iraq
and other stability operations conducted by the U.S. Army, this has resulted
in severe strain on certain “high-demand low-density” units within the RC,
such as military police and civil affairs, for which demand has consistently
exceeded supply.

Partly in recognition of the Army’s role in stability operations, the Army
leadership decided in 2003 to shift more than 100,000 positions from the
RC to the AC and vice versa, thus adapting the force for the types of oper-
ations that it was increasingly facing. The rebalancing would be conducted
in a three-phase process spanning from fiscal year 2004 to fiscal year 2011
and result in decreases in field artillery, air defense, engineers, armor, and lo-
gistics within the AC, with attendant increases in military police, trans-
portation, petroleum/water distribution units, civil affairs, PSYOPS, and
biological integrated defense companies.92 By the end of fiscal year 2006, a
total of 57,000 slots had been moved.93

It is clear that the AC/RC rebalancing could very well improve the
Army’s capability to conduct stability operations. However, some critics
have suggested that the effect was incidental rather than intended and that
the shifts in MOS related instead to the building of a more deployable mil-
itary, able to conduct combat operations with greater agility and with less
strain on the force—all valid and important objectives, but none that relate
directly to stability operations. It is true that the initial language surround-
ing the AC/RC rebalancing referred not to stability operations but to re-
ducing “reliance on the reserve component during the first 15 days of a
‘rapid response operation’ and to limit reserve mobilization, especially for
high demand units, to once every six years.”94

Given the origins of the AC/RC rebalancing, it is doubtful whether it will
be sufficiently targeted to overcome the shortfall in U.S. Army capabilities
for stability operations. “While some criticize the reforms as short-term
measures primarily geared to deal with the demands of several more years
in Iraq rather than with the combat realities of future battlefields, others
might look at them as insufficient if the Army is to possess the types of
forces necessary to carry out peacekeeping and related stability operations
as an inevitable component of its future missions.”95 Other analysts worry
that shifting RC personnel into the active corps will result in the depletion
of the knowledge and expertise that these forces would normally derive
from their civilian professions. Because many of these civilian skills are also
highly relevant to stability operations, there is a risk that rebalancing, unless
done very carefully, will weaken rather than strengthen the U.S. military’s
capability for stability operations.
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In a similar vein, it is uncertain whether units of apparent relevance in
stability operations would be trained accordingly. The authors of a 2007 re-
port on U.S. force structure elaborate on this point: “Is civil affairs orga-
nized, trained, equipped, and educated adequately for future missions, or is
it still geared for dealing with civilians in a more traditional fight? Are med-
ical personnel trained for family medicine or combat triage and emergen-
cies? Are engineers prepared for tasks such as reconstruction, economic
development, and reestablishing (or in some cases, creating) essential ser-
vices, or are they primarily combat engineers who build under fire the fa-
cilities needed for conventional military engagements? Even more
fundamentally, given the complexity of the task, it may be possible that new
specialties need to be created.”96

This last point is critical and underscores the specific skills needed for
stability operations and the attendant need to rethink entirely how a mili-
tary dedicated to both stability operations and conventional combat ought
to shape and size its ground forces to fulfill these different types of missions.

An Increase in Ground Forces

The third element of the Army’s reforms to adapt its force structure for
counterinsurgency and stability operations related to the growing of the
ground forces announced in late December 2006 by President Bush. Ac-
cording to these plans the Army was to grow by 65,000 personnel to
547,000 and the Marine Corps by 27,000 to 202,000. Although this move
did not relate immediately to Iraq—any change in the total size of these ser-
vices would require years to take effect—the move suggested a new will-
ingness to consider manpower-intensive, heavy-footprint operations.

The decision to boost the size of the Army and Marine Corps broke rad-
ically with prior DoD policy. Since the Cold War, in particular during the
Rumsfeld era, DoD had sought to downsize the Army, first to cash in on
the expected peace dividend to flow from the fall of the Soviet Union, and
then to cut personnel costs in order to finance investment in high-tech com-
bat capabilities. Given the operational tempo of the War on Terror—and the
demands of the Iraq campaign in particular—DoD faced mounting pressure
to adjust the size of the Army and Marine Corps, which many critics felt
were too thinly stretched to operate effectively not only in Iraq but also to
respond to unforeseen crises elsewhere.97

Despite this pressure Rumsfeld consistently argued against a permanent
increase in ground forces, which he perceived as an unwise investment of
finite resources given the rising costs of sustaining U.S. uniformed per-
sonnel. A permanent increase in manpower, he explained, “required cuts
elsewhere in the Defense budget . . . crowding out funding for various
types of transformational capabilities that can allow us to do more with
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the forces that we currently have.”98 In other words, advanced informa-
tion and technological capabilities would reduce the need for boots on
the ground; in line with the central promise of transformation, mass would
be replaced with information. This position reflected Rumsfeld’s under-
standing of combat effectiveness; as he put it, “in the 21st century, what
is critical to success in military conflict is not necessarily mass as much as
capability.”99

DoD had therefore experimented with a variety of means to boost the
combat capability of the Army and Marine Corps without increasing over-
all size. High-tech capabilities were one “force multiplier”; another was
modularization, which was to increase combat capability by restructuring
rather than resizing.100 With the pressure of the War on Terror—and the
Iraq War in particular—the Pentagon did acquire the authority to increase
provisionally the size of the Army by a maximum of 36,000 troops. This
boost was, however, a temporary expedient to meet the demands of what
Donald Rumsfeld called a “spike period” rather than an attempt to prepare
for future counterinsurgency and stability operations.101 In other words,
basic DoD orthodoxy on the size of ground forces remained unmitigated.

It was only under the leadership of Secretary of Defense Robert Gates
that the Pentagon broke with this long-standing policy, announcing in late
2006 a permanent increase in both the Army and the Marine Corps. The
sudden shift indicated recognition that, beyond restructuring and new tech-
nology, a simple boost in numbers would in fact be needed to fill the short-
fall in manpower exposed through the ground services’ engagement in
stability operations. As President Bush put it, “we’re going to need a mili-
tary that’s . . . able to sustain our efforts and to help us achieve peace.”102

Nonetheless, even though the increases in end strength did respond to those
who had demanded larger U.S. ground forces, it is unclear whether the
“plus-up” would have a significant effect on the abilities of the Marine
Corps or the Army to conduct stability operations. There are three main
reasons for this.

First, counterinsurgency is notoriously difficult—“like eating soup with a
knife”—requiring not only a large force but also one that is capable, disci-
plined, and intelligent—soldiers and Marines who have the education, ma-
turity, and resilience to manage its complexity and act accordingly, even
under pressure.103 The Army and the Marine Corps recognize this feature
of modern warfare. The Army has introduced the concept of the “pentath-
lete soldier”—“a multiskilled leader who personifies the warrior ethos in all
aspects, from war fighting to statesmanship to enterprise management.”104

Similarly the Marine Corps has for some years advanced the idea of the
“strategic corporal,” a Marine “firmly grounded in our ethos, thoroughly
schooled and trained, outfitted with the finest equipment obtainable, infi-
nitely agile, and above all else, a leader in the tradition of the Marines of
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old.”105 Strategic corporals and pentathlete soldiers are certainly needed, yet
acknowledging this fact is far easier than attracting and retaining the re-
quired personnel.

