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Chapter 3 
The Evolution of American National Security Policy 
 
National security strategy and military structure are shaped by the interactions of a number 

of influences, many of which defy precise identification. However, there are three principal 
categories of variables through which the evolution of strategy and military structure can largely 
be traced. They are international political and military developments, domestic priorities, and 
technological advancements. This chapter follows these variables through the evolution of 
national security policy since World War II, helping to reveal patterns of continuity and change. 
A sound appreciation of today's prospects and challenges must take into account this history, as 
it goes far in explaining today's national security policy process and the capabilities and 
limitations of current U.S. military structure. 

Before proceeding, a brief clarification of terms is necessary. As used here, the term 
strategy refers to an "idea or set of ideas for employing the instruments of national power in a 
synchronized and integrated fashion to achieve theater, national, and/or multinational 
objectives."1 A national security strategy provides the conceptual framework within which a 
state pursues its security. Military structure, in contrast, refers to the size, composition, 
disposition, and capabilities of the armed forces. In an ideal situation, military structure would 
provide national policy makers with capabilities optimized to support the achievement of their 
strategic vision. The term national policy is used to refer to "a broad course of action or 
statements of guidance adopted by the government at the national level in pursuit of national 
objectives."2 Policy can therefore relate to either matters of strategy or matters of structure, 
depending on the issues at hand. 

 
The National Security Environment 
 
International Political and Military Developments. The international environment is an 

important and constantly changing influence on U.S. policy. U.S. strategy is largely a response 
to perceived threats to American interests and objectives that exist in the international arena. 
The United States is secure to the extent that it is not in danger of having to sacrifice core 
values, such as national independence or territorial integrity, if it wishes to avoid war and to the 
extent that it is able to protect those values if war breaks out.3 The perception of international 
threats to U.S. core values and interests is the basis for the formulation and execution of 
national security strategy. 

One important characteristic of the international environment is the presence or absence of 
alliances. The defense efforts of friendly and allied states help to de-fine U.S. security problems 
and the type and size of the U.S. effort required. The capability of the United States to pursue 
national security objectives is also conditioned by the impact of nonaligned states or nonstate 
actors. (For more on the role of nonstate actors in the international system, see Chapter 25.) 

  
Domestic Politics. A nation's security policy is also heavily influenced by domestic politics. 

At a minimum, the internal environment determines the amount of effort that a society will 
devote to foreign and defense policy.4 Domestic goals have a great impact on the development 
of a state's security policy and its allocation of resources. In the United States, the impact of 
domestic politics is seen most directly in the budgetary process, but it is also felt in such related 
areas as military manpower policy. Defense budgets and programs may not determine strategy, 



but national security options are heavily conditioned by the nature and extent of the resources 
available. 

Domestic (and international) media organizations also play important roles in shaping U.S. 
national security policy. The tremendously varied media sources currently available to 
Americans provide continuous access to information and images from throughout the world. 
Although members of the media do not make national security policy, they can influence the 
agenda and frame issues for debate. 

 
Technological Change. The impact of technological advance upon security concerns and 

calculations is enormous. One need only look at the carnage of World War I to see the results of 
policy not keeping pace with technology. A century of relative peace in Europe had left military 
strategy and tactics largely as they were at the time of the Congress of Vienna, yet there had 
been a century of unparalleled technological advancement between 1815 and 1914. The 
military plans of 1914 simply were not adequate for the proper employment of existing 
technological capabilities, and the bloody stalemate that developed on the Western front was 
due in large part to an inability to adapt military strategy and tactics to the new realities of war. 

What is possible in American national security is in considerable part determined by the 
technological capabilities of both the United States and its adversaries. For much of the era 
following World War II, the security of the United States and its allies relied in large part upon 
the strength and invulnerability of U.S. strategic nuclear weapons.5 Perceptions abroad of U.S. 
capability and willingness to employ its vast nuclear arsenal are still relevant to deterring 
potential threats from other states today. However, the rise of nonstate armed groups that seek 
these or other weapons of mass destruction (WMD) and yet are not easily deterred by threats of 
U.S. nuclear retaliation has changed the nature of the challenge that they pose to national 
security. Nonnuclear technological advances, such as "smart weapons" and revolutionary 
improvements in information technology, can also have great effects on national security. One 
need look no further than the impressive coalition victory in the 1991 Gulf War or the rapid 
defeat of Iraq's armed forces in 2003 to see the tremendous advantages advanced technology 
can provide. 

 
Strategy and Structure 
 
National security strategies are largely implemented by military force structures. Because 

international relations and domestic politics are intertwined, national security policy (which 
comprises both strategic and structural policies) exists in two worlds. Decisions about strategy 
are made largely in response to perceived threats in the international environment; they deal 
primarily with commitments, deployment and employment of military forces, and the readiness 
and development of military capabilities. Structural decisions are more strongly influenced by 
domestic politics and deal primarily with the budget and decisions on defense personnel, 
materiel, and organization.6 The two types of decisions interact at all levels. Strategic decisions 
determine required force structures, yet the resources made available through structural 
decisions limit strategic options. Moreover, ongoing programs created through structural 
decisions can have a dynamic of their own in shaping future strategy. 

The closely intertwined yet ever-changing relationship between strategy and structure aptly 
describes the dominant theme in the evolution of American national security policy. This chapter 
begins with the period immediately following World War II and progresses through each 
subsequent presidential administration, focusing on the relationship between strategy and 
structure and how international political and military developments, domestic priorities, and 
technological advances have affected this relationship for more than six decades. 

 
 



President Harry S. Truman and the Origins of Containment 
 
The Return to Normalcy, 1945-1946. The end of World War II saw the United States 

emerge as the most powerful nation on earth. Its homeland was untouched by war, and its 
enormous industrial potential had served as the "arsenal of democracy" for itself and its allies. 
The collapse of Germany and Japan led to visions of a prolonged peace implemented through 
the collective security machinery of the new United Nations (UN). Technologically, the United 
States was also in an unchallengeable position. The U.S. creation and use of the atomic bomb 
was probably the single most important development affecting postwar international relations.7 

With victory came enormous public and congressional pressure for the United States to 
demobilize its armies and bring the troops home. This domestic political pressure led to one of 
the most rapid demobilizations in history. On V-J Day, the Army had more than 8 million 
soldiers, but less than a year after the end of the war, it was down to less than 2 million.8 From 
1945 to 1947, the United States allowed its overall armed forces to decline from a wartime peak 
of 12 million soldiers, sailors, and airmen to a low of i .4 million.9 

This massive disarmament occurred even though the wartime alliance between the United 
States and the Soviet Union was being replaced by rapidly increasing tension. American policy 
makers, confronted with what they perceived to be aggressive Soviet intentions in Eastern 
Europe, Greece, Turkey, Iran, and the Far East, came to agree on the need for a tougher line. 
In 1947, U.S. diplomat George Kennan expressed this emerging consensus when he advocated 
a policy of containment: "The main element of any United States policy toward the Soviet Union 
must be that of a long-term, patient but firm and vigilant containment of Russian expansive 
tendencies."10 

Containment became the theoretical framework that structured American strategic policy for 
the next four decades. Opposition to communist expansion became the fundamental principle of 
American foreign policy. Despite disagreements over the means to achieve this policy, there 
was little disagreement on the goal itself. The policy of containment led in turn to the 
development of the strategy of deterrence. 

 
The New Strategy and the Old Military Structure. Successful implementation of the policy 

of containment required ready forces sufficient to deny the Soviets the ability to expand their 
empire. For this purpose, mobilization potential was clearly less useful than having existing 
forces already at hand and ready to meet immediate needs. In December 1947, Secretary of 
Defense James Forrestal listed the "four outstanding military facts of the world" as (1) the 
predominance of Russian land power in Europe and Asia, (2) the predominance of American 
sea power, (3) U.S. exclusive possession of the atomic bomb, and (4) American superior 
production capacity.'' The ground and air units of the United States and its allies were 
inadequate to contain the Soviet Union's conventional force capabilities, and the United States 
lacked adequate doctrine for countering this Soviet superiority with its tiny atomic arsenal. The 
United States could threaten the Soviet homeland with atomic attack if Soviet armies marched 
into Western Europe, but the atom bomb was of little help in other defense tasks, such as 
preserving the integrity of Iran, deterring attack on Korea, or suppressing guerrillas in 
Greece.12 Conventional ground and air power seemed essential for these latter tasks, yet the 
U.S. force structure was weakest in precisely those respects. 

 
Continued Reliance on Mobilization. Implementing the policy of containment raised the 

difficult problem of how to deal with domestic political constraints on the size of the military 
effort. Overriding a presidential veto, Congress passed a general income tax reduction bill in 
early 1948, thereby limiting the revenue available for domestic and military expenditures. 
Despite the president's requests, no substantial tax increases were approved until after the 
outbreak of the Korean War. Furthermore, because President Harry Truman was determined to 



balance the budget, the administration imposed a ceiling on military expenditures consonant 
with the reduced resources available. Domestic political priorities ensured that there would be 
inadequate monies for the forces-in-being that were assessed as needed to contain Soviet 
power. Thus, by default, reliance on mobilization continued. 

A second constraint on the successful implementation of the policy of containment was the 
doctrinal orientation of the military. American military thinking was still preoccupied with 
preparations to mobilize forces to win a major war if one should occur.13 The Army continued to 
insist that World War III would be similar to the war it had just prosecuted so successfully.14 
Although the Air Force and the Navy believed the weapons of World War II were obsolete and 
began to push for new strategic systems, in the immediate postwar years the concept of 
deterrence by forces-in-being had little place in their military planning.15 The goals of each of the 
armed services had been set prior to the end of World War II, and because there was no unified 
force design or budgetary process, each service became locked into its own vision of its future 
role and mission. As political scientist Samuel Huntington observed, "The two great constraints 
of effective military planning, the doctrinal heritage from the past and the pressure of domestic 
needs, combined to produce a serious gap between military policy and foreign policy."16 

In response to these challenges, the Truman administration secured passage of the 
National Security Act of 1947. Among other things, the act separated the Air Force from the 
Army and consolidated the military services under the Department of Defense (DoD). In 
addition, the act empowered the new secretary of defense to, in theory, be able to neutralize 
service biases by Grafting an overall strategic vision that the services would be required to 
support. However, despite a revision to the act in 1949 to give the secretary of defense more 
power, the service chiefs remained focused on their own agendas. Another key feature of the 
1947 legislation was the creation of the National Security Council (NSC), which provided a 
potentially powerful tool for presidents to formulate and shape national security priorities. 

 
The Truman Doctrine. On March 12, 1947, Truman appeared before a joint session of 

Congress and outlined what he believed was the necessary U.S. response to communist 
pressure in Greece and Turkey. In what came to be known as the Truman Doctrine, the 
president argued that the United States must help other nations to maintain their political 
institutions and national integrity when threatened by aggressive attempts to overthrow them 
and institute totalitarian regimes. This was no more than a frank recognition, Truman declared, 
that totalitarian systems imposed their will on free people, by direct or indirect aggression, and 
undermined the foundations of international peace and hence the security of the United 
States.17 

The Truman Doctrine represented a marked departure from the U.S. tradition of minimal 
peacetime involvement in international affairs. The doctrine set forth themes justifying American 
foreign involvements and initiated military and economic aid programs to nations resisting 
communist aggression. The justification it contained for American intervention in foreign lands 
was used repeatedly by subsequent administrations.18 

  
The Marshall Plan. The Marshall Plan, a massive U.S. economic aid program launched in 

1948, was designed to help restore the war-shattered economies of Europe. American leaders 
believed that the ability of Europe to resist communist aggression was dependent on its rapid 
economic recovery.19 The Marshall Plan, taken in conjunction with the Truman Doctrine, 
marked the emergence of the United States as a world power bent on promoting stability in 
international affairs. This heralded a new U.S. willingness to expend major resources and adopt 
an activist role in seeing that U.S. interests abroad were protected. 

Events in 1948 and 1949 solidified the U.S. view of the communist threat. The forced 
communization of Czechoslovakia and the blockade of surface access routes to West Berlin, 
both occurring in 1948, intensified Western perceptions of the Soviet Union as an overtly hostile 



state. In 1949, two even more dramatic events affected the formulation of U.S. security strategy. 
In August, the Soviet Union exploded its first nuclear device. The U.S. monopoly on atomic 
weapons had been broken much sooner than anticipated by U.S. planners. In late 1949, the 
Communist Chinese completed the conquest of the mainland, creating the appearance of a 
monolithic communist adversary stretching from Central Europe across the length of the Asian 
continent. 