Indeed, the Army and Marine Corps were, even before the troop in-
crease, struggling to meet recruitment and retention quotas: “In 2005, the
active Army missed its recruitment goal by 8 percent, or 6,600 personnel.
Worse, the Army Reserve fell short of its recruitment goal by 16 percent,
or 4,600 personnel, while the Army National Guard’s recruitment efforts
fell short by 20 percent, or 12,800 personnel.”106 The situation forced the
Army to lower its acceptance standards, resulting in a drop of recruits
deemed “high-quality” from 61 percent in 2004 to 47 percent in 2006.107

As Andrew Krepinevich noted in his April 2007 testimony to the Senate
Armed Services Committee, the Army also “granted some 8,500 moral
waivers for recruits in 2006, more than triple the 2,260 granted a decade
ago” and “up 30 percent” from the previous year.108 Krepinevich also ob-
served that only 82 percent of Army recruits in 2006, compared to a bench-
mark of 90 percent, had high school diplomas—“the lowest rate since 1981,
when the Army was beginning to come out of the depths of the ‘hollow
force’ of the immediate post-Vietnam era.”109 Although the Marine Corps
faced less cumbersome problems with recruitment and retention, similar
pressures would most likely be felt, especially as the Army and Marine
Corps depend on the same recruitment pool.110 With DoD already strug-
gling to fill existing positions, concern mounted that reaching higher end-
strength targets would necessarily demand further relaxations in
recruitment standards. “The United States may, ultimately, end up with
larger but, unit-for-unit, somewhat less capable ground forces.”111

The quality of recruits is foundational to the construction of an effective
counterinsurgency force. However, this problem was extrinsic to the troop
increase and could plausibly be corrected over time. A more critical issue—
relating specifically to the appropriateness of the U.S. force structure for
counterinsurgency operations—is how the Army and Marine Corps in-
tended to incorporate the additional troops within the existing force. In-
creasing the force pool of the Army and USMC would in itself improve
their abilities to sustain a large presence abroad. The question, however, is
whether the U.S. military was merely creating a larger conventional force or
whether its planned expansion would also help it face the likely threats of
tomorrow.

Although it will be years before the additional positions are filled, plans
for the expansion presented by the Army and Marine Corps provide insight
into how each service would use the opportunity to grow. A preliminary as-
sessment reveals that both services did take steps to develop capabilities for
stability operations. Citing an Army briefing of May 2007, Michèle
Flournoy and Tammy Schultz revealed that 16,000 of the new Army posi-
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tions would go into the building of greater CS/CSS capabilities, including
military police, linguists, and engineers along with specialists in medicine,
ordnance disposal, and PSYOPS.112 The Marine Corps, meanwhile, planned
to focus specifically on those types of units that have been in highest de-
mand through its engagement in Iraq and Afghanistan: infantry battalions,
military police, civil affairs, and intelligence units.113

These steps addressed longstanding capability gaps in the force structure
of both services. Beyond these measures, however, the Army and Marine
Corps displayed a continuing and some would say unwavering preoccupa-
tion with high-intensity operations.114 On the Army side, 20,600 of the ad-
ditional 65,000 Army personnel were allocated to the construction of
additional BCTs—bringing the total number from forty-two to forty-
eight—yet as envisioned these units were not structured to conduct coun-
terinsurgency or stability operations.115 Similarly, “the Marine Corps
proposal includes some laudable steps to strengthen the Corps’s capabili-
ties for irregular operations, but the bulk of additional end strength is cur-
rently allocated to building more conventional combat capabilities,” such as
artillery batteries, tank units, fighter squadrons, and an additional regimen-
tal combat team.116 Commenting on the inadequacy of Marine Corps’ force
structure for irregular war, USMC Capt. Scott Cuomo noted that “at the
company level, we have no organic intelligence capability, information spe-
cialist(s), media (television, radio, and Internet) liaisons, non-lethal units,
money handlers, general engineers, human terrain experts, or linguists and
possess limited communications expertise.”117 There were few indications
that the USMC’s expansion plan would adequately address these shortfalls.
In the end both the Army and Marine Corps demonstrated far too much
continuity with traditional priorities, particularly given each service’s short-
fall in skill sets and MOS relevant to stability operations; “absent are the
sorts of organizational innovations that would signal that a more funda-
mental shift was afoot.”118

The half-hearted reform effort can be explained by the motivating fac-
tors behind the increase. Rather than to prepare for stability operations, the
decision to grow the ground services related to a range of unrelated factors,
chief among which was the need to alleviate the personnel tempo of each
service, which had increased substantially due to the frequent rotations
into and out of Iraq. More tangentially, the expansion was also to take some
pressure off the National Guard, which had been strained as a result of the
Iraq War, and to decrease risk by boosting the U.S. military’s ability to re-
spond to crises unrelated to ongoing operations.119 Although necessary,
these factors do not affect the Army and Marine Corps’ basic preparedness
and suitability for stability operations—their understanding of counterin-
surgency, their ability to gather and process human intelligence, their lan-
guage and cultural skills, their understanding of the “battlefield,” and skills
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for civil-military operations in urban environments. The distinction is crit-
ical: As Frank Hoffman has argued, although “some point to Iraq and stren-
uously argue that Operation Iraqi Freedom or the subsequent insurgency
‘proves’ we need more ground forces . . . just having more forces, without
the right operating framework, would not have materially improved events
in Iraq in 2003 or 2004.”120 Assessing the planned increase, Hoffman there-
fore concluded that with regard to the Army and Marine Corps “neither
institutional vision shapes unique capabilities for dealing with asymmetric
and protean adversaries.”121

Needless to say, given this backdrop the Army and Marine Corps rejected
more radical suggestions to restructure ground forces for stability opera-
tions. One of the more high-profile proposals was to bifurcate the force. In
late 2006 and early 2007 Andrew Krepinevich briefed OSD and the Joint
Staff on one proposal to create a high-intensity force of fifteen BCTs, which
would be centered on the FCS, and another twenty-seven brigades opti-
mized for irregular warfare, including advisory missions, SSTR operations,
and pacification.122 Lt. Col. John Nagl suggested creating a permanent ad-
visory corps within the Army to standardize and systematize training pro-
grams; a similar suggestion came out of a CSBA wargame on the force
requirements for irregular operations, commissioned by OSD.123 These and
other proposals did not gain much traction with the Army leadership. Sim-
ilarly, an early proposal to stand up/establish a Marine Corps Advisor Group
was soon rejected.124 In all cases the notion of singling out specialized forces
for stability operations cut against the ground services’ culture and self-per-
ception. Meanwhile, the elevation of a standing advisory unit clashed with
the low priority placed on this type of work. Indeed, until mid-2008 the
U.S. Army did not recognize advisory positions as command experience,
meaning that a soldier’s involvement in transition teams would not appear
on career records.125 While service on transition teams has since then been
included in official records, promotion boards do not tend to value the ex-
perience and the field is therefore still not perceived as career-enhancing.

Ad Hoc Structural Innovations

In the absence of fundamental reforms in force structure, the United States
underwent incremental adjustments to equip deployed units with some of
the capabilities and skill sets needed for counterinsurgency and stability op-
erations.These developments responded to immediate operational demands
but did not inform the U.S. military’s basic force structure. In that sense the
adjustments belied the military’s perception of counterinsurgency as an af-
terthought: a temporary mission that might prompt adaptation occasionally
but would not in the long run affect fundamental structure, resources allo-
cation, and priorities.
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Perhaps the most groundbreaking innovation was the Provincial Recon-
struction Team. As noted in chapter 3, the first PRTs appeared in
Afghanistan in early 2003 and were the culmination of attempts to inte-
grate military and civilian stabilization and reconstruction efforts on the
ground. In subsequent years the number of PRTs in Afghanistan multiplied;
by 2008 there were twenty-five PRTs working in country, of which twelve
were led by the United States. The structure varied, but the teams tended
to consist of fifty to one hundred personnel, including a handful of civilians
or contractors and representation from the Afghan interior ministry, along
with military police, PSYOPS, explosive ordinance/demining, intelligence,
medics, force protection, and administrative and support personnel.126 Re-
gardless of the PRT’s structure, the idea was always to bring civilian and mil-
itary counterinsurgency efforts closer together and thereby to extend the
reach of civilian workers to unstable areas.

The PRT format was not replicated in Iraq until October 2005, when
three teams—substantially reworked from the Afghan prototype—were
created in Mosul, Kirkuk, and Hillah. Staffed by civilians and soldiers, these
PRTs were to “assist Iraq’s provincial governments in developing a trans-
parent and sustained capability to govern, to promote increased security
and rule of law, to promote political and economic development, and to
provide the provincial administration necessary to meet the basic needs of
the population.”127 By 2007 there were twenty-five PRTs in Iraq. As part of
the shift in strategy announced that year, fifteen PRTs were “embedded”
within combat brigades and given the mission to “support counterinsur-
gency operations.” Due to their placement within military units, these PRTs
were better able to operate in volatile areas.128

The PRT concept was inspired by the interagency CORDS teams (Civil
Operations and Revolutionary Development Support) created in May 1967
and used to good effect during the Vietnam War. Much like their concep-
tual predecessors, PRTs were able to contribute effectively to the U.S. gov-
ernment’s counterinsurgency campaigns in Afghanistan and Iraq, mostly
because no other structure brought civilians and military staff together to
operate in unison. It was plausibly for this reason that Gen. David Petraeus
included PRTs as one of ten points in his June 2007 Iraq Counterinsurgency
Guidance.129 Indeed, as a House Armed Services Committee report on
PRTs was quick to point out, they “exemplify the type of interagency sta-
bility operations units deemed by the Administration to be essential to re-
construction and counterinsurgency.”130

However, the development and fielding of PRTs also reflected underly-
ing problems in the U.S. military and civilian departments’ suitability for
and investment in counterinsurgency. First, the parallel made between PRTs
and CORDS can be misleading, particularly given the scale of each struc-
ture. More than 8,000 U.S. soldiers and civilians were committed to the
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CORDS program in Vietnam, working on developmental, training, and se-
curity missions as well as several smaller projects. As Richard Stewart put
it, “if one counts up all of the Vietnamese elements involved in pacification,
not including the conventional RVNAF, the number of personnel involved
was nearly 850,000.”131 By contrast, the entire PRT effort in Afghanistan
amounted to no more than 3,000 personnel. The $7.8 billion (adjusted) per
year spent on CORDS at its peak also outstrips the $2 billion devoted an-
nually to PRTs in Iraq. In the words of Ginger Cruz, DoD’s deputy special
inspector general for Iraq reconstruction, “PRTs, like so many efforts in Iraq,
tend to program to budgets, rather than budgeting to programs.”132

Compounding such resource constraints, PRTs were further undercut by
their ad hoc evolution and improvised mandates.There was very little, if any,
coordination or coherent direction among PRTs deployed in Afghanistan
and Iraq. Instead each tended to work separately in its own region and ac-
cording to its own means and vision, even more so when each PRT was com-
manded by a different country—as with NATO operations in Afghanistan.
Absent was any meaningful unity of effort: PRTs are “often free to pursue
their interests as they determine them, in their own ways, and with varying
levels of resources with only a modicum of coordination.”133 Although de-
volution of responsibility to the greatest degree can often translate into
agility and responsiveness to local conditions, in this case the lack of any
framework to tie together the efforts of the PRTs threatened to jeopardize
missions. As a congressional report on the PRTs noted in 2008, “the heroic
tactical work being done by PRTs will go for naught without more coherent
strategic and operational level guidance and oversight. In the absence of such
guidance and oversight, resources, instead of supporting strategic agility, may
be poorly prioritized and coordinated and, in some cases, squandered.”134

Finally, PRTs highlighted the broader difficulties of getting civilians de-
ployed to the field as part of the counterinsurgency effort, with U.S. civil-
ian government departments having struggled to fill their allocated PRT
positions. The result, as detailed in a status report by the Office of the In-
spector General on Iraq Reconstruction, was that DoD personnel were
forced to “compensate for the lack of civilians” by providing “civil affairs
personnel to fill the void for many of the vacant PRT Program positions . . .
such as local government, economic, and agriculture adviser.”135 Again this
highlights the common practice of DoD counterbalancing civilian shortfalls
in stabilization and reconstruction—and the ensuing need for the U.S. mil-
itary to prepare accordingly. Indeed, as a result of the underdevelopment of
its own reconstruction and stabilization capabilities the U.S. military often
struggled to find suitably trained and skilled personnel to fill the PRT ca-
pability gaps. Ultimately, therefore, and as explained by Ginger Cruz, “PRTs,
on the whole, were short of personnel that could best assist Iraqis in devel-
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oping their own capacity to administer the economy, establish the rule of
law, and implement good governance.”136 Although Cruz also identified
some measures to address this shortfall, the overall problem well illustrated
the hazards of failing to shape force structure with stability operations in
mind and the consequent risks of relying on hurried “fixes” to fill the ensu-
ing shortfall in skill sets and capabilities.137

Another “fix” was the Human Terrain Team (HTT), groups of social sci-
entists, anthropologists, and other experts with area, linguistic, or research
skills relevant to the country or context in which they were operating.
Forming part of the brigade staff, HTTs were supposed to provide units in
theater cultural knowledge and awareness of the local population and soci-
ety, along with social-scientific research tools to aid operational analysis and
planning. Following the deployment of the first HTT to Afghanistan in
2006, several commanders testified to their disproportionately positive im-
pact.138 In recognition of this contribution, Robert Gates added $40 million
to the funding of the human terrain program in September 2007. During
the next two months five additional HTTs were assigned to the Baghdad
area, bringing the total number there to six. Plans suggested that during the
following year that number was to increase to twenty-six, with one HTT
for each combat brigade.

Again the value of this addition to the U.S. military units lay in the ab-
sence of an equivalent capability within the existing force structure: the
know-how necessary to understand the local population, to speak their lan-
guage, and to find culturally acceptable and conciliatory means of interact-
ing. As one paper on HTTs noted, “commanders arriving in their areas of
operation are routinely left to fend for themselves in inventing their own
systems and methodologies for researching and analyzing such data” and
“the resulting database is generally accomplished through ad hoc re-
arrangement of the staff.”139 Seeking to address this weakness, units in the-
ater issued a Joint Urgent Operational Needs Statement calling for
something akin to HTTs to be established and deployed.