 
NSC 68 and Its Implications. The disturbing events of 1948-1949 highlighted inadequacies 

in U.S. military posture. Awareness of these shortcomings led to the first serious attempt to 
reconcile strategy with structure—that is, to balance the strategy of containment with a force 
designed to implement the tenets of the strategy. A joint committee of the State and Defense 
departments was instructed "to make an over-all review and reassessment of American foreign 
and defense pol-icy."20 The report, labeled NSC 68 and delivered to the NSC on April I, 1950, 
advocated "an immediate and large scale build up in our military and general strength and that 
of our allies with the intention of righting the power balance and in hope that through means 
other than all out war we could induce a change in the nature of the Soviet system."21 NSC 68 
called for a substantial increase in defense expenditures, warning that the United States must 
be capable of dealing with both limited and all-out war. The problem was how to sell a 
substantial increase in the defense budget to an administration committed to a policy of 
economy and balanced budgets. The problem was solved on June 25, 1950, when North Korea 
invaded South Korea and overran the UN observers on the border between them. 

 
War and Rearmament. The invasion of South Korea provided the immediate crisis that 

generated public support for vastly increased defense spending. Expenditures for national 
security programs rose from $13 billion for FY 1950 to $50.4 billion in FY 1953." Nevertheless, 
important differences of opinion remained within informed American circles concerning Soviet 
intentions in South Korea and elsewhere. Some felt the North Korean attack was part of a 
general Soviet plan for worldwide expansion, while others saw it as a feint designed to divert 
resources from Europe.23 Despite these differences, Communist China's entry into the war in 
late 1950 solidified U.S. perceptions of an aggressive, monolithic communist threat to the Free 
World. 

The outbreak of the war found the United States with an extremely limited conventional 
capability. The rearmament effort was characterized by three competing, but complementary 
purposes: (i) immediate prosecution of the Korean War, (2) creation of a mobilization base for 
the long term, and (3) development of active forces to balance Soviet strength and to deter 
further Soviet aggression.24 In short, the war in Korea made rearmament possible, but 
rearmament was not directed solely at the problem of fighting the war. Forces were .also 
developed for worldwide deterrence purposes.25 

 
NATO: The Institutionalization of Containment. Soviet political pressure on its neighbors, 

and the Soviet Union's very large conventional forces, caused widespread and increasing 
concern about the security of Western Europe. As a consequence, the United States deemed it 
necessary to enter into a peacetime alliance with foreign states and for the first time to deploy 
forces on the territory of allies in the absence of armed conflict. The North Atlantic Treaty was 
signed in April 1949, and the twelve signatories from Europe and North America agreed that an 
attack on one would be considered an attack on all. Europe became America's first line of 
defense; the North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO) was the expression of the U.S. effort to 
contain communism by military means. 

Despite an initial goal of ninety NATO divisions (half active, half reserve) by 1954, deemed 
by experts and agreed upon by political leaders as necessary for conventional defense of 
Europe, it quickly became obvious that the goal would not be met. By 1952, European members 



of NATO, less fearful of Soviet aggression in Europe, began to reduce military budgets, cut 
terms of service for draftees, and stretch out arms procurements. NATO members subsequently 
approved a drastic reduction in force goals and came to rely heavily on the tactical and strategic 
nuclear weapons of the United States to deter Soviet aggression. 

 
Conflicting Priorities. With continuing casualties and costs, as well as a stalemated military 

situation, the American public became increasingly sour on the war in Korea. It also became 
evident that the war had not marked the beginning of a general Soviet assault on the West. 
Public resentment over military spending levels rose, and by 1952, the Truman administration 
made a marked shift toward domestic priorities. At the same time, however, it was accepted by 
U.S. policy makers' and the public that the international communist threat to U.S. and European 
security was real and immediate. Acceptance of the strategy of containment and the necessity 
for forces-in-being to implement it reflected an acknowledgement of the realities of international 
and technological affairs. The challenge for President Dwight Eisenhower, as he took office in 
1953, was to reconcile these conflicting demands for increased spending for both domestic 
needs and enhanced defense. 

 
The Eisenhower Administration, 1953-1960: Massive Retaliation and the New Look 
 
From the outset, Eisenhower regarded the threat to U.S. security as dual—military and 

economic. The military threat posed by the communist powers was obvious, but Eisenhower 
also believed that continued high levels of defense spending threatened the stability of the U.S. 
economy and were, therefore, also significant long-term threats. Because the dual threat was a 
continuing one, domestic and military expenditures would have to be properly balanced for an 
extended period. 

 
Domestic Priorities and Strategic Reassessment. To preserve U.S. economic vitality, 

Eisenhower was determined to reduce military expenditures and balance the federal budget. An 
impasse developed between the administration and the military Joint Chiefs of Staff (JCS), who 
were committed to a substantial military buildup in line with NSC 68. The old JCS were 
replaced, and in May 1953 the new JCS assumed the task (even before they took office) of 
wrestling with difficult problems of strategic reassessment at which their predecessors had 
balked. 

The NSC Planning Board, in a study labeled NSC 162, made an effort to define future 
national security policy in the broadest sense. The paper recommended the continuation of the 
policy of containment but with greater reliance on nuclear weapons and strategic air power and 
an expansion of capabilities to defend the continental United States from air attack. The JCS 
concluded its reassessment, which was called the Sequoia Study (named after the secretary of 
the Navy's yacht, upon which the final discussions had been held) and recommended further 
development of air defenses and strategic retaliatory forces, withdrawal of some U.S. forces 
overseas, creation of a mobile strategic reserve, reliance upon allies for their own defense 
buttressed by U.S. air and sea power, and strengthening of U.S. reserve forces.26 

 
The Strategic Impact of Technology and the New Look. In essence, technology provided 

the means by which Eisenhower escaped from the strategy versus structure box. American 
technological and numerical superiority in nuclear weapons systems provided strategic options 
that conceivably made possible the achievement of domestic goals. Technology, in the form of 
strategic nuclear air power and tactical nuclear weapons, would make worldwide containment 
affordable. 

The Eisenhower New Look defense program made a number of assumptions about the 
international environment. It assumed that there would be no significant increase in international 



tensions and no significant change in the relationship between U.S. and Soviet power. The key 
aspect of the New Look was the decision to place very high reliance upon nuclear weapons and 
to threaten massive retaliation in response to aggression.27 Strategic air power became the 
mainstay of the U.S. deterrent posture, and tactical nuclear weapons were to be used to replace 
the reduced levels of conventional forces in forward defense areas. 

The critical strategic change was expressed by Secretary of State John Foster Dulles on 
January 12, 1954: "There is no local defense which alone will contain the mighty land power of 
the Communist world. Local defenses must be reinforced by the further deterrent of massive 
retaliation power."28 Therefore, Dulles stated, the president had made the basic decision "to 
depend primarily upon a great capacity to retaliate instantly and by means and at places of our 
own choosing."29 In sum, America would rely on nuclear weapons to meet even those military 
contingencies threatening less than general war. NATO members subsequently agreed to 
deploy tactical nuclear weapons in Western Europe and to authorize military planners to 
assume that nuclear weapons would be used in the event of hostilities. 

 
Extending Containment. Extending the American military alliance system beyond NATO 

(and the earlier Organization of American States) became an integral part of containment 
strategy. Prior to the adoption of an explicit strategy of massive retaliation announced in 1954, 
the United States had already begun a process of expanding defense commitments worldwide 
with the goal of containing communism. One principal lesson of the Korean War, as perceived 
by U.S. policy makers in the 19505, was that American disengagement and equivocation had 
tempted the communists to invade Korea. America's commitment to defend important friendly 
territories adjacent to communist countries must be made specific; the most obvious way to do 
so was through military alliances. 

The network of alliances began to form soon after the outbreak of hostilities in Korea. In 
1951, the United States negotiated a security treaty with Japan that guaranteed the defense of 
Japan and granted the United States military the right to maintain military bases in Japan. A 
similar mutual defense treaty was signed with the Philippines. Also in 1951, the United States 
signed the ANZUS Treaty with Australia and New Zealand, pledging U.S. support for the 
security of those two states. In 1953, following the armistice, Korea and the United States 
signed a security pact pledging consultation in the event of armed attack and establishing the 
disposition of land, sea, and air forces in and around the Republic of Korea. In 1954, the United 
States signed a treaty with Taiwan that called for joint consultation in the event of danger of 
armed attack and specified the disposition of U.S. forces on Taiwan and the Pescadores. 

In 1954, the United States established the Southeast Asian Treaty Organization (SEATO) 
with Australia, France, New Zealand, Pakistan, the Philippines, Thailand, and the United 
Kingdom. Each of these members committed to "act to meet the common danger" in the event 
of hostilities in the treaty area. In addition to joining SEATO, the United States also sent millions 
of dollars in military aid to Indochina to help finance the French war with the Viet Minh. In 1954, 
as the French position in Vietnam became tenuous, the French government requested the 
commitment of American troops but was refused by Eisenhower. 

In 1959, the Central Treaty Organization (CENTO), which the United States expressly 
supported but did not formally join, was also launched. The alliance, intended to prevent Soviet 
expansion southward, linked the UK, Turkey, Iran, and Pakistan. Additionally, the United States 
signed bilateral defense agreements with Pakistan and Iran. Given the widespread concern in 
the United States about communist aggression, the presumption that American nuclear 
weapons could and would serve to deter both large and small aggressions, and the policy of a 
balanced budget, it appeared to make sense in the 1950s to strengthen governments on the 
periphery of the communist bloc by doing the following: 

 
• Pledge U.S. support to prevent or stop communist-inspired aggression 



• Provide military assistance to strengthen the defenses of governments bordering the 
communist bloc 

 
• Provide economic or military assistance to preserve or to help create political and 

economic stability for governments that were allies in the anticom-munist cause 
 
• Train and support foreign troops in their own country because it was less expensive than 

maintaining American troops abroad 
 
• Establish basing rights as the quid pro quo of assistance 
 
In short, the United States included Asia in its ring of containment and, attempting to prevent 

another Korea, sought to knit the states of the region into a network of military alliances under 
U.S. leadership. 

 
The New New Look, 1956. In 1954, when the policy of massive retaliation was formally 

established, the United States possessed the ability to destroy the military forces of the Soviet 
Union with little likelihood of serious retaliatory damage in return. By 1956, however, this was no 
longer clearly the case. Major Soviet catch-up efforts and technological innovations had led to 
an arms spiral; in an astonishingly short time, mutual vulnerability to nuclear devastation had 
apparently become a fact.30 The rapid growth of Soviet strategic nuclear power had undermined 
the New Look's two key assumptions: that the earlier ratio of Soviet-to-American nuclear power 
would not be radically altered and that U.S. nuclear retaliatory forces would deter both large and 
small aggressions. Even at the outset, the doctrine of massive retaliation had been criticized by 
analysts who argued that the threat of massive nuclear retaliation would not be effective in 
deterring local, ambiguous wars because it was not believable. Only conventional forces, they 
held, could deal effectively with such relatively low-level conflicts. 

The administration began to look for a strategy that permitted greater flexibility. The resulting 
New New Look adjusted existing programs without increasing military expenditures. The 
dominant characteristics of the New New Look included (1) continuing efforts to stabilize military 
spending; (2) downgrading of mobilization, readiness, and reserve forces; (3) accepting that 
U.S. strategic retaliatory capability was sufficient, but only sufficient, to deter a direct attack on 
U.S. territory or equally vital interests; and (4) recognizing, if only grudgingly, the need to build 
and maintain capabilities for limited war.31 

It should be noted that the New New Look continued to emphasize that tactical nuclear 
weapons were a credible means of waging limited war. Indeed, one of the major distinctions of 
the new approach was the direct mating of tactical nuclear weapons with the strategy of limited 
war.32 Writing in the October 1957 issue of Foreign Affairs, Dulles explained that "in the future it 
may ... be feasible to place less reliance upon deterrence of vast retaliatory power" because the 
"nations which are around the Sino-Soviet perimeter can possess an effective defense [through 
tactical nuclear warfare] against full-scale conventional attack."33 

Eisenhower's programs were shaped by the twin pressures of Soviet and American 
technological achievement and an American economy that was plagued by both continuing 
recession and inflation. Largely as a result of inflation, defense costs were rising. Confronted 
with a choice between increasing the national debt and reducing military spending, the 
Eisenhower administration chose the latter. In constant dollar terms, military spending was less 
in 1960 than it had been in any year since 1951.34 

The final years of the Eisenhower presidency saw a number of international and 
technological pressures brought to bear on U.S. national security policy. In August 1957, the 
Soviets announced the successful test of an intercontinental ballistic missile (ICBM). In October 
of that year, the Soviets launched the first artificial satellite, Sputnik, causing an intense 



reexamination of U.S. strategic programs. The Gaither Committee, appointed early in 1957 by 
Eisenhower to study a fallout shelter program for the United States, presented its report shortly 
after the launching of Sputnik. Defining its mandate very broadly, the committee recommended 
a substantial increase in the defense budget, aimed primarily at improving U.S. strategic 
posture.35 Though the committee's recommendations were largely rejected, the discussion of 
strategic capabilities that it evoked helped provoke the "missile-gap" controversy that became 
an issue in the 1960 presidential campaign. 