It remains a point of contention as to whether HTTs were ultimately
sufficient or even adequate. Regardless, insofar as the teams answered to
a need felt by troops in theater, they also pointed to enduring capability
gaps within the military itself. The question may legitimately be asked
why the needed skill sets were not already present within civil affairs,
PSYOPS, intelligence, and other units dedicated to the relevant fields of
knowledge. The natural follow-on question is whether improvised organi-
zational fixes such as HTTs can compensate for the lack of preexisting
institutionalized capabilities within the military force structure or whether
the latter should in fact be more closely aligned with the requirements of
modern operations.
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Although HTTs often contributed meaningfully, their short history re-
veals some of the hazards of improvised outsourcing: The deployment of
HTTs faced delays due to the shortage of qualified civilian volunteers; the
available teams were therefore by force placed at the brigade level rather
than at the battalion or company level, where they might have had a greater
impact; team members were not always adequately trained for deployment;
contributions were of varied quality; and the managerial practices and pro-
tocols governing their use and activity in a war zone were at times unde-
fined.140 Finally it seems clear that whatever the contribution of HTTs they
would have been more effective had they been at hand during the early
phases of the Afghanistan and Iraq campaigns. All of this points to the costs
of relying on midcourse adaptation to unanticipated operational challenges
and provides further evidence of the need to institutionalize needed capa-
bilities within the military’s own force structure.

CONCLUSION

The prosecution of counterinsurgency in Iraq sparked a debate within the
Pentagon as to how to balance its traditional pursuit of conventional com-
bat capabilities and its newfound interest in irregular operations. This de-
bate would be necessary, yet in 2007–2008 it was arguably premature.
Indeed, in terms of resource allocation and force structure the U.S. military
behaved, even during the surge, as an institution predominantly committed
to major combat operations and with little apparent interest in reforming
itself to better deal with counterinsurgency.

The armed services remained firmly anchored to conventional priorities
and programs. For the Army the pursuit of FCS seemed to suggest that the
implicit assumptions behind transformation remained in force: Total bat-
tlespace awareness can be achieved, that superior communications can sub-
stitute for boots on the ground, and that the ability to locate and strike
targets will achieve strategic victory. For the Marine Corps the continued
and virtually exclusive investment in capabilities that were intended to take
Marines from the sea onto land revealed a continued self-identification as
an amphibious assault force—“shock troops”—rather than one optimized
for protracted occupational duties.

Ongoing changes in force structure may offer some benefits for the U.S.
military’s next engagement with counterinsurgency: Ground forces will be
larger, the Active Corps will host a larger proportion of stability opera-
tions–relevant MOS, and modular units will be more self-contained and co-
hesive. More fundamentally, however, the U.S. military continued to
structure itself for major combat operations, with stability operations re-
maining very much a secondary concern—a prioritization evident in the de-
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sign of the new BCT and in the Army’s and Marine Corps’ plans for the in-
crease in ground forces.

Ultimately the many achievements of the COIN community and the
shift to a counterinsurgency strategy in Iraq were, much like previous de-
velopments, events conducted on the sidelines of an institution unwilling or
unable to displace its established priorities. From this incongruence be-
tween priorities in Baghdad and in Washington, one must draw the conclu-
sion that the operational engagement with counterinsurgency in Iraq was
not informing DoD policy, at least not where it really mattered.
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CONCLUSION: 
KICKING THE

COUNTERINSURGENCY
SYNDROME?

The U.S. military’s learning of counterinsurgency has in many ways been re-
markable, particularly in light of the institution’s prior marginalization of
such operations.1 The reorientation can be said to have started in early 2004,
with subsequent innovation occurring on three levels. Conceptually, the U.S.
military gradually gained a clearer understanding of counterinsurgency, a
process fueled by the Iraq War and driven by a community of officers and
civilians versed in these types of campaigns. Institutionally, counterinsur-
gency came to be better integrated within military training, education, and
planning. Operationally, the U.S. military radically changed its mode of en-
gagement, launching in early 2007 Operation Fardh al-Qanoon—the first
time since at least the Vietnam War that it was officially directed to prosecute
a community-oriented, population-centered counterinsurgency campaign.

Of course the learning process was gradual. The conceptual engagement
with counterinsurgency was initially marked by questionable assumptions.
Confusion was, for example, evident in the Army’s 2004 interim field man-
ual on counterinsurgency as to the division of labor between military and
civilian agencies involved in such campaigns. The Army recognized that
counterinsurgencies cannot be solved by military means alone and therefore
assumed that the burden of running a counterinsurgency campaign would
be shared with civilian government departments. Seemingly logical, this cal-
culation grossly exaggerated the ability of civilian agencies and departments
to deploy to the field in sufficient numbers and to operate in a nonpermis-
sive environment. The wholesale delegation of the developmental, recon-
struction, and governance aspects of such campaigns to unable or ill-suited
civilian agencies creates a capability gap, which the military has and will be
asked to fill. The failure to consider this conundrum in the early conceptual
treatment of counterinsurgency and stability operations was therefore a se-
rious shortcoming.
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However, these types of missteps were quickly addressed in large part
due to the tenacity and intellectual openness of the soldiers and academics
driving the learning process. Members of this informal network tended to
be educated in the finer points of counterinsurgency, often having earned a
doctoral degree on the subject or had relevant operational experience in
previous “peace operations.” Others were simply of the conviction that
these types of challenges would be more common in the future and that
the U.S. military therefore needed to get up to speed. Between tours in Iraq,
or from within the military’s war colleges and research centers, this “COIN
community” would disseminate its understanding of the operational envi-
ronment in Iraq, sustaining a process of conceptual learning and refinement.

The COIN community’s desire to learn was marked by an uncommon
level of humility and lack of chauvinism. Its members challenged the or-
thodoxy of their own services and even listened carefully to critics of the
military and its operations in Iraq. Gaining speed in 2005 this effort to
learn translated into a number of high-profile conferences devoted to coun-
terinsurgency, and a significant increase in articles and monographs pub-
lished on the topic by military authors. In this manner the U.S. military
developed a clear and realistic understanding of counterinsurgency—one
laid out in several works on the topic produced in 2006. The flagship pub-
lication was undoubtedly U.S. Army/Marine Corps FM 3-24/MCWP 3-
33.5, Counterinsurgency—a doctrinal field manual devoted exclusively to
the subject. This new field manual focused on the implications of com-
mitting U.S. ground troops to counterinsurgency operations and of under-
taking, when necessary, strictly civilian as well as military tasks. Previous
doctrine had assumed that U.S. troops would not play an active role in such
missions, which—although laudable in theory—has neither prevented de-
ployments from taking place nor prepared U.S. troops for when they do.
By addressing this issue directly FM 3-24 gave proof of an unprecedented
understanding of what counterinsurgency can and often has required.

Alongside the conceptual learning of counterinsurgency the Pentagon
also sought to integrate counterinsurgency and stability operations into its
planning and priorities. Soon after the Iraq invasion counterinsurgency
began to feature more heavily in the military’s training exercises and cur-
ricula. Beginning in 2004 new centers were established and new programs
announced dedicated to improving the ability of the force to conduct sta-
bility operations. While many of these initiatives were small in scale and
slow to come to fruition, there was nonetheless a sense that new priorities
were being taken on board. The overall effort was also helped in November
2005 by Directive 3000.05, which instructed the military to view stability
operations on the same level of importance as major combat operations, to
prepare accordingly, and to conduct such missions—including, as and when
needed, its civilian components. In subsequent years activity within DoD
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relating directly or indirectly to counterinsurgency and stability operations
was of such a magnitude as to complicate seriously any attempt to trace or
enumerate all related efforts.

Operationally, too, the U.S. military underwent a gradual process of
learning. During the peace operations of the 1990s and during the early
years of the War on Terror the U.S. military tended to emphasize force pro-
tection over mission objectives. Concerned above all with minimizing the
risk of casualties, U.S. soldiers were unable to provide sustained security, to
gather human intelligence through foot patrols, or to project a presence—
tasks deemed critical to the prosecution of a counterinsurgency campaign.
When it came to the use of force the U.S. military tended to focus on com-
bating the enemy rather than protecting the population, and to make mat-
ters worse these operations were often conducted with insufficient
awareness of the potentially counterproductive effects of projecting force
indiscriminately or excessively. With few exceptions this mode of opera-
tions characterized the U.S. military’s early experiment with counterinsur-
gency in Iraq. In broad terms the U.S. military was as an institution either
unaware or unswayed by the logic of counterinsurgency and stability oper-
ations—endeavors that differ in important ways from those conducted to
defeat a specific adversary.

In contrast, the planning and implementation of Operation Fardh al-
Qanoon in February 2007 emphasized several of the principles laid out in
the new counterinsurgency field manual. The continuity between the con-
ceptual learning of counterinsurgency and its operationalization in Iraq was
personified in Gen. David Petraeus, who as commanding general at Fort
Leavenworth had helped author the counterinsurgency field manual and
who was subsequently appointed commander of Multinational Force Iraq
(MNF-I), putting him in charge of all U.S. forces in Iraq. Soldiers partici-
pating in the Baghdad Security Plan were instructed to operate extensively
on city streets rather than occupy fortified isolated bases; to provide secu-
rity rather than strike individual targets; and to deploy in mass with an in-
creased risk of U.S. casualties but with a higher likelihood of gaining the
support of a better-protected population. For various reasons the adoption
of counterinsurgency principles was problematic: The shift in strategy may
have been too tardy, applied on too limited a scale, and with insufficient do-
mestic support to be sustained for the necessary period of time. The notion
of U.S. combat troops conducting these operations was, nonetheless, testa-
ment to a remarkable learning curve.

There is thus clear evidence that the U.S. military is learning counterin-
surgency. If the 9/11 attacks and the invasion of Afghanistan did not prompt
a realignment of U.S. military priorities, its encounter with insurgency in Iraq
triggered a learning process that in the span of a few years generated prom-
ising results. In 2007 and 2008 the synergy of simultaneous conceptual,
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institutional, and operational learning processes gave the appearance of an
institution seriously concerned and increasingly able to understand and con-
duct counterinsurgency. To many it seemed implausible that the U.S. mili-
tary would again fail to plan properly for stability operations, as it had in
2003 with the invasion of Iraq, or be caught flatfooted by a nascent insur-
gency. In that sense it is possible to argue that the U.S. military had in fact
learned counterinsurgency, at least to the degree possible in this short time
period.

At the same time, the learning process was neither unproblematic nor in-
controvertible. Indeed, we must go beyond the mere recital of counterin-
surgency-related initiatives and place this narrative within the wider
institutional context of the Department of Defense. In so doing it becomes
clear that although the learning was in many ways impressive its manifes-
tations have often been peripheral to DoD as a whole. As a result the learn-
ing has not to date compelled a genuine acceptance of counterinsurgency
as a U.S. military mission or a related reorientation of priorities and culture.

This lag was primarily due to the fact that the people driving the learn-
ing process have so far lacked the influence necessary to sway DoD. The
COIN community framed the Iraq operation as the latest in a string of cam-
paigns in which the U.S. military has had to conduct community-oriented
operations in a nonpermissive environment. Perceiving signs of a future
marked by increasingly frequent and complex irregular campaigns—in the
rise of al-Qaeda, the conventional supremacy of the United States, and the
growing potential and sophistication of nonstate armed groups—those in-
terested in counterinsurgency insisted that the U.S. military must innovate
by developing a capability to conduct such missions.

While rarely outright rejected, this logic was not widely shared inside the
Pentagon. DoD’s 2006 Quadrennial Defense Review offered little beyond
vague rhetoric to fulfill the vision of the stability operations directive re-
leased only three months earlier. Other major Pentagon policy papers were
similarly silent on the topic of counterinsurgency—strikingly so given that
the U.S. military was then engaged in two such campaigns.At most these in-
stitution-wide documents would acknowledge the importance of irregular
war but prioritize counterterrorism strikes or vicarious advisory efforts over
the population-centered and manpower-intensive operations included in the
same category. Those interested in counterinsurgency and stability opera-
tions were going against the grain of the wider organization, so much so that
their cause was likened by some to an “institutional insurgency.”2

Opposition to learning counterinsurgency sprang from a combination of
old, flawed, and wishful thinking. In the first instance the COIN commu-
nity faced resistance from the old guard that clung to the conventional pri-
orities, “tribal” equities, and culture typical of the U.S. military. Whether
through inertia or conviction, large swathes of DoD continued to view all
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“operations other than war” as an afterthought to the U.S. military’s primary
mission—major combat operations—despite the threat of terrorism, the
U.S. military’s involvement in Afghanistan and Iraq, and the significant dif-
ficulties faced in these campaigns. This continuity expressed itself most
clearly in the Pentagon’s budgetary allocations and decisions over force
structure, which throughout this period remained predominantly oriented
toward high-intensity combat.

In its budget requests DoD continued to pour money into costly pro-
grams with questionable value in today’s and tomorrow’s likely campaigns.
Although the extrabudgetary supplemental appropriations did help to
cover the costs of ongoing operations, such funds were never intended to
develop a general capability to conduct counterinsurgency. Most dis-
turbingly, even these supplementals were at times used to fund conven-
tional weapons systems unrelated to the wars in Afghanistan and Iraq.
Clearly, the changed strategic environment had done little to erode the
armed services’ awe for big-ticket weapons systems.3

The military’s force structure also remained optimized for high-intensity
combat. Even though a number of steps taken by DoD improved the
ground forces’ suitability for counterinsurgency, their primary aim was to
improve the military’s usability—and its anticipated “use” remained major
combat operations. Despite all the benefits inherent to modularization, for
example, the Army’s new unit, the brigade combat team, was designed pri-
marily for conventional combat. Although the Army does plan to place
more stability operations–relevant forces in various “functional” and “multi-
functional brigades,” it is telling that the Army’s plans for the increase in
forces focused so heavily on the construction of more combat-oriented BCT
units. Similarly, although the Marine Corps’ plans for the increase in ground
forces did include boosts to some stability operations–relevant units, the
bulk of the increase was allocated toward war-fighting. The rebalancing of
the Army’s Reserve Corps and Active Corps represented a more promising
initiative, but it must also be asked whether this action related primarily to
stability operations and whether the units characterized as relevant to such
operations were to be trained accordingly.

A total disinvestment in conventional capabilities would be unwarranted
and undesirable. Given the advantage in combat power and relative weak-
ness in counterinsurgency and stability operations, however, it is telling that
the U.S. military did not undergo more of a rebalancing—particularly given
the nature of ongoing operations. So far the COIN community has strug-
gled to displace traditional preoccupations and entrenched interests; to a
large extent old think has prevailed.