 
The Kennedy-Johnson Years, 1961-1968: Flexible Response 
 
As the new decade began, changes in both the external environment and technology 

dictated a serious reappraisal of military strategy. The growth of Soviet nuclear capabilities cast 
increasing doubt upon the wisdom and credibility of U.S. retaliatory threats, and the missile-gap 
controversy raised questions about the adequacy of U.S. nuclear force levels. Western 
awareness of the increasingly bitter dispute between China and the Soviet Union aggravated 
the problem of deterrence as China came to be viewed as a potential power center and threat in 
its own right. 

Changes in weapons technology and force structure also made a reexamination of U.S. 
policy imperative. Reliance on tactical nuclear weapons, particularly in Europe, was increasingly 
viewed as dangerous for two main reasons. First, in view of the relatively weakened U.S. 
strategic position, deterrence could fail. If it did, escalation to all-out nuclear war would be hard 
to check because there is no discernible firebreak between tactical and strategic nuclear 
weapons. Second, should a crisis arise, shortages of conventional forces created the ultimate 
dilemma of choosing between nuclear retaliation and inaction. Turbulence in the developing 
countries of the world also demonstrated the shortcomings of U.S. retaliatory strategy. The 
Soviet Union and China were giving military and economic assistance to "wars of national 
liberation" in Asia, Africa, and Latin America. Massive retaliation was inadequate to deal with 
these complexities. Just a few years earlier, technology was seen as a panacea capable of 
ensuring containment while limiting military spending. Now, however, the domestic political 
debate focused on the potential dangers of reliance on nuclear technology. 

 
Military Structure and the McNamara Pentagon. When Robert McNamara became 

President John Kennedy's secretary of defense in 1961, despite the goals of the National 
Security Act of 1947 and subsequent reforms, the missions of the country's armed services 
were still largely determined independently. Monies were allocated on a "fair share" basis, and 
each armed service developed programs within its budget constraints with little regard for what 
the others were doing. National strategies and priorities were supposedly set forth in an agreed 
NSC document called the Basic National Security Policy. However, this document was a vague 
compromise that provided little real guidance. General Maxwell Taylor summarized the 
document's weaknesses: "The sharp issues in national defense ... have been blurred . . . the 
Basic National Security Policy document means all things to all people and settles nothing."36 
Given vague guidance, the armed services had a great deal of latitude to continue to develop 
their own programs. 

McNamara, when he came into office, was appalled: "The Army planning, for example, was 
based, largely, on a long war of attrition, while the Air Force planning was based, largely, on a 
short war of nuclear bombardment."37 Strategic nuclear programs were also developed 
independently by each service. For example, Navy briefings to McNamara in 1961 on the 
number of Polaris missile submarines it required never mentioned the existence of the U.S. Air 
Force or any of its strategic retaliatory forces. When the Air Force analyzed how many 
Minutemen missiles were required, it simply assumed that the number of Polaris submarines 
would remain constant.38 McNamara was determined to control and rationalize the development 



of U.S. military forces. He received two instructions from the president: "Develop the force 
structure necessary to our military requirements without regard to arbitrary or predetermined 
budget ceilings. And secondly . . . procure it at the lowest possible cost."39 

Before the formal elaboration of a new strategy, McNamara applied a number of "quick 
fixes" to the U.S. force structure. He accelerated the procurement schedule for the submarine-
launched ballistic missile (the Polaris), doubled the production capacity for Minutemen ICBMs, 
and placed one-half of the bombers of the Strategic Air Command on a quick-reaction alert.40 
Improvements began immediately in airlift and sealift capabilities, and the Army, Marine Corps, 
and the tactical Air Forces were expanded.41 McNamara's purpose was to increase U.S. combat 
strength measurably and quickly while developing a new military strategy. 

 
Flexible Response. The strategy of flexible response was developed to give the president 

the capability to respond effectively to any challenge with the appropriate level of force. Flexible 
response within the strategic nuclear posture provided policy makers the options of massive 
retaliation, limited nuclear countervalue (i.e., city) attacks, and counterforce strikes. The 
Kennedy and Johnson administrations greatly increased the strategic inventory dramatically, 
developing the capability to inflict "unacceptable damage" on the Soviet Union even after 
absorbing a surprise first strike.42 At the other end of the force spectrum, it also focused on 
increased attention to counterinsurgency. 

Though these changes were significant, it was in the area of conventional forces that the 
doctrine of flexible response differed most drastically from that of massive retaliation. To provide 
adequate options, conventional force capabilities had to be improved and modernized. The 
Army was increased from twelve to sixteen divisions, the Navy surface fleet was enlarged, and 
the reserves and National Guard were revitalized. Special operations forces were also 
enhanced. In general, the United States sought a "two-and-a-half war posture—that is, the 
United States sought to be capable of fighting simultaneously a large-scale war in Europe, 
another sizable war somewhere else in the world, and a third, smaller-scale conflict. 

American efforts to introduce flexible response doctrine into NATO initially encountered 
Allied resistance. Early reliance on conventional forces caused uneasiness among Europeans, 
who feared erosion of the nuclear deterrent. Whereas the Eisenhower administration had 
asserted that nuclear weapons might well be used, by the end of the Johnson administration, 
the United States was reluctant to contemplate the use of nuclear weapons in limited wars. 

 
Conventional Forces and Intervention. Improvements in conventional capabilities were 

not matched by the development of clear doctrine governing intervention and the application of 
force. In his inaugural address, Kennedy had made his famous pledge: "Let every nation know, 
whether it wishes us well or ill, we shall pay any price, bear any burden, meet any hardship, 
support any friend, or oppose any foe to assure the survival and the success of liberty."43 Such 
an open-ended commitment was, of course, unrealistic, for it did not provide any useful 
guidance for deciding when the use of force was in the national interest and when it was not. In 
1965, the United States deployed ground combat troops to the Republic of Vietnam and also 
intervened in a civil upheaval in the Dominican Republic. As the Vietnam involvement 
lengthened and deepened, popular dissatisfaction grew, and domestic dissent and economic 
pressure began to play a significant role in the formulation of U.S. strategy. By FY 1968, 
defense spending had climbed to $78 billion, $20 billion of which represented the direct cost of 
the war in Vietnam.44 The incoming Nixon administration was faced with the prospects of 
stalemate on the nuclear level and an unpopular, costly war on the conventional level. 

 
 
 
 



The Nixon and Ford Administrations, 1969-1976: Strategy of Realistic Deterrence 
 
By 1969, the national consensus on U.S. national security policy had seriously weakened. 

The prolonged and seemingly unsuccessful U.S. intervention in Vietnam called into question the 
ability of the United States to deal with insurgencies around the world, and the nature of the 
strategic balance dictated a reassessment of American defense policy. The policy of 
containment, practically unchallenged for several decades, came under increasingly critical 
scrutiny. It no longer seemed to reflect a realistic appraisal of the international situation. 

 
Reassessment of the Strategic Environment. By 1968, the Soviet Union had achieved 

rough nuclear parity with the United States. Both sides could inflict unacceptable damage on 
one another even after absorbing an enemy's first strike. Under these conditions, the United 
States and the Soviet Union seemed to realize that it was in their best interest to limit the 
possibilities of confrontation. From such reasoning, at least on the U.S. side, came the concept 
of detente and the associated Strategic Arms Limitation Talks (SALT). 

At least two other important factors informed thinking about U.S. military policy. First, public 
and congressional disenchantment with the war in Vietnam dictated a reevaluation of where and 
how U.S. conventional forces might be used. Second, economic constraints also had an impact. 
The position of the dollar in the world economy deteriorated as wartime inflation proceeded, and 
domestic social and economic problems seemed to demand greater investment. Yet, in FY 
1964, the last pre-Vietnam War budget, defense spending represented 41.8% of the federal 
budget; roughly a decade later, in FY 1975, defense expenditures accounted for just 27. 1 % of 
federal outlays.45 This defense-spending decline was not just relative but also absolute when 
measured in constant dollars. 

 
Strategic Sufficiency. Given the Soviet Union's nuclear arsenal and its demonstrated 

ability and willingness to respond to improvements in American strategic forces, the Nixon 
administration concluded that nuclear superiority would be impossible to maintain.46 Any attempt 
to do so would only escalate the arms race without increasing security for either side. However, 
President Richard Nixon was also unwilling to allow the Soviet Union to achieve a position of 
nuclear dominance. Planning for U.S. forces thus focused on "strategic sufficiency." Reflecting 
an acceptance of nuclear parity, this doctrine included a number of precepts: 

 
• Assured destruction: The United States would maintain three separate and independent 

offensive systems—ICBMs, submarine-launched ballistic missiles (SLBM)s, and manned 
bombers—which would ensure that the United States would be able to inflict unacceptable 
levels of damage on the enemy through destruction of its population and economy even in the 
event that the United States had been struck first.47 

 
• Flexible nuclear options: Flexibility of forces and targets would allow the president to tailor 

any U.S. strategic response to the nature of the provocation. 
 
• Crisis stability: Enhanced and flexible response capabilities would reduce Soviet 

willingness to stage a less than all-out attack and eliminate a Soviet incentive to strike first.48 
 
• Perceived equality: A rough balance of strategic capabilities would prevent coercion or 

intimidation of the United States or its allies. 
 
Conventional Force Policy. In 1974, the Nixon administration's appraisal of conventional 

war policy reaffirmed one traditional commitment and modified another. The U.S. commitment to 
NATO was reaffirmed and strengthened following the U.S. withdrawal from Vietnam. Although 



the overall size of the U.S. Army was reduced by 50%, U.S. NATO forces—which had been 
stripped of personnel and equipment during the Vietnam War—were strengthened and re-
equipped. Additionally, the United States abandoned the so-called two-and-a-half war strategy 
and began to maintain forces based on a one-and-a-half war strategy. (In reality, the change 
was not that dramatic, for the United States had never approached the level offerees needed for 
two-and-a-half wars.) The NATO commitment became the primary planning contingency for 
structuring U.S. conventional forces. 

A major reappraisal of U.S. policy was also made concerning the feasibility of deterring or 
fighting local conflicts and insurgencies in developing countries. The resulting policy, known as 
the Nixon Doctrine, concluded that the United States would no longer automatically intervene 
against externally supported insurgencies. The Nixon Doctrine could be expressed as three 
essential principles: self-help, primary regional responsibility, and residual U.S. responsibility.49 
The principle of self-help dictated that the country being threatened must take responsibility for 
its own security. Further, in the case of insurgency, the United States would expect the local 
government to initiate vigorous programs of economic and political development.50 Experience 
had taught that military action alone could not defeat an insurgency; it must be accompanied by 
political and social programs. The second principle, regional responsibility, meant that the 
United States expected neighboring countries to work together to eliminate or deal with causes 
of instability in their areas. If military operations were required, the neighbors of the country 
under attack would provide at least some of the forces.51 Finally, the principle of residual U.S. 
responsibility indicated that the United States might provide military assistance but would 
intervene directly only if vital American interests were threatened. President Gerald Ford and 
later President Jimmy Carter endorsed this policy of strictly limited U.S. involvement as the 
basis for U.S. action in dealing with insurgencies in developing nations. 

 
The Carter Administration, 1977-1981: Strategic Reassessment 
 
As customarily occurs with the advent of a new administration, Carter initiated a reappraisal 

of U.S. national security policy when he took office in January 1977. Such reappraisal was 
clearly warranted, for much had changed. Turning first to the international environment, the 
steady strengthening of Soviet nuclear forces had underscored the momentum of the strategic 
arms race and the importance of moving forward with arms control. A second important dynamic 
involved the People's Republic of China. Nixon's reestablishment of the U.S.-China dialogue in 
1972 had reversed a longstanding policy of treating that country as a prime danger. A final trend 
related to the proliferation of newly independent countries since World War II and the increasing 
demands made by these countries for a more just international order. 

Another important cause for reassessment concerned past U.S. policy. A central theme of 
the Nixon administration's approach to foreign affairs, detente, had been discredited. The 
original goal of detente had been to lessen tension and hostility between the superpowers. By 
the beginning of the Carter administration, however, it appeared that the Soviet Union had 
interpreted detente as mere acknowledgment of the new power balance and a license to 
expand its influence. Although the earlier SALT negotiations (SALT I) institutionalized the policy 
of detente at one level, they seemed only to encourage Soviet expansionism at other levels. 
Americans were unhappy with a policy that seemed incapable of checking the adventurism of 
the Soviet Union and its allies in the noncommunist world. 

Domestically, the United States had also changed dramatically. The wars in Korea and 
Vietnam seemed to illustrate the reduced utility of military force, feeding renewed skepticism 
about defense spending and worldwide military deployments. The recession of 1974-1975 
reemphasized domestic priorities and raised further questions about the extent to which 
resources should be channeled into expensive defense programs. Then presidential candidate 
Carter emphasized his intent to reduce military spending in favor of domestic priorities. Despite 



evidence of a continuing, massive Soviet military buildup, there was sufficient uncertainty to 
permit both presidential candidates in 1976 to downplay the specter of future Soviet 
adventurism. 

Technology also had, to some extent, restructured the security environment. Continued 
technological advancements—such as multiple, independently tar-getable reentry vehicles 
(MIRVs) for nuclear weapons; cruise missiles; and anti-satellite capabilities—threatened to 
upset perceptions of nuclear stability. Improvements in such conventional weapons as TV-
guided bombs and laser-guided artillery shells had enhanced military capabilities with less than 
fully understood consequences for the stability of conventional force balances.52 

As a consequence of the factors discussed above, and in light of its own comprehensive 
assessment of the comparative strengths of the United States and the Soviet Union, the Carter 
administration set forth the main lines of its strategy in a series of announcements and policy 
initiatives during the course of 1977. It reaffirmed the importance of maintaining a balance in 
strategic nuclear forces, choosing the label of essential equivalence. It continued to rely upon 
the doctrine of "mutually assured destruction" but appeared to back away from any concept of 
even limited counterforce capabilities or any plans for the so-called limited nuclear options with 
which the Nixon administration had tinkered. Also, in the context of essential equivalence, the 
Carter administration picked up the lagging SALT II talks and pressed them vigorously. The 
subsequent treaty signed by Carter and General Secretary Leonid Brezhnev in Vienna in 1979, 
though never ratified by the U.S. Senate, continued to define the upper limits of essential 
equivalence into the 19805. 

With regard to Europe, the Carter administration underscored the key role of NATO and 
reaffirmed the existing forward strategy. The overall concept of having forces sufficient to 
simultaneously fight a major war in Europe and a smaller war elsewhere—the one-and-a-half 
war strategy of the Nixon administration—was endorsed as the guiding principle behind the size 
and character of the defense forces. Special attention was focused on the Persian Gulf as the 
possible site of the one-half war. Although measures to create the kind of force projection 
capability required for such an area as the Persian Gulf were slow to get under way, the ad-
ministration at least staked out a declaratory policy that accorded the region higher and more 
explicit priority than it had earlier received. 

In a bid to stabilize the power balance in Asia and to create a more satisfactory framework 
for U.S.-Soviet relations, the administration proceeded with the normalization of American 
relations with the People's Republic of China. Formal recognition was accomplished in early 
1979, immediately preceding the visit to the United States by Vice-Premier Deng Xiaoping. Also, 
in fulfillment of the president's campaign promises, the administration began preparations to 
withdraw American ground forces from the Republic of Korea. Congressional opposition, 
however, forced the administration to reverse its course in the matter. 

In terms of overall national security policy, the decade of the 19705 ended on a somewhat 
surprising note. The Soviet Union's impressive and continuing defense buildup, its invasion of 
Afghanistan in 1979, and its gains in a number of other regions—generally propelled by Soviet 
arms and advisers and sometimes by Cuban proxies—had so alarmed large sectors of the 
public and Congress that a stronger defense policy and increased spending were pressed on a 
reluctant president. This was further exacerbated by the Islamic revolution in Iran earlier in 1979 
that saw an American hostage crisis as well as the loss of a U.S. ally in a strategic region. 
President Carter's final defense budget and five-year defense plan were marked by substantial 
increases. 

 
The Reagan Administration, 1981-1988: Redressing the Military Balance and Reform 
 
America entered the 19805 with a new administration committed to strengthening U.S. 

power, to resisting further Soviet-supported communist expansion, and to leaving Marxism-



Leninism on "the ash heap of history." From 1981 to 1988, the U.S. defense budget almost 
doubled—the largest peacetime military buildup in American history. The United States moved 
rapidly to deploy a new-generation triad of strategic nuclear systems, to expand the U.S. naval 
fleet toward 600 ships, and to modernize U.S. conventional land and air forces. One of the more 
dramatic developments in U.S. national security policy during this period came in March 1983 
when the president called for the development of a system to defend the United States against 
ballistic missile attack. Such a system could radically alter the forms of future military 
confrontation.53 

In the developing world, the Reagan administration turned to a more activist policy of 
American support for noncommunist insurgencies against Soviet-supported communist regimes. 
This policy, generally known as the Reagan Doctrine, enjoyed several successes. It probably 
contributed to the Soviet Union's decision to withdraw its support for the Marxist government in 
Angola and, in part, to the Soviet decision to withdraw from Afghanistan in 1989. In Central 
America, support for the anticommunist contras led to free elections and the demise of the 
Sandin-ista government in Nicaragua, setting the stage for the eventual settlement of the 
communist-backed insurgency in El Salvador. U.S. military intervention in 1983 also stopped the 
threat of a communist-supported takeover in Grenada. 

The emergence of Mikhail Gorbachev as the leader of the Soviet Union in 1985 presented 
the opportunity for beginning a new dialogue with the Soviets in the midst of confrontation. The 
Reagan administration's strategy of deferring major efforts at arms control until it was in a 
position to negotiate from strength began to pay off in a series of Soviet concessions that 
eventually led to the Intermediate Nuclear Forces Treaty of 1987. With subsequent dramatic 
changes in Eastern Europe and the breakup of the Warsaw Pact, other negotiations yielded the 
Conventional Forces in Europe Treaty of 1990 and the Strategic Arms Reduction Treaty of 
1991. 

Gorbachev's policies of glasnost (openness) and perestroika (restructuring) and the sheer 
force of his personality, combined with deep domestic economic problems and erosion of the 
Soviet empire, led to the end of the Cold War by 1989 and, ultimately, to the demise of the 
Soviet Union. The United States and its allies had effectively contained the Soviet Union for 
forty years. After an aborted putsch in Moscow in August 1991 aimed at overthrowing 
Gorbachev and his reforms, the old Soviet Union was finished, although the future of its fifteen 
former republics remained to be settled. 

 
Goldwater-Nichols. Although the preceding decades had seen numerous shifts in national 

security policy as the threat evolved, many in Congress and the executive branch believed the 
formulation and communication of national security strategy were flawed. Also, past national 
security policies had generally failed to provide adequate focus in pursuing national values, 
interests, and goals. Moreover, these strategies still did not provide the integration that the 1947 
National Security Act was meant to foster. In response, Congress passed the most significant 
legislation on national security since the 1947 law. The Goldwater-Nichols Department of 
Defense Reorganization Act of 1986 required the president to report the administration's 
national security strategy to Congress on an annual basis. In this document, the president would 
codify the values, national interests, and key objectives that would drive security and defense 
policies. The report would also allow Congress to evaluate the coherence and feasibility of the 
administration's reconciliation of ends, ways, and means. 

In addition to providing focus, Goldwater-Nichols also sought to better integrate the different 
service components of the DoD. Despite the intent of the 1947 legislation and McNamara's 
reforms, interservice rivalry still dominated discussions on budget allocation, weapons 
programs, and the planning and execution of military operations. In response, the 1986 act 
strengthened mechanisms for integrating service-specific budget programs and streamlined the 
operational chain of command from the president through the secretary of defense to theater 



commanders. The chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff became the principal adviser to the 
president, and the respective service chiefs were no longer in the operational chain of com-
mand.54 Instead, theater combatant commanders gained unified control over all service 
elements within their areas of operations. The Goldwater-Nichols legislation also addressed 
weaknesses in joint war-fighting capabilities, revealed in a failed attempt to rescue U.S. 
hostages in Iran in 1980 and during 1983 military operations in Grenada, by mandating 
improved service interoperability. (For more on the role played by Congress in U.S. national 
security affairs, see Chapter 5.) 

 
The George H. W. Bush Administration, 1989-1992: Toward a New World Order 
 
The NSC staff under President George H. W. Bush began a national security strategy 

review right after he took office in 1989, but events in the Soviet Union and Eastern Europe 
were moving so fast that publication of the administration's national security strategies was 
delayed in 1990 and 1991. Both reports received considerable criticism for their lack of precise 
guidance. Yet, the 1991 report did point to fundamental changes: 

 
More than preceding reports, this one attempted to broaden the definition of national 

security. In purely military terms, it proclaimed regional conflict as the organizing principle 
for American military forces, and suggested that new terms of reference for nuclear 
deterrence would shortly be needed. Politically, it attempted to turn the compass on arms 
control from east-west to north-south for a much expanded discussion of policy to retard 
proliferation. Even more than the previous reports, the document attempted to 
communicate the idea that American economic well-being was included in the definition 
of national security, even though discussions of specific programs to improve com-
petitiveness or to combat trade and budget deficits were generally lacking.55 

 
Reflecting new realities and anxious to satisfy domestic cravings for a "peace dividend" in 

the wake of the Cold War, Secretary of Defense Richard Cheney and Chairman of the Joint 
Chiefs of Staff Colin Powell appeared before the Senate budget committee in January 1991, 
during the Gulf War, to propose a multi-year 25% reduction in American forces from 1990 
levels. By 1995, those cuts would reduce active-duty Army divisions from eighteen to twelve, the 
Air Force from thirty-six fighter wing equivalents to twenty-six, the Navy from 546 ships to 451, 
and reserve forces and DoD civilian employees by over 200,000 each. In addition, Cheney and 
Powell announced plans to cancel one hundred weapons programs and to close or realign over 
two hundred bases and facilities worldwide. In the words of Secretary Cheney, "The cuts would 
reduce the U.S. military to its lowest end strength since before the Korean War; they would cut 
our share of the Federal budget, once as high as 57%, to 18%, the lowest level in forty years. 
The defense budget would fall by 1997 to 3.4% of GNP, by far the lowest level since before 
Pearl Harbor."56 

The new military strategy guiding this "defense build-down" reflected the shift from 
containing the spread of communism and deterring Soviet aggression to a more variegated, 
flexible strategy. The major elements were: 

 
• Strategic deterrence and defense, requiring a reliable warning system, modern nuclear 

forces, the capability and flexibility to support a spectrum of response options, and a defensive 
system for protection against limited strikes. 

 
• Forward but reduced presence of U.S. conventional land, sea, and air forces at a high level 

of readiness in regions vital to U.S. national interests; in this context, strengthened alliances as 
well. 



• The ability to respond to regional crises that could arise on very short notice involving U.S. 
forces unilaterally or as part of a multilateral effort. 

 
• A force reconstitution capability against major military threats based on longer warning 

time and involving the formation, training, and fielding of new fighting units, mobilization of 
previously trained manpower, and activation of the U.S. defense industrial base, which would 
maintain the capability for technological superiority.57 

 
Some of the impetus for reorienting defense posture was created by the 1991 Persian Gulf 

War. Although Iraq's invasion of Kuwait in August 1990 was a surprise to the Bush 
administration, it responded with firm diplomatic and military action. With the support of a UN 
Security Council resolution, the U.S. led a coalition of over thirty states that included over 
500,000 American troops to a swift and decisive defeat of the Iraqi Army and liberation of 
Kuwait. In the aftermath of this operation, the Bush administration felt confident that its words 
and deeds against armed aggression would prove to be an effective deterrent. Also during this 
time, George H. W. Bush interpreted international humanitarian crises as creating a potential 
threat to the national interest, as evidenced by the U.S. deployment of forces to Somalia in the 
waning months of the administration. In 1992, as the FY 1993 defense budget was being 
debated on Capitol Hill, it appeared that Congress largely agreed with the administration—for 
the time being—that U.S. military capabilities would not be allowed to plummet as had occurred 
after earlier wars. 

 
The Clinton Years, 1993-2000: Cautious Change 
 
President Bill Clinton's first secretary of defense, William Perry, sought to respond to the 

complexities of a post-Cold War World with a defense strategy organized along three basic 
lines. First, the United States would prevent threats from emerging; second, the United States 
would deter threats that did emerge; and third, if the first two lines of defense failed, the United 
States would have the capability to defeat threats using military force. In the first category, 
threat prevention, Perry emphasized a range of confidence-building measures and the 
strengthening of democratic societies, as well as the maintenance of strong alliances, efforts to 
counter the spread of WMD, the forging of a pragmatic partnership with Russia, engagement in 
multilateral security dialogues, and the pursuit of comprehensive engagement with China. 