Importantly, this outlook has persisted despite the absence of a near-peer
competitor who might challenge the U.S. military in high-intensity warfare.
During the Cold War the focus on counterinsurgency had to be balanced
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against the need to defend against an armored attack by the Soviet Union
across the European plains. After the Cold War no likely conventional ad-
versary presented itself, yet there is little evidence to suggest that this af-
fected the learning process under way. Instead, the mere possibility of future
high-intensity wars provided ample ammunition to those opposing the
learning of counterinsurgency, who would decry each step of that process
as unforgivably compromising U.S. combat power and urge a quick return
to traditional priorities. All too often missing in this polemic, inevitably one
of striking a balance, was any clear-eyed assessment of how little had in fact
changed. Certainly, U.S. ground troops were overwhelmingly committed to
counterinsurgency operationally by virtue of ongoing campaigns, yet institu-
tionally old orthodoxies had prevailed.

It did not help, of course, that the COIN community advanced a cause
that was anathematic to the “American way of war,” significantly raising the
barrier against its entry into the DoD mainstream. Convinced of the need
for the U.S. military to learn counterinsurgency, the group broke with the
traditional mind-set of the old guard and with the transformational priori-
ties of the Rumsfeld era. The use of force could not be overwhelming; vic-
tory—if achieved—was ambiguous rather than decisive; the winning
formula was low-tech and high-risk; and casualties must be expected as part
of a long-haul effort likely to span years if not decades. Through its culture
and history the U.S. military was from the outset averse to these types of
operations. This predisposition intensified with the Iraq campaign, which
showcased the complexity and apparent intractability of counterinsurgency.

In addition to the “old guard” at DoD, the COIN community faced com-
petition from those who acknowledged the ascendance of irregular war but
who sought to combat the new threats of this era without deploying U.S.
troops. Rather than repeat the errors of Iraq, it was argued, the U.S. military
would henceforth confront its irregular adversaries indirectly and avoid the
large-scale and lengthy troop deployments typical of counterinsurgency
campaigns. As laid out in the 2006 QDR the “indirect approach” envisaged
that terrorists and insurgents would be combated by local security forces
trained, equipped, and otherwise assisted by the U.S. military (often SOF).
Not only would this approach protect U.S. soldiers and Marines from the
dangers inherent to protracted counterinsurgency campaigns; it was also ar-
gued—with good cause—that there were distinct limits to what U.S. forces
could by themselves achieve in terms of stabilizing a foreign country or
rooting out a local insurgency. These tasks were seen as requiring a local un-
derstanding and a homegrown solution that the United States could cer-
tainly influence but whose sustenance it would not be directly responsible
for upholding, particularly not at the expense of its own troops.

Although the indirect approach is compelling, its applicability is limited.
First, there is only so much that can be achieved through the deployment
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of SOF: Their numbers and—in the case of the U.S. military—markedly
combat-oriented disposition render these elite forces ill suited to the sus-
tained provision of security in contested areas and to engagement in “softer”
advisory and nonmilitary tasks, particularly if on a large scale. Second, the
employment of local security forces as surrogates clearly relies on such
forces’ existence and their ability to conduct operations as wanted. As in
Afghanistan and Iraq, circumstances have and will arise in which U.S. sol-
diers and Marines constitute the only force available to establish order and
protect an insurgency-threatened country. This is particularly so during and
in the aftermath of a major combat operation.

Given the indirect approach’s limited applicability, then, it must com-
plement—not supplant—the ability to intervene directly as needed. In this
instance, however, the indirect approach emerged not alongside but to ob-
viate the direct types of engagements typified by Iraq. Because the indirect
approach appeared so uncomplicated when compared to the situation in
Iraq, DoD policymakers deduced that irregular operations should simply be
conducted indirectly by SOF, or by regular forces taking on SOF missions,
so as to maintain a low profile and assume fewer risks. Within this particu-
lar logic, learning how to engage directly in counterinsurgency came to be
seen as not so urgent, if at all necessary.At worst this endeavor was regarded
as potentially misguided, for it implied a future of repeated involvement in
the problematic types of operations seen in Iraq.

In this manner, DoD once again submitted to the alluring notion that it
could choose how it would and would not engage its irregular adversaries.
In that sense the learning process was reminiscent of those seen in the 1960s
and 1980s, when DoD’s attempts to learn counterinsurgency were similarly
hampered by its overriding assumption that the commitment of general-
purpose troops would not be required. Then as now, history has shown that
DoD’s preference for indirect engagement in irregular operations has not
precluded the eventual deployment of U.S. troops, by the president, for sta-
bility and counterinsurgency operations. A failure to internalize this histor-
ically consistent fact has contributed to the U.S. military being less than
ready for such missions. Despite or perhaps because of the backdrop of the
Iraq campaign, there is a danger of history once again repeating itself.

This time around such an outcome would be especially disconcerting, as
the trend toward direct engagement in irregular operations appears to be
growing. Given the persistent attraction and apparent effectiveness of asym-
metric tactics to militarily inferior adversaries; the increased frequency of op-
erations aimed at building local capacity; and the continued threat of
ungoverned spaces acting as potential havens for terrorist groups, the U.S.
military is likely to confront insurgents, militia, and other irregular threats in
most if not all future operations. Such endeavors may not always take the
form of a “counterinsurgency campaign”or “stability operation.”Nevertheless
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global urbanization, the need to secure conquered territory, and the in-
evitability of dealing with local cultures and populations with whom the for-
eign forces will enjoy transient legitimacy at best will force upon any
expeditionary military tasks and responsibilities that closely resemble those
called for in Iraq,Afghanistan, and other “irregular” battlefields.

Iraq is therefore representative of the future not because the U.S. mili-
tary will necessarily engage in ambitious (and often ill-advised) exercises in
state-building but because the skills and capabilities required in such en-
deavors are also increasingly relevant to modern wars: the ability to “apply
soft power as well as hard; work in partnership with multinational, multi-
agency organizations, civilian as well as military . . . ; master information op-
erations and engage successfully with the media; conduct persuasive
dialogue with local leaders . . . ; mentally out-manoeuvre a wily and ruth-
less enemy; and, perhaps most often overlooked, measure progress appro-
priately.”4 These are competencies that, as Gen. John Kiszely perceptively
notes, will require a high level of understanding of “the political context; the
legal, moral and ethical complexities; culture and religion; how societies
work; what constitutes good governance; the relationship between one’s
own armed forces and society; the notion of human security; the concept
of legitimacy; the limitations on the utility of force; the psychology of one’s
opponents and the rest of the population.”5 To cite, once again, Michael
Howard, “The military may protest that this is not the kind of war that they
joined up to fight. [Yet] this is the only war we are likely to get: it is also
the only kind of peace. So let us have no illusions about it.”6

THE WAY AHEAD

Thus far Michael Howard’s injunction has not fallen on fertile soil. One
might have imagined that the costly campaign in Iraq would have provided
ample evidence for the need to reform. In one sense it did allow for greater
learning than seen in either the 1960s or the 1980s, in that it provided a plat-
form for those advocating the learning of counterinsurgency from which to
spread their ideas. Even so their interpretation of this campaign as signifying
a need for permanent change clashed with that of other DoD components,
which viewed it as a temporary aberration that will not be repeated.

All too often Iraq was cast as an exception to the rule: The specific po-
litical circumstances leading to the invasion were so peculiar, the interna-
tional isolation of the United States so inauspicious, and the initial
occupation so bungled that it was thought unlikely that a similar scenario
would ever occur. At best, therefore, the learning of counterinsurgency was
understood as an Iraq exit strategy, after which time the topic would lose
relevance. More often the learning of counterinsurgency was dismissed as
an unimaginative attempt to “prepare to fight the last war,” a fallacy typical
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of military institutions undergoing change. These arguments were sup-
ported—if not rationally then emotively—by the troubled nature of the Iraq
campaign: There was no enthusiasm to consider a future marked by similar
engagements. In this sense, then, having provided the initial impetus for the
learning of counterinsurgency the Iraq campaign could also sound the death
knell for the entire enterprise.