On the second line of defense, deterrence, Perry asserted that only the United States could 
deter threats worldwide. To do so, the United States required a reduced but effective nuclear 
force; strong, ready, forward-deployed conventional forces with a clear power projection 
capability; and the demonstrated will to use those forces when vital interests were threatened. 
Third, on the final line of defense, Secretary Perry stressed the need for U.S. dominance built 
on readiness, high technology weapons, and superior information systems to ensure victory.58 

 
Military Structure. To implement this strategy, the Clinton administration did not make any 

dramatic changes to military force guidance or structure. Beginning in 1993, the defense 
drawdown begun by the preceding administration continued as defense spending remained 
relatively stable. The Clinton administration's two major reviews of defense policy, the Bottom-
Up Review of 1993-1994 and the Quadrennial Defense Review (QDR) of 1996-1997, basically 
enshrined the status quo. The core planning guide in both reviews was the need td be able to 
fight two nearly simultaneous major theater wars, such as a second Persian Gulf War as well as 
a war on the Korean peninsula, without major allied assistance. Force structure and budgetary 
requirements flowed from this concept. The DoD proposed to fight these wars along 
conventional lines, funding each military service in fairly traditional percentages and avoiding 
major doctrinal changes. 



Critics found much to dislike in this thoroughly customary approach to defense planning. 
Initially, some worried about a major mismatch between forces and budgets. Projected budgets 
could not provide sufficient new tanks, planes, ships, and other hardware to keep the overall 
force in fighting trim. These observers began to worry about the "coming defense train wreck" 
that would occur when the current generation of military hardware reached its maximum service 
life and there was no new generation to take its place.59 Other critics pointed to a so-called 
revolution in military affairs underway in defense technology and strategy—a revolution based 
on real-time, battlefield intelligence; precision sensors and strike systems; information warfare; 
new weapons, such as unmanned aerial vehicles and nearly automated stealth ships; and other 
elements—and claimed that the Clinton administration was doing nothing to make it a reality for 
the U.S. military. Some worried the United States was doing what all leading powers had done 
through history—assuming that the next war would be like the last. Finally, a host of critics from 
across the political spectrum argued that the Clinton administration was not doing enough to 
reverse the Cold War nuclear arms race that had left each side with thousands of nuclear 
weapons. They called for faster action before the continuing U.S.-Russian nuclear standoff 
served to undermine East-West relations once again. 

Clinton administration officials had ready answers to these criticisms. Beginning in the mid-
1990s, they added money to defense budgets to help redress the force structure-budget 
imbalance and argued that it made little sense to embark on a new round of equipment 
modernization before the new, revolutionary generation of hardware was fully ready. They 
suggested that they were experimenting with radical new equipment and tactics, but that 
integrating them into the military in a stable and effective way would naturally take some years. 
Finally, they pointed out that the United States and Russia could only destroy so many nuclear 
warheads in any given year, and that their nuclear reductions were proceeding as fast as 
technology allowed. In a retrospective defense of the Clinton administration's stewardship of the 
armed forces, defense analyst Michael O'Hanlon argues, "The Clinton Pentagon oversaw the 
most successful defense drawdown in U.S. history—cutting military personnel by 15% more 
than the previous administration had planned while retaining a high state of readiness and a 
strong global deterrence posture. It enacted a prescient modernization program. And the military 
it helped produce achieved impressive successes in Bosnia and Kosovo."60 

 
Military Intervention. Although the Clinton administration took a cautious approach to 

structural change of the armed forces, it was more activist in its willingness to use force abroad. 
Though Clinton inherited the Somalia intervention from his predecessor, he later intervened with 
U.S. armed forces in humanitarian crises and postconflict situations in Haiti (1994), Bosnia 
(1995), and Kosovo (1999). Many critics questioned whether these interventions represented a 
wise use of U.S. military power given the questionable relationship between developments in 
these situations and vital U.S. national interests. Others were concerned about the legitimacy of 
these endeavors given the norm of state sovereignty, which militates against intervention in 
another state's domestic affairs. Finally, from a U.S. domestic perspective, there were concerns 
over cost and the impact of a greatly increased pace of operations on a smaller, all-volunteer 
military that was still structured largely along Cold War lines. This debate became louder during 
the 2000 presidential election season.61 

As the twentieth century came to a close, U.S. defense policy was clearly in transition. 
Debates on the significance of international political developments, the ensuing tension between 
competing forces within domestic politics, and the impact of technology all continued to play 
significant roles in national security policy. However, without a clearly defined threat or a 
unifying crisis, these debates were not subject to easy resolution. 

 
 
 



The George W. Bush Administration, 2001-2008: Crisis and Transformation 
 
Much like those of the preceding two presidents, the incoming Bush administration struggled 

to articulate U.S. national security policy goals in the post-Cold War environment. As a 
presidential candidate, Governor George W. Bush formulated a modest agenda and sought to 
scale back the foreign policy activism of the Clinton years. Key advisors to his campaign 
criticized the Clinton administration for failing to prioritize international affairs, for overusing the 
military to the point that "thinly stretched armed forces came close to a breaking point," and for 
embracing multilateralism at the expense of the U.S. national interest.62 In an April 2000 debate, 
George W. Bush promised to pursue a "humble" foreign policy.63 However, the terrorist attacks 
of September 11, 2001, suddenly presented the United States with a genuine crisis and a 
concrete threat. This event galvanized the American people and spurred the U.S. government to 
take a new approach to national security. 

 
New Threats and a New Strategy. Surprise attacks on U.S. territory are rare in American 

history. As historian John Lewis Gaddis points out, the only other examples are "the British 
burning of the White House and Capitol in 1814 and the Japanese attack on Pearl Harbor in 
1941." Gaddis also argues that such attacks can set the stage for radically new national security 
strategies by seeming to show that previous policies had failed.64 Throughout the Cold War and 
into the 1990s, the policy of containment and the strategy of deterrence informed U.S. national 
security policy. In the aftermath of devastating terrorist attacks on U.S. soil, and given 
challenges from nonstate armed groups and the risk of WMD proliferation, these traditional 
approaches appeared obsolete. In his May 2002 graduation speech at West Point, President 
Bush was explicit: "New threats also require new thinking." He went on to assert, "deterrence . . 
means nothing against shadowy  terrorist networks with no nation or citizens to defend. 
Containment is not possible when unbalanced dictators with weapons of mass destruction can 
deliver those -weapons on missiles or secretly provide them to terrorist allies."65 Responding to 
these concerns, The National Security Strategy of the United States of America issued in 
September 2002 represented a shift in U.S. national security policy. Bush summarized his 
approach by saying, "We will defend the peace by fighting terrorists and tyrants. We will 
preserve the peace by building good relations among the great powers. We will extend the 
peace by encouraging free and open societies on every continent."66 

An important element of this new approach was an effort on the part of the Bush 
administration to redefine the doctrine of preemption. Preemption has traditionally been seen as 
justified under international law, reflecting the right of a state to defend itself by acting first in the 
face of an imminent danger. In effect, the Bush administration argued that the standard of 
imminence should be relaxed when the threat of concern related to WMD: "In an age where the 
enemies of civilization openly and actively seek the world's most destructive technologies, the 
United States cannot remain idle while dangers gather."67 Critics responded by arguing that the 
Bush administration was really just talking about classic preventive war: acting now to prevent a 
potential future threat. An American embrace of preventive war would challenge American 
traditions and set a bad precedent for countries around the world. In the eyes of these critics, 
the U.S.-led invasion of Iraq in 2003 showed the risks of preventive war, as WMD were not 
found and the invasion's aftermath proved more dangerous and complex than U.S. planners 
had apparently expected. (For more on American traditional approaches to national security, 
see Chapter 2.) 

The debate on this element of the Bush national security strategy continues. Robert Jervis 
identifies three challenges to the Bush approach. First, it is inherently difficult to predict future 
threats. Second, important and relevant intelligence on past behavior and capabilities can be 
both scarce and difficult to interpret. Third, it may be difficult to sustain both domestic support 
and international legitimacy when using force based on problematic information.68 Gaddis, 



however, argues that, although this doctrine is controversial, it may have been successful in 
thwarting subsequent terrorist attacks on U.S. soil. Gaddis also supports the Bush 
administration's view that the traditional definitions of preemption and prevention are no longer 
relevant in the face of new threats.69 

In addition to fighting terrorists and tyrants, the other two elements of the Bush national 
security strategy related to building positive relationships with great powers and fostering 
democracy. In practice, these aspects of the national security strategy proved difficult to 
implement consistently. Though the United States sought good relations with other great 
powers, it also resisted the inevitable constraints associated with seeking international 
consensus or support for its actions. And despite a desire to foster democratic development, the 
United States found itself working with many nondemocratic regimes in its struggle against 
international terrorists. The tensions have been classic ones. With regard to cooperation with 
other great powers, the freedom of unilateralism must be weighed against the advantages in 
capability and legitimacy provided by multilateralism. With regard to democracy promotion, U.S. 
values must at times be weighed against material national security interests. These challenges 
are likely to prove enduring. 

 
The Wars in Afghanistan and Iraq. Over the long term, a strategy is likely to be judged by 

its perceived consequences. Evaluations of the national security policy of the Bush 
administration are likely to be most strongly defined by the wars in Afghanistan and Iraq. For 
this reason, even as these wars continue, a brief review of their origins and conduct is useful 
here. 

 
Afghanistan. Within one month of the attacks of 9/11, U.S. forces, with substantial 

assistance from CIA paramilitary operators, launched combat operations to invade Afghanistan. 
The purpose of the operation was to target the al-Qa'ida central leadership, including Osama 
bin Laden, and the Taliban regime in Afghanistan that had supported al-Qa'ida's operations. 
After several months of fighting, in which U.S. conventional and Special Operations forces 
worked closely with the indigenous Northern Alliance militias, the Taliban were defeated.70 The 
UN sponsored a series of meetings in Bonn, Germany, which eventually led to an interim 
government led by a Pashtun leader, Hamid Karzai. Karzai was appointed as the interim 
President of Afghanistan and became the first democratically elected President of Afghanistan 
on October 9, 2004. 

Since the initial defeat of the Taliban, military operations to support the newly formed Afghan 
government and to impede al-Qa'ida operations in the region have continued. Consolidating 
national power in Afghanistan has been difficult and al-Qa'ida operatives, reportedly including 
Osama bin Laden, continue to operate in remote areas of Afghanistan and the Federally 
Administered Tribal Areas (FATA) of neighboring Pakistan. Beginning in August, 2003, NATO 
initiated its first operation outside the Euro-Atlantic area and created the International Security 
Assistance Force (ISAF) to "assist the government of Afghanistan and the international 
community in maintaining security."71 U.S. forces have worked with the ISAF, but the amount of 
U.S. military power that can be committed to Afghanistan has been constrained by the total 
amount of forces available, especially after operations began in Iraq. (See also Chapter 19 for 
more on the war in Afghanistan.) 

 
Iraq. In response to Iraqi President Saddam Hussein's evasiveness regarding the 

enforcement of UN Security Council Resolutions relating to suspected WMD programs, and in 
line with the emphasis the Bush administration placed on the danger from "unbalanced 
dictators" with WMD in a world plagued by transnational terrorists, U.S. forces led an invasion of 
Iraq in March 2003. In three weeks, the U.S.-led coalition toppled the regime of Saddam 
Hussein in a series of synchronized military operations that demonstrated American military 



dominance over the Iraqi Army. Most Iraqi leaders fled and were eventually captured or killed, 
with Saddam Hussein being captured in December 2003, eight months after the invasion. 

The political challenge of establishing a new representative government in place of an 
authoritarian regime proved to be much more difficult than the military operation required to 
defeat that regime. For the first fourteen months, until July 2004, the United States established a 
Coalition Provisional Authority, led by Ambassador L. Paul Bremer that administered Iraq and 
worked toward the creation of democratically-based government structures in a state where little 
tradition of democratic governance had ever existed.72 Some initial decisions, such as limiting 
the number of U.S. forces deployed for stabilization operations, disbanding the Iraqi Army, and 
excluding senior members of Saddam Hussein's Ba'ath Party from government, were criticized 
as contributing to the post-war disorder and lawlessness that developed in many parts of Iraq. 
Despite the U.S. transfer of sovereignty back to Iraqi leaders on July I, 2004, the situation did 
not improve. In fact, as the U.S. military attempted to develop the Iraqi army and police forces, 
insurgents that opposed the government and U.S. forces increased their attacks and violence 
spread in many of Iraq's provinces. This violence received additional fuel from external forces, 
including al-Qa'ida and Iran, both of which saw Iraq as an opportunity to embroil the U.S. in a 
long-term conflict. After the bombing of the Golden Dome Mosque in Samarra in February 2006, 
the situation evolved into a sectarian civil war with over 3000 Iraqis killed per month in 
November-December 2006. In response to these developments, Congress appointed a 
bipartisan Iraqi Study Group to attempt to chart a new way forward.73 By December 2006, the 
U.S. Ambassador to Iraq, Zalmay Khalilzad, and the U.S. Commander, General George Casey, 
concluded that the current strategy was not working and that "the coalition was failing to achieve 
its objectives."74 

In January 2007, the President Bush announced a new strategy, which included a "surge" of 
five brigades of the U.S. Army and two Marine battalions, a concomitant surge of Iraqi forces 
(Iraqi military and policy forces increased by more than 100,000 in 2007), a focus on the 
Baghdad area, and additional diplomatic, political, and economic pressure. The surge was 
implemented by a new commander, General David Petraeus, who employed a 
counterinsurgency strategy that emphasized partnerships with Iraqi Security Forces and 
focused on protecting the Iraqi population. At the same time, political overtures toward moderate 
tribes, initially in Anbar and then throughout Iraq, took advantage of the extent to which al-Qaida 
in Iraq and other violent extremist groups had overplayed their hand and alienated themselves 
from local populations. This "awakening" of the tribes led over 100,000 former insurgents to join 
organizations called "Sons of Iraq," which worked with the coalition and Iraqi forces to provide 
local security. This movement also had the potential to serve as a step toward political 
reconciliation to the extent that it served as a means for integrating the former insurgent groups 
into a peaceful political process. (See also Chapter 20 for more on the war in Iraq.) 

Though as of late 2008, the ultimate outcomes of the wars in Afghanistan and Iraq are 
uncertain; already the cost and difficulty of these wars have exceeded initial estimates. The 
development of these conflicts reinforces several themes that will be identified later in this book: 
the importance of diplomatic, information, and economic power—beyond just the military 
instrument—are discussed in Chapters 11 and 12. The inherent uncertainty and challenges of 
using military power and the criteria that should be considered before using it are discussed in 
Chapter 13. The specific principles of and challenges with counter-insurgency warfare are 
discussed in Chapter 16. These two major military operations of the Bush administration 
reinforce the importance of carefully understanding, developing, and implementing national 
security policy in way takes into consideration the long-term interests of the United States and 
the inherent difficulty in implementing policy. As discussed later in the section on defense 
transformation, the Afghanistan and Iraq wars also once again widened the gap between an 
administration's strategy and the less flexible structure available to support that strategy. 



Nuclear Weapons and Space Policy. Although it identified the limits of deterrence in the 
face of new threats, the Bush national security policy acknowledged the continued relevance of 
nuclear weapons for strategic deterrence against potential state adversaries. Its New Triad of 
nuclear deterrence consisted of conventional and nuclear offensive strike systems, active and 
passive defenses that emphasized ballistic missile defense, and a responsive nuclear 
infrastructure.75 Each of these elements relies heavily on the technological advantages the 
United States continues to hold over its competitors. Despite the absence of a Soviet threat 
during the years since the end of the Cold War, the United States has largely maintained its 
nuclear weapons capability. In terms of weapons available, some analysts even posit the United 
States will soon have a degree of nuclear superiority it has not enjoyed since the end of World 
War II and are concerned with the potentially destabilizing effects of future arms races 
motivated by a desire to counter U.S. capabilities in this area.76 On the other hand, recent 
problems involving the surety of nuclear weapons indicated that U.S. nuclear competence has 
eroded. A 2008 Task Force appointed by the Secretary of Defense concluded that "there has 
been an unambiguous, dramatic, and unacceptable decline in the Air Force's commitment to 
perform the nuclear mission and, until very recently, little has been done to reverse it."77 Unless 
it is corrected, the U.S. may face a significant security dilemma—other nations developing 
technology to counter U.S. nuclear superiority and a loss of the means and tradecraft required 
to safely maintain that superiority. The Bush administration also undertook a more activist policy 
toward space. Acknowledging the importance of using space for security and economic 
purposes, the national space policy asserts "freedom of action in space is as important to the 
United States as air power and sea power."78 The administration saw U.S. national security as 
being dependent upon space capabilities, believed that this dependence would only grow, and 
hoped to retain U.S. space primacy. Thus, much to the chagrin of such states as China and 
Russia, the U.S. showed reluctance to support international agreements that could in any way 
threaten American preeminence beyond the Earth's atmosphere. 

 
Defense Transformation. As the Bush administration sought to think beyond the traditional 

parameters of containment and deterrence in its national security policy, it focused heavily on 
transforming the military to respond to new threats. Even before the terrorist attacks of 9/11, 
Secretary of Defense Donald Rumsfeld returned to lead the Pentagon after a twenty-five year 
absence with transformation as his mandate. Creating a special Office of Force Transformation, 
Rumsfeld sought to focus not only on high-technology, precision weapons but also on new ways 
of fighting enemies who would attempt to challenge American hegemony asymmetrically. In the 
2001 QDR, the Pentagon shifted away from the previous "two major theater war" force design 
construct. Rumsfeld also sought to eliminate many military bases in Europe and East Asia that 
were established during the Cold War. His goal was the creation of a lean, effective, joint force 
that could deploy rapidly anywhere in the world on short notice.79 

Many of these elements of transformation were showcased effectively during the U.S. 
campaign in Afghanistan in 2001-2002. Small land forces worked closely with coalition partners, 
utilizing unmanned aircraft. This joint collaboration with U.S. air assets from temporary bases in 
neighboring Uzbekistan and Kyrgyzstan seemed to epitomize the efficacy of transformation as 
well as the administration's success in rapidly changing the culture of a huge governmental 
institution. The strengths of transformation were again highlighted in the buildup and execution 
of the U.S. overthrow of Saddam Hussein in Iraq. Nevertheless, as postconflict operations in 
Iraq and Afghanistan relied less on advanced technology and more on sustaining large, 
expensive ground forces, the focus of transformation initiatives seemed increasingly distant 
from current national security needs. Once again, strategy and structure began to appear out of 
alignment. Although the 2006 QDR still highlighted transforming the military into a more agile 
and expeditionary force, it readily admitted it was not a programmatic or budget document.80 
Instead, the 2007 defense budget of $439 billion (up 7% from 2006 and 48% from 2001) 



highlighted more traditional goals of maintaining soldier readiness and procuring conventional 
and nuclear weapons systems.81 

A final issue of national security structure that became more salient during the Bush 
administration relates to the interagency processes of the U.S. government. Since the 
Goldwater-Nichols reforms of 1986, the DoD has made significant strides in integrating the 
military services in order to improve their capabilities and effectiveness in joint military 
operations. However, these efforts focused solely on the DoD. As the landscape changed in the 
early twenty-first century, it became clear that the United States would require more than 
effective armed forces to meet its national security needs. It would need to combine the 
expertise of various agencies and departments in the U.S. government to deal effectively with 
new challenges, such as a catastrophic terrorist attack on the U.S. homeland, or postconflict 
reconstruction abroad. Despite increasing calls for another such landmark reform as Goldwater-
Nichols or the National Security Act of 1947, it seems unlikely that the challenges associated 
with making the interagency process work more effectively will be resolved in the near term.82 
(For more on this topic, see Chapter 10.) 

Looking to the future, it is likely that many of the characteristics of the strategic environment 
to which the Bush administration responded will endure. The proliferation of WMD and activities 
of transnational terrorist groups are likely to be of growing serious concern. Whether future 
administrations will adopt key tenets of the Bush administration's national security policy as an 
appropriate response to these challenges remains to be seen. 

 
 
Discussion Questions 
 
1. What international and technological developments caused the United States to abandon 

its longstanding reliance on a policy of mobilization? How does a strategy based on deterrence 
differ from one based on mobilization? 

2. The policy of containment was based on the perception of an aggressive, monolithic 
communist bloc of nations. What events of the late 19405 and early 19505 caused the United 
States to take this view of the communist threat? What impact did such an assessment have on 
established U.S. political and military policies? 

3. How do domestic considerations make foreign and security policies different than they 
would be on the basis of international and strategic considerations alone? 

4. How have technological innovations affected the evolution of U.S. security policy since 
the end of World War II? To what extent can it be said that technology determines strategy? 

5. Should the United States maintain its current high level of investment in nuclear 
capabilities? What are the potential advantages and disadvantages of such a policy? 

6. Given changes in technology as well as the rising importance of security threats posed by 
nonstate actors, is there a meaningful distinction between preemption and prevention in the 
current strategic landscape? What are the national security implications of attacking threats 
before they are fully formed? 

7. The 1986 Goldwater-Nichols Department of Defense Reorganization Act was a 
watershed reform effort that greatly influenced American national security policy. Given the 
increased complexity of today's challenges, does the United States need another major reform 
of the national security bureaucracy? 

8. One of the enduring themes in the evolution of U.S. national security policy is the tension 
between strategy and structure. Does current policy achieve a successful reconciliation between 
these two? 

9. Since 9/11, the United States has identified the spread of Islamic fundamentalism to be a 
threat to U.S. national interests and global prosperity. Is this a long-term threat? How can the 
United States deal effectively with this problem? 
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Chapter 14  
Asymmetric Conflict, Terrorism, and Preemption 
 
Perhaps the most significant development in U.S. national security in the past decade has 

been a broad recognition of the significant way in which terrorism can threaten U.S. national 
security. Instead of challenging U.S. military strength directly, terrorists and other adversaries 
can use asymmetric means to exploit U.S. weaknesses and to gain strategic political objectives. 
While the concepts of asymmetry and terrorism have increased in importance, the basic idea is 
far from new. Writing more than two thousand years ago, military theorist Sun Tzu argues that 
"an army may be likened to water, for just as flowing water avoids the heights and hastens to 
the lowlands, so an army avoids strengths and strikes weaknesses."1 By focusing on specific 
vulnerabilities and avoiding strengths, a much weaker enemy can inflict extraordinary damage. 

In the modern era, the greatest danger faced by the United States stems from the nexus of 
two forms of asymmetry: technological and organizational.2 A technological asymmetric threat 
uses unique technologies in innovative ways either to disrupt conventional military 
organizations, or to target other specific technological, social, economic, or political 
vulnerabilities of an adversary. Adversaries that use unorthodox organizational structures and 
techniques to circumvent the military power of an enemy represent organizational asymmetric 
threats. 

After September n, 2001, President George W. Bush argued that the most dangerous threat 
to the United States was asymmetric when he said it stemmed from a terrorist organization or 
rogue state willing and able to strike directly at the U.S. population with weapons of mass 
destruction (WMDs). Although estimates of the probability of this scenario vary, policy makers 
deemed the threat dire enough to warrant a complete rethinking of U.S. strategy (see Chapter 
3). One of the most significant consequences has been the adoption of preemption as a 
strategic response to asymmetric threats. In examining the irregular challenge of terrorism and 
the catastrophic challenge of WMDs, this chapter focuses on the upper left and upper right 
quadrants of the national security challenges chart used by defense planners and explained 
near the end of the previous chapter (see Figure 13-2). 

 
Asymmetry 
 
The first official U.S. use of the term asymmetry was in the 1997 Quadrennial Defense 

Review (QDR). This document provides a practical definition of asymmetrical threats and an 
explanation for why adversaries would seek to develop such capabilities: 

 
U.S. dominance in the conventional military arena may encourage adversaries to use 

... asymmetric means to attack our forces and interests overseas and Americans at 
home. That is, they are likely to seek advantage over the United States by using 
unconventional approaches to circumvent or undermine our strengths while exploiting our 
vulnerabilities. Strategically, an aggressor may seek to avoid direct military confrontation 
with the United States, using instead means such as terrorism, NEC [nuclear, biological, 
and chemical] threats, information warfare, or environmental sabotage to achieve its 
goals. If, however, an adversary ultimately faces a conventional war with the United 
States, it could also employ asymmetric means to delay or deny U.S. access to critical 
facilities; disrupt our command, control, communications, and intelligence networks; deter 
allies and potential coalition partners from supporting U.S. intervention; or inflict higher 
than expected U.S. casualties in an attempt to weaken our national resolve.3 

 
One of the critical elements identified by the QDR is that adversaries will resort to 

asymmetric tools because of American conventional military strength. Despite the fact that 
potential U.S. competitors, such as China, have made vast improvements in their conventional 



militaries, the United States retains the most capable conventional military forces. Indeed, 
George W. Bush made dissuading other states from seeking to challenge the United States in a 
symmetric fashion part of his 2002 National Security Strategy (NSS).4 U.S. conventional 
dominance confers numerous advantages for American national security policy, but it also 
means that adversaries will seek asymmetric means to challenge U.S. power. 

 
Technological Asymmetry. The Defense Department's 1997 QDR identifies terrorism and 

WMDs as key asymmetric threats facing the United States, but the U.S. defense community 
was not immediately reoriented toward these particular threats. Instead, the asymmetric threats 
that the U.S. defense community focused on before 9/11 were those to American advanced 
command, control, communications, computers, intelligence, surveillance, and reconnaissance 
(C4ISR) capabilities. The QDR report states: 

 
Areas in which the United States has a significant advantage over potential 

opponents and increasing capabilities (e.g., space-based assets; command, control, 
communications, and computers; and intelligence, surveillance, and reconnaissance) 
could also involve inherent vulnerabilities that could be exploited by potential opponents 
(e.g., attacking our reliance on commercial communications) should we fail to account for 
such challenges. Dealing with such asymmetric challenges must be an important element 
of U.S. defense strategy, from fielding new capabilities to adapting how U.S. forces will 
operate in future contingencies.5 

 
Increased attention to U.S. technological vulnerability in the realm of information technology 

was appropriate, even though—in the wake of the 9/11 terrorist attacks—it was clearly overly 
narrow. 