It should be added in this context that the Pentagon’s leadership had for
the most part opposed the application of counterinsurgency methods in
Iraq in the first place. This change in strategy was instead driven by the
White House and forced on the Pentagon. DoD papers were paying scant
attention to counterinsurgency in October 2005 when Secretary of State
Condoleezza Rice announced a “clear-hold-build” strategy for Iraq steeped
in classical counterinsurgency theory. The commanders of CENTCOM and
MNF-I opposed this change in strategy, pushing instead for a reduction in
the presence and visibility of U.S. troops in Iraq. Thereafter the split be-
tween the Pentagon and White House widened: President Bush’s request
that Donald Rumsfeld resign in late 2006 was a clear sign that the Penta-
gon’s approach to operations in Iraq was no longer de rigueur. When it came
to changing course in Iraq, Bush set out an escalation rather than a reduc-
tion of the U.S. commitment of troops, thereby heeding the advice of the
COIN community ahead of the Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff and
the military brass.

Against this backdrop, and given the tentative manner in which the Pen-
tagon had engaged with counterinsurgency to that point, questions must be
asked regarding the sustainability of the innovative measures seen in the
2004–2008 period, to wit, the rapid, if limited, integration of counterinsur-
gency in the training, doctrine, and education of the U.S. military. The pre-
vious attempts at DoD to develop a counterinsurgency capability also
featured a range of associated innovations in doctrine and training but in the
end failed to change the U.S. military’s prioritization and ability to conduct
such missions. It is also historically typical for the U.S. military to adapt to
ongoing counterinsurgency campaigns, sometimes successfully, only then to
discard the lessons learned at the close of the operation. In light of these
tendencies, do the most recent initiatives represent learning counterinsur-
gency anew, or are they simply a logical reaction to the unanticipated en-
counter with insurgents in Iraq? With the eventual close of the Iraq
campaign, will counterinsurgency again be pushed off the table, leaving the
military just as unprepared for these contingencies as it was when it invaded
Iraq in 2003?

The answer depends in part on the outcome in Iraq and in part on the 
manner in which this campaign is interpreted within DoD. If the surge is
judged to have heralded a new era of stability in Iraq, this may help their
message, gain positions of influence, and continue to affect the institution’s 
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orientation. No doubt the tentative yet undeniably positive results of the
surge in Iraq in 2007 influenced the decision to have General Petraeus chair
the Army board selecting promotions to brigadier general and his subse-
quent promotion to commander of CENTCOM in spring 2008. These de-
velopments, and others like them, were signs of the increased power and
influence available to the proponents of counterinsurgency as a result of the
improved security situation in Iraq. If DoD was to move farther in this di-
rection, the learning of counterinsurgency would be aided by the fact that
the majority of low- to middle-ranking soldiers and Marines have conducted
several tours in Iraq and gained a hard-won familiarity with counterinsur-
gency. The problem is that sustaining a “good-news story” in Iraq, never
mind Afghanistan, will be costly, requiring a sustained effort for which there
appears to be no real appetite.

Should the gains of the surge be reversed and Iraq slide back into civil war,
the fate of the COIN community and of counterinsurgency as a topic would
appear bleak. Given the opportunity to employ its new doctrine in Fardh al-
Qanoon, which at first glance appeared congruent enough with the wisdom
of FM 3-24, any failure to achieve results might tarnish not only the coun-
terinsurgency manual but also those associated with it. Many may deduce
that counterinsurgency simply does not work.7 Of course, such a conclusion
would be unfair, as the implementation of FM 3-24 in Iraq was not only ex-
tremely limited both in breadth and in depth, but also tardy and undercut by
declining domestic support.This level of nuance may, however, be lost in the
search to apportion blame, an endeavor in which problems with implemen-
tation may very well be confused with poor theory—particularly as the se-
nior brass of the military opposed the surge from the very outset.

Whatever the outcome in Iraq, the experience of the campaign as a whole
is likely to reinforce the notion that future counterinsurgencies must be
avoided. Already in 2006 some defense analysts were arguing that the U.S.
military should adopt a policy of abstention from small wars of choice.”8 Al-
though the costs, complexity, and duration of counterinsurgency would cer-
tainly support such a course of action, it must be recalled that this was
precisely the policy followed by the U.S. military as it invaded Afghanistan
and Iraq. Throughout the history of the U.S. military, the hope of avoiding
counterinsurgency has all too often been confused with an ability to do so and
justified the marginalization of counterinsurgency in training, education, and
doctrine. Not only has this mind-set unnecessarily complicated the U.S. mil-
itary’s eventual involvements in counterinsurgency, it has also encouraged its
adversaries to attack it asymmetrically where it is weak.

Despite this historical trend, there are already signs within DoD that the
learning of counterinsurgency has run its course, as an increasing number of
senior officers in the Marine Corps and Army argue for a return to con-
ventional priorities in training and education. Certainly there are good rea-
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sons to retain the ability to conduct conventional combat—and it is true
that the Iraq War has strained both services’ combat capability. Yet given
the U.S. military’s enduring superiority in conventional combat, its com-
parative weakness in stability operations and counterinsurgency, and the
lack of a near-peer competitor that might engage the United States con-
ventionally in the foreseeable future, the demands for a return to conven-
tional priorities appear more emotive than rational, more doctrinaire than
reasoned.

It is imperative that the U.S. military engage with rather than seek to for-
get the many lessons from Iraq. “Reform,” James Dobbins notes, “comes in
the wake of disaster [and] sadly, Iraq represents an opportunity in this re-
gard, one too good to be passed up.”9 Yet, the military’s effort to “get things
right” will depend heavily on the analysis of what went wrong. After the
Vietnam War the U.S. military was able to disassociate itself from the Amer-
ican defeat by blaming the politicians who had embroiled the nation in war
and then forced the military to fight with “one hand tied behind its back.”
With regard to Iraq several such narratives could be construed to shield the
military from closer self-scrutiny and reform.

First, much blame could be placed on the shoulders of politicians and
ideologues deemed responsible for the initial invasion. President George W.
Bush, but even more so the neoconservative quorum of policymakers and
advisers thought in large part to have determined the administration’s for-
eign policy, may—due to their presumed influence—carry the brunt for
having dragged the U.S. military into a counterinsurgency campaign in Iraq
and for the blowback that this war has and may yet cause. Although justi-
fiable such a critique can easily obscure the flaws in the military’s own ap-
proach to the mission, its one-sided investment in conventional weapons
capabilities, and its wholesale faith in the ability of transformational capa-
bilities and precision-strike munitions to win wars.

On that note it is similarly plausible that the uniformed military will look
back upon and condemn the transformation enthusiasts—including Donald
Rumsfeld—who were so influential in setting the U.S. military’s strategy in
Iraq.10 Such a narrative would likely invoke Gen. Eric Shinseki’s February
2003 Senate testimony, in which he recommended a force of “several hun-
dred thousands” to stabilize Iraq, and claim that his view was widely repre-
sentative of the uniformed military but quashed by civilian ideologues
whose limited combat experience did little to temper their trust in trans-
formational gadgets and capabilities.11 For many in the military this assess-
ment would resonate—but it must be recalled that the Army and the
Marine Corps had dismissed stability operations and small wars as very dis-
tant priorities.12 More generally, whereas a larger occupying force might
very well have helped, the Army and Marine Corps would nonetheless,
through their own narrow pursuit of conventional dominance, have been ill
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prepared to undertake the tasks required to stabilize postwar Iraq. If mo-
mentum is to amass behind the need to learn counterinsurgency, it is criti-
cal that the Army and Marine Corps leadership recognize their own
inadequacies in preparing for and conducting full-spectrum operations.