Networked information systems not only are essential to the functioning of today's U.S. 
armed forces but also are critical infrastructures for the functioning of society and government. 
Such critical infrastructures include public and private networks that provide telecommunications 
services, financial services, transportation, water, energy, and even emergency services. These 
systems have greatly increased economic growth, improved quality of life, and enhanced U.S. 
national security capabilities, but they have also created important vulnerabilities. These 
vulnerabilities were recognized by the administration of President Bill Clinton, who began 
focused U.S. government efforts to redress them with his 1998 Presidential Decision Directive 
63 on critical infrastructure protection. Such efforts require the support of government actions at 
all levels as well as close cooperation between the public and private sectors, because the 
majority of U.S. critical infrastructure rests in the hands of the private sector.6 The challenge of 
information security in many ways reflects other forms of warfare; in cyber warfare, there is a 
daily interaction between attackers and defenders and a constant evolution in tactics, 
techniques, and procedures.7 

Technological asymmetry comes in a variety of forms. It might be a unique military 
technology that confers an overwhelming advantage or even a low-tech method for destroying 
or disrupting a U.S. technological advantage. Possible strikes against U.S. space-based assets, 
the ballistic missile threat from North Korea, and China's ability to deny U.S. Naval assets 
access to the Taiwan Strait with shore-based cruise missiles are all readily conceivable exam-
ples. State adversaries almost certainly would attempt to exploit potential vulnerabilities that 
could substantially degrade U.S. conventional dominance in a future conflict. Iraq's attempt to 
disrupt U.S. precision-guided bombs—with electronic jammers and smoke from oil fires—during 
the early stages of the 2003 invasion is an example of a failed asymmetric effort to disrupt U.S. 
capability. 

In the 1990s, U.S. planners became increasingly concerned about the threat posed by 
WMDs because of three post-Cold War developments. The first was the 1994 nuclear crisis with 



North Korea (see Chapter 18). The second was the fear that former Soviet states had not kept a 
close eye on old Soviet weapons stockpiles, technology, and scientists (see Chapter 22). The 
third was the ongoing, active containment of Iraq and the numerous United Nations missions to 
discover and dismantle its weapons programs (see Chapter 20). Though the United States has 
its own vast WMD capabilities, the possession and possible use of such weapons by an 
adversary can pose an asymmetric threat to the United States, because the various constraints 
on their potential use by American forces would likely rule out a symmetric response. 

In the cases of North Korea and Iraq, U.S. policy makers were particularly concerned that 
states with weak conventional military capabilities would turn to nuclear weapons as a 
technological equalizer. That concern was seemingly justified when North Korea claimed to 
possess nuclear capability as a way of bolstering its position in the world and finally conducted a 
nuclear test in 2006. Policy makers were also concerned that terrorists would gain access to 
WMDs, either via transfer from a state or through the acquisition of a weapon or technology on 
the international black market. A terrorist group with nuclear weapons raised an entirely new set 
of concerns for U.S. planners because of the uniquely asymmetric characteristics of terrorist 
organizations. 

 
Varieties of WMDs. While the term WMDs is useful shorthand for describing 

nonconventional weapons, it also has the unfortunate effect of aggregating numerous weapon 
types in a single category and obfuscating the actual variability in the nature and impact of these 
weapons. The term CBRN—which delineates Chemical, Biological, Radiological, and Nuclear 
weapons—is more descriptive and useful than WMDs. In addition to an unusual level of 
destructiveness, these weapons have in common the fact that they have been rarely used and 
have unique psychological impacts on the target population. 

The effects of CBRN devices can be quite varied. Whereas a full-size nuclear device might 
kill tens or hundreds of thousands of people immediately, the initial impact of a radiological or 
chemical device might be comparable to a conventional explosive. The impact of a biological 
attack could be even more varied; some modes of such attacks—such as the anthrax letters 
that were sent in the U.S. mail system in late 2001—have very localized effects. However, a 
different delivery system could have transformed a similar agent into a weapon that could kill 
hundreds or thousands of people. The common characteristic is that, if effectively employed, 
CBRN weapons can have a devastating psychological effect that reaches well beyond their 
immediate destructive power. 

Within this chapter, references to WMDs are intended to connote high-impact events: a 
nuclear detonation or devastating chemical, biological, or radiological attack. Nevertheless, it is 
worth remembering the ambiguity of the terminology. Not all WMDs are particularly destructive, 
nor are all technologically asymmetric attacks necessarily deadly. 

 
Terrorists and WMDs. In addition to how U.S. policy makers view WMDs, it is important to 

understand the enemy's perspective. While al-Qa'ida is discussed in detail later in this chapter 
with regard to WMDs, al-Qa'ida leaders recognize that WMDs are different from conventional 
weapons, and they do not take the decision to use WMDs lightly. Using such weapons would 
have serious theological and strategic implications. A Saudi cleric, Naser bin Hamad al-Fahd, 
has issued a fatwa (a religious opinion written by a wise man) that justifies the use of WMDs 
against the West.8 Al-Fahd justifies the use of WMDs in the right circumstances with the 
following rationales: The prophet (Muhammad) used catapults in the seventh century (which 
also killed indiscriminately); destroying an enemy's territory is acceptable "if the fighting requires 
it"; killing women and children as collateral damage is permissible while striking a legitimate 
target; only Sharia law applies to Muslims and not international law, which would prohibit such 
attacks; the United States already has used WMDs against Japan; and everything in Islam 
should be done to the best of one's ability—including killing. While this fatwa faces some 



challenges from other Sunni clerics, it does provide an idea of the extent of consideration and 
justification to use WMDs. Osama bin Laden argues that Muslims have an obligation to develop 
WMDs as a means of defense against the West.9 Numerous other al-Qa'ida leaders have since 
made reference to this fatwa and the use of WMDs, including nuclear weapons, leaving little 
doubt that they would use them if circumstances permitted. 

 
Organizational Asymmetry. Despite their recognition of asymmetrical threats, U.S. 

planners may have historically underappreciated the danger posed by organizational 
asymmetry. Organizational asymmetric threats are not designed to use or exploit unique 
technology to defeat the U.S. military. Rather, they are largely focused on circumventing U.S. 
strength through the creation of organizations that are difficult to detect and disrupt. 
Organizational asymmetry may also limit the American ability to wage war militarily by 
degrading the U.S. population's will to fight or denying the U.S. allies. Organizational asymmetry 
is designed to produce three advantages, listed below. 

 
Surprise. Organizational asymmetry is invariably designed to allow a weaker enemy to 

attack a critical target without being interdicted or detected beforehand. Thus, organizational 
asymmetry creates a difficult intelligence problem. By avoiding detection, asymmetric forces can 
strike in any number of locations against numerous targets with little or no warning. As the 
weaker force, surprise is often the only factor that allows tactical success. 

 
Escapability. Innovative organizational techniques not only allow an adversary to attack 

without warning, but they make it more difficult to find, track, and punish those responsible for 
committing violent acts. In traditional guerilla warfare, this often means hit-and-run attacks, 
ambushes, and the use of remotely detonated weapons. 

 
Deniability. A quick attack and quick escape also prevent the target force from accurately 

identifying who organized and implemented an attack. This can be useful for states looking to 
affect a situation covertly, because they do not want their enemy or a third party to be aware of 
their involvement. Nonstate actors use the same general principle to limit their enemy's ability to 
respond to the group with overwhelming force. 

 
Forms of Organizational Asymmetry. Today, the challenges created by organizational 

asymmetry are most evident in terrorist groups, but this is not the only place they are found. 
States also develop asymmetric capabilities, from special forces teams to integrated command 
structures, such as that employed by the Marines, which tightly links air, sea, and ground forces. 
The U.S. Navy and the U.S. Air Force have highlighted their asymmetric advantage as a critical 
strength that they contribute to American defense.10 Although these techniques are taken for 
granted in the United States, seen from the outside, they are organizationally and techno-
logically asymmetric capabilities. 

Terrorists are different because they elevate organizational asymmetry from an operational 
innovation to a strategic principle. Unlike Mao Zedong, for example, who conceived of guerilla 
operations as a means to stalemate an enemy while developing the tools to overcome it 
conventionally, terrorists often seek to circumvent their enemy's military entirely and attack the 
civilian population directly." Their plan for victory is inherently political, and their attacks are 
aimed at achieving strategic political objectives without ever attaining the capability to challenge 
the U.S. military in direct confrontation. This approach hearkens back to Sun Tzu, who argues 
that "what is of supreme importance in war is to attack the enemy's strategy."12 

Terrorists use their limited military means in specific ways to attack the strategies of their 
enemies. Unable to overcome those enemies directly—or, unlike Mao, unable to conceive of 
developing the military capacity to do so—they must find ways to subdue their enemy without 



directly confronting their enemy's army. A terrorist group uses organizational asymmetry to 
overcome qualitative and quantitative weaknesses. One way they do this is to organize in ways 
that make them difficult to detect and track, as discussed above. But terrorists also gain an 
asymmetric advantage by using their disadvantaged position to justify virtually any level of 
brutality, including massive attacks against civilian targets. 

It is important to understand the moral dimension of organizational asymmetry, because it 
helps frame all sorts of behavior commonly linked to terrorism, from attacks against civilians to 
the beheadings of captives. The moral aspect of asymmetry is more than just the willing brutality 
of some terrorist groups; it also stems from limitations that American society puts on its 
government. From restrictions on torture and demands that prisoners be given trials to the 
uproar over surveillance programs that incorporate lesser protections for civil liberties, American 
society sets moral parameters that limit the government's freedom of action. Virtually all states 
operate within moral parameters of some kind, shaped either by their values or by the need to 
justify the appropriateness of their cause. Indeed, these basic parameters have become 
entrenched not only in national life but in the agreements the United States uses to govern its 
interaction with other states. 

Because these restrictions do not operate on terrorists in the same fashion, the moral 
parameters of a targeted society create seams that terrorists attempt to exploit. These seams 
are not limited to military affairs; rifts in society, demographics, political culture, and bureaucratic 
organizations also become exploitable. This dynamic sets up one of the fundamental challenges 
of counter-terrorism for a liberal democracy, such as the United States: It must seek 
effectiveness against terrorists while preserving the values and institutions that are intrinsic to 
the American way of life. 

 
Technological and Organizational Asymmetries Combined. While technological and 

organizational asymmetries can individually be challenging, when combined they can produce a 
result that is, indeed, catastrophic and pose a significant threat to U.S. policy. As reflected in 
Figure 14.1, various combinations of technological and organizational asymmetry compose 
varying levels and types of threats. In some cases, states can achieve technological advances 
that are disruptive to U.S. defense policy and require technological, political, or diplomatic 
responses. Alternatively, terrorists can threaten the U.S. by combining their organizational 
asymmetry with relatively unsophisticated technology. This was exemplified with the skyjacking 
of various airliners, the seizure of the Achille Lauro cruise ship, and the bombing of relatively 
soft U.S. military targets in the 1970s and 1980s. These terrorists can be pursued with U.S. 
technology, intelligence, and law enforcement, much as they had been pursued prior to the 9/11 
attacks. If terrorists are able to combine technological asymmetries with their inherent 
organizational asymmetries, they can have the capacity to inflict devastating harm on the United 
States or other targets of their aggression. The 2006 NSS sums up the challenge for policy 
makers: "We are committed to keeping the world's most dangerous weapons out of the hands of 
the world's most dangerous people."13 Countering the potentially devastating effects of terrorism 
will continue to be an enduring challenge for the United States for the next several decades. 
Before turning to one potential policy response—preemption—it is important to reflect further 
upon the nature of the terrorist threat itself. 

 
Terrorism 
 
According to the U.S. government's official definition, terrorism is "premeditated, politically 

motivated violence perpetrated against noncombatant targets by subnational groups or 
clandestine agents."14 This definition highlights four important characteristics of terrorism. First, 
the violence (or, in some other definitions, the threat of violence) is not random or arbitrary but is 
planned and organized. Second, it is politically motivated, so it excludes criminal activity. Third, 



it is directed at noncombatants—civilian targets who would normally be protected under 
international law. Some have used this distinction to explain that, while hijacking and crashing 
the planes that hit the World Trade Center on 9/11 were acts of terrorism, using American 
Airlines Flight 77 to hit the Pentagon was an attack against a legitimate military target. The U.S. 
government, on the other hand, includes the attack against the Pentagon (as well as those 
against Khobar Towers or the U.S. Marine barracks in Beirut) as terrorism, because it considers 
military personnel who are off duty or unarmed as not being legitimate military targets. Finally, 
terrorism is conducted by groups that are subnational or clandestine and not uniformed military 
organizations. When military organizations conduct violent operations on behalf of a nation, that 
is not terrorism; it is war. In war, the internationally recognized Laws of Armed Conflict, which 
define when those operations are legal or illegal (i.e., war crimes), are well established. 