Finally, it is also far from implausible that the military will want to blame
its interagency partners rather than recognize its own faults. Whatever may
be said about the U.S. military’s learning of counterinsurgency, it remains
the case that “the greatest challenge to the U.S. Government’s ability to con-
duct SSTR operations is the lack of integrated capability and capacity of
civilian agencies with which the military must partner to achieve success.”13

Although the military can be faulted for not having studied or prepared for
counterinsurgency, these operations do require the expertise and resources
of several civilian departments and agencies, all of whom have—with few
exceptions—struggled to deploy and operate effectively in Iraq and other
conflict zones. To a large extent this relates to the lack of security in the-
ater, but it is also true that within several civilian agencies participation in
foreign campaigns and cooperation with DoD have not been cast as career-
advancing experiences.14

The military can be justified in criticizing its civilian counterparts for not
playing a more active role in what should ideally be interagency campaigns.
However, it is important that this critique not be accompanied by any
undue complacency within the military as to its own readiness and ability
to conduct counterinsurgency—or about its role in such campaigns. It is not
only the prescribed responsibility of the military to administer military oc-
cupation abroad but also—subsequent to Directive 3000.05—its policy.15

In the haste to blame civilian agencies and departments, this critical in-
junction must not be forgotten—indeed it must prompt greater learning
and coordination between the military and the civilian agencies so as to cre-
ate a veritable national counterinsurgency capability.

With so many means of shielding itself from criticism arising from any
suboptimal outcome in Iraq, it nonetheless seems uncertain whether the
military will engage in the type of self-critical assessment needed to pursue
its learning of counterinsurgency. Perhaps the greatest source of hope is the
accumulated experience of the soldiers and Marines who deployed to Iraq
and gained first-hand experience with counterinsurgency.16 For these ser-
vice members Iraq has been a punishing experience. If they conclude that
the U.S. military cannot simply ignore counterinsurgency but must instead
prepare for an increasingly irregular world, the U.S. military may move in
the direction of learning counterinsurgency. Indeed, it is difficult to imag-
ine the circumstances in which the collective familiarity with counterin-
surgency gained through the campaign in Iraq would disappear or be
displaced by strictly conventional war-fighting priorities.
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At the same time the process of turning individual operational experi-
ence into institutional memory is far from straightforward. The British
Army, despite repeated engagement in counterinsurgency, has historically
found it difficult to internalize the lessons drawn from such campaigns, ne-
cessitating quick adaptation on the ground with each new engagement.
There the individual memory of previous notionally similar operations has
sometimes flattened the learning curve, but to institutionalize this wisdom
has proved to be an altogether more difficult proposition.17 During the
Cold War the continued fixation with major combat operations could in
part be explained by the pressing need to counter a possible Soviet advance
across the Central Front. Even though the Soviet Union is no more, the
question for the U.S. military may now be whether anticipated threats from
China or other rising powers are seen as justifying—or requiring, even—a
return to conventional priorities. If these arguments gain momentum, the
institutional reaffirmation of decades-old priorities risks smothering the
limited learning of counterinsurgency that has occurred in recent years.

It should be added that DoD is a highly conformist institution, which
greatly complicates efforts to introduce new ways of thinking, particularly
if it goes against the organization’s prevailing logic. The U.S. military’s lead-
ership has been raised with conventional priorities and represents institu-
tional orthodoxy. Any attempt to displace this orthodoxy from within has
to occur with the consent of the senior brass, who would thereby devalue
their own experience and standing.18 In this manner, and with few excep-
tions, the self-identification of the organization is perpetuated. Indeed, writ-
ing in 2007 Fred Kaplan noted that “six years into this war, the armed
forces—not just the Army, but also the Air Force, Navy and Marines—have
changed almost nothing about the way their promotional systems and their
entire bureaucracies operate.”19 The critical question is whether General Pe-
traeus and his quorum of counterinsurgency experts within the military will
be given sufficient power to change this state of affairs.

Any effort to displace the existing institutional orthodoxy will be further
complicated by the resource constraints that will affect the U.S. military in
the near future. For DoD to maintain its conventional primacy while de-
veloping additive capabilities for counterinsurgency, its budget would most
probably need to grow.Yet as Steven Kosiak has argued, “such increases may
be unlikely given growing concerns about the size of the deficit and bud-
getary pressures associated with the pending retirement of the baby boomer
generation.”20 A 2007 Office of Management and Budget report detailed
how the combined spending on Medicare, Social Security, and Medicaid—
three major federal entitlement programs—is likely to increase from 43 per-
cent of noninterest federal spending to as much as 66 percent in 2035, when
many baby boomers will be in their seventies and eighties, to around 75 per-
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cent by 2080: “In other words, almost all of the budget, aside from interest,
would go to these three programs alone [which] would severely reduce the
flexibility of the budget.”21 Covering these costs, Steven Kosiak further ex-
plains, “will become ever more difficult as the ratio of working-to-retired
Americans declines” and because of the “continued growth in per capita
health care costs.”22 The result will be a larger federal deficit and additional
funding constraints imposed on DoD.

This squeeze on the defense budget will be further tightened as the mil-
itary draws down in Iraq. Since roughly 2005 the U.S. military has been able
to fund some counterinsurgency initiatives through extrabudgetary supple-
mentals whose primary function has been to cover unexpected war costs.
At the very least supplementals have granted DoD a larger pool of funds
and greater flexibility in budgetary allocations. However, this state of affairs
will not persist. Already in 2007 Congress with good reason clamped down
on DoD’s use of supplemental requests—measures that, in theory, ought
only to be employed when the related costs are of an emergency nature.23

Whatever the duration of the Iraq campaign it is likely that DoD will in-
creasingly be forced to integrate the extraordinary costs of ongoing opera-
tions into its baseline budget. In the face of such a squeeze the Pentagon
will have to make a series of tough choices as to what priorities to pursue
and which ones to drop. It is highly uncertain whether counterinsurgency
will make the cut.

It is therefore too early to predict whether counterinsurgency will be-
come and remain a priority for the U.S. military. The evidence emerging
from its initial encounter with counterinsurgency in 2003 presents a mixed
picture: On the one hand a group within DoD has driven an impressive
learning process featuring the rapid integration of counterinsurgency across
the doctrine, education, and training of the armed services. On the other
hand the U.S. military has remained structured for conventional war, and
emerging opportunities to change force structure or budgetary priorities
have not been seized. To the extent that the U.S. military has innovated to
face irregular threats it has concentrated predominantly on various indirect
means of exerting influence, which do not involve the direct deployment or
appropriate training of regular U.S. ground troops for counterinsurgency.
The future of counterinsurgency within the U.S. military thus seems to hang
in the balance and depends on whether the message and cause of the COIN
community are accepted and gain momentum or whether they are rejected
and lose steam. The outcome of the Iraq War, and even more so the lessons
drawn from this campaign within DoD and the country at large, will most
likely be the difference between failure and success.
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