What is interesting about the current official definition is that, prior to 2001, it previously 
included a modifying phrase in which terrorism was "usually intended to influence an audience." 
Previously, many had believed that "terrorists wanted a lot of people watching and not a lot of 
people dead."15 The rationale was that the ability of terrorists to achieve their political aims was 
a function of the attention and publicity of their acts. If acts could be spectacular, without killing 
many non-combatants, they would achieve their ends without negative repercussions that could 
affect recruiting members, raising funds, and promoting other organizational objectives. The 
deletion of this phrase reflects the recognition that some terrorist organizations today specifically 
aim to inflict mass casualties in their attacks. 

Terrorism is not, of course, a new challenge. It has long been the weapon of the weak 
against the strong. In the late eighteenth century, during the French Revolution, revolutionaries 
used terrorism to overthrow the monarchy. In July 1946, in the Holy Land, Irgun, a militant 
Zionist organization, blew up the King David Hotel, killing ninety-one people, to influence the 
creation of a Jewish state. From 1970 to 2005, the Irish Republican Army used terrorism, at the 
cost of hundreds of lives, in an attempt to extend Irish rule in Northern Ireland. Palestinian 
organizations have used terrorism continually for nearly six decades, again killing hundreds, on 
behalf of an independent Palestinian homeland. In the 19505, the Viet Cong, seeking to extend 
North Vietnam's rule over all of Vietnam, systematically assassinated South Vietnam's village 
leaders—in front of the villages' people—to paralyze the South Vietnamese government's ability 
to function. These examples illustrate revolutionary or national liberation terrorism. While many 
people were killed in some of these attacks, most of the acts were intended to advance political 
causes and affect the society well beyond killing individuals in a particular attack. 

A second type of terrorism, state-sponsored terrorism, has been an important feature of 
international politics during the past several decades. Adopted as a national policy by a variety 
of states, such as Libya, North Korea, and Iran, governments of sovereign states have, at 
different times, funded, explicitly supported, and to some extent influenced the activities of 
terrorists groups. State-sponsored terrorism has the potential to spread more widely if Islamic 
extremists succeed in their efforts to take over governments in predominantly Muslim countries. 

In just the past few decades, a more deadly variant of terrorism has appeared that might be 
called hyperterrorism, which seeks not to inflect calibrated damage but instead to maximize 
death and destruction. A prime example is the now disbanded religious cult named Aum 
Shinrikyo, or "Supreme Truth." Centered in Japan, with numerous branches elsewhere, it burst 
upon the world's consciousness when its followers released its own manufactured deadly sarin 
gas in Tokyo's subway system in 1995. Its delivery method was extremely crude, but it 
nevertheless managed to kill a dozen people and sicken at least one thousand others. 

Al-Qa'ida, discussed below, is the current prime example of an organization that deliberately 
seeks to produce high-casualty attacks.16 Even if U.S. authorities did not recognize early the 
intent to cause massive deaths, this goal was clearly indicated in al-Qa'ida's 1993 plot to bomb 
the World Trade Center and its 1995 plot to bomb twelve airliners over the Pacific Ocean. In 
December 2004, one of al-Qa'ida's senior strategists, Abu Mus'ab al-Suri (Mustafa Setmariam 



Nasar), published a letter arguing that if he had been involved in the planning, he would have 
tried to put WMDs on the planes that crashed into the World Trade Center on 9/11.17 Had a 
nuclear or radiation weapon or biological or chemical agents been included in the 9/11 attacks 
and exploded in downtown Manhattan, tens of thousands (if not hundreds of thousands) of 
people would have been killed. The economic and psychological damages would have been 
exponentially worse. 

As the example of Aum Shinrikyo suggests, widely varying types of terrorist organizations 
may develop over the next several years. Given the asymmetric threats that they pose and the 
pressures of resource constraints, poverty, globalization, and religious extremism, the number 
of distinct terrorist groups may well increase in the future. Nevertheless, the most significant and 
most dangerous current group, which will affect U.S. policy for at least a generation, is al-Qa'ida. 
Just as it was essential during the Cold War for policy makers to understand the ideology, 
history, background, and thinking of the Soviet Union, it is equally important today for policy 
makers to fully understand al-Qa'ida. While a complete discussion of al-Qa'ida would take an 
entire book (the best books on the topic are listed at the end of this chapter), the following brief 
description provides some of the most important information. 

 
The Nature of the Al-Qa'ida Threat. The United States and its allies currently confront a 

global Islamist insurgency that "seeks to overthrow the status quo through subversion, political 
activity, insurrection, armed conflict, and terrorism."18 Al-Qa'ida is often viewed as a monolithic 
terrorist organization. However, due to U.S. successes in Afghanistan as well as continuing 
sources of radicaliza-tion, al-Qa'ida has evolved since 2001 from a relatively cohesive regional 
organization to a complex, decentralized global movement. According to leading expert Bruce 
Hoffman: 

 
Al-Qa'ida thus exists more as an ideology than as an identifiable, unitary terrorist or-

ganization. It has become a vast enterprise—an international franchise with like-minded 
local representatives, loosely connected to a central ideological and motivational base, 
but advancing the remaining center's goals at once simultaneously and independently of 
each other.19 

 
While most Westerners ambiguously refer to this entire movement as al-Qa'ida, Hoffman 

argues that it is useful to think of al-Qa'ida in terms of four major dimensions: 
 
• Al-Qa'ida Central. This category consists of the remnants of the al-Qa'ida organization that 

existed prior to 9/11 as well as new players that have risen through the organization to replace 
leaders that have been killed or captured. Experts believe these individuals reside primarily 
around the Afghanistan and Pakistan border and continue "to exert actual coordination, if not 
direct command and control capability, in terms of commissioning attacks, directing surveillance, 
and collating reconnaissance, planning operations, and approving their execution."20 

• Al-Qa'ida Affiliates and Associates. This category consists of "formally established 
insurgent or terrorist groups that over the years have benefited from bin Laden's largesse and/or 
spiritual guidance and/or have received training, arms, money, and other assistance from al-
Qa'ida. Bin Laden has attempted to gain support and assistance from these groups by co-opting 
their local agendas and redirecting their attention and efforts toward the global 
jihad."21 Associated groups are operating in places that include Uzbekistan, Indonesia, and the 
Philippines. 

• Al-Qa'ida Locals. This category consists of "dispersed cells of al-Qa'ida adherents who 
have or have had some direct connection with al-Qa'ida—no matter how tenuous or 
evanescent." These individuals have had some prior experience with terrorism in such places as 
Algeria, the Balkans, or Chechnya, or they were recruited locally, brought to Pakistan for 



training, and then returned home with the plans for an attack and the ability to conduct it. Al-
Qa'ida locals can be active or dormant, and their targeting choices may be specifically directed 
or left to the local terrorist cell.22 

• Al-Qa 'Ida Network. This fourth and final category consists of "home-grown Islamic 
radicals" around the world who have no direct connection with al-Qa'ida, but who are 
nonetheless prepared to conduct attacks in support of al-Qa'ida's goals. An example includes 
the Hofstad Group in the Netherlands.23 

 
To understand how the United States and its partners have come to face such a formidable 

and diverse enemy, it is important to understand the origins of al-Qa'ida and why it began to 
target the United States. 

 
The Origins of Al-Qa'ida. It is a great irony that two of the greatest perceived successes of 

U.S. foreign policy in recent decades—the defeat of the Soviets in Afghanistan in the 19805 and 
the 1991 eviction of Saddam Hussein from Kuwait—played key roles in the development of al-
Qa'ida and the Islamist terrorism that currently threatens the United States.24 As will be 
discussed in Chapter 19, when the Soviet Union invaded Afghanistan in December 1979, the 
United States responded by supporting the local mujahideen resistance. Through the provision 
of money and weapons to the Afghan fighters, the United States sought to weaken the Soviets 
and reduce Soviet influence on the immediate periphery of the oil-rich Persian Gulf region. 

As the Afghan War progressed, a number of Arabs—known as "Afghan Arabs"—came to 
Afghanistan to assist the Afghan fighters against the Soviets. These fighters came from 
countries throughout the Arab world, with a significant percentage coming from Saudi Arabia 
and Egypt in particular. Originally, these Afghan Arabs were scattered among the Afghan 
fighters, "functioning as morale boosters who could simultaneously teach the Afghans about 
Islam, aid them with education and medicine, and bring news of the Afghan jihad to wealthy 
donors in the Middle East."25 Between 1986 and 1987, however, this changed. Against the 
advice of many fellow jihadists, bin Laden decided to organize these Afghan Arabs into an 
independent fighting force. Bin Laden felt his Arab force could serve to motivate Muslims around 
the world to pursue jihad if his force were able to courageously oppose the Soviets on the field 
of battle. That the number of Afghan Arabs fighting in Afghanistan probably never exceeded 
several hundred and that they had little tangible impact on the conduct of the war did not 
preclude bin Laden and the authors of Jihad magazine from lionizing and exaggerating their 
exploits. By 1988, this core group of Arab Afghans came to represent the nucleus of al-Qa'ida, 
whose purpose was to "wage jihad around the Muslim world."26 

The Soviet withdrawal from Afghanistan in 1989 and the subsequent collapse of the Soviet 
Union in 1991 emboldened bin Laden and his nascent organization. Bin Laden and his followers 
saw these events as related and directly due to the efforts of the Muslim fighters in 
Afghanistan.27 In a March 1997 interview with CNN's Peter Arnett, bin Laden said the victory in 
Afghanistan destroyed the myth of superpower invincibility in the mind of Muslims and 
encouraged them to believe they could end foreign influence on their countries.28 When asked 
about the significance of the Afghan war for the Islamist movement, bin Laden said, "The 
influence of the Afghan jihad on the Islamic world was so great; it necessitated that people 
should rise above many of their differences and unite in their efforts against their enemy."29 Bin 
Laden finished his response with a statement that in hindsight makes al-Qa'ida's later decision 
to target the United States far from surprising. Bin Laden concluded, "any act of aggression 
against even a hand's span of this land [Islamic world] makes it a duty for Muslims to send a 
sufficient number of their sons to fight off that aggression."30 

 
Why AI-Qa'ida Began to Target the United States. One reason that bin Laden and al-

Qa'ida began to target the United States in the 19905 may be that their efforts to change the 



status quo by attacking the "near enemy"—regimes viewed as insufficiently Muslim within the 
Middle East—were not successful. However, the U.S. military presence in Saudi Arabia 
undoubtedly also significantly influenced this change of approach. 

In August 1990, a few months after the Soviet withdrawal from Afghanistan, Hussein 
invaded Kuwait, threatening Saudi Arabia and its vast oil resources. Emboldened by his 
success in Afghanistan, bin Laden offered to provide thousands of fighters to oppose Hussein.31 
The Saudi regime rejected bin Laden's offer and instead turned to the United States and the 
international community for assistance. Within a few months, the U.S. military presence went 
from fewer than seven hundred military personnel in Bahrain, Kuwait, Oman, Saudi Arabia, and 
the United Arab Emirates (UAE) combined to five hundred thousand military personnel in Saudi 
Arabia.32 This introduction of hundreds of thousands of U.S. troops in the region represented a 
dramatic turning point. Bin Laden and many others viewed it as a historic development that 
threatened the most sacred land of Islam. 

As early as 1994, bin Laden publicly denounced the U.S. military presence in Saudi Arabia. 
He followed these initial public condemnations with a message in 1996 entitled "Declaration of 
Jihad." Bin Laden explained: 

 
[T]he greatest danger to befall the Muslims since the death of the Prophet 

Muhammad is the occupation of Saudi Arabia, which is the cornerstone of the Islamic 
world, place of revelation, source of Prophetic mission, and home of the Noble Ka'ba 
where Muslims direct their prayers. Despite this, it was occupied by the armies of the 
Christians, the Americans, and their allies.33 

 
Two years later, in February 1998, bin Laden joined Ayman al-Zawahiri and three other 

Islamist leaders from Egypt, Pakistan, and Bangladesh in issuing a formal declaration regarding 
the religious duty of Muslims to wage jihad against American military personnel and civilians. 
After a paragraph of the requisite formalities, the authors immediately give their preeminent 
reason for the jihad against the Americans: 

 
Firstly, for over seven years America has occupied the holiest part of the Islamic 

lands, the Arabian peninsula, plundering its wealth, dictating to its leaders, humiliating its 
people, terrorizing its neighbors, and turning its bases there into a spearhead with which 
to fight the neighboring Muslim peoples.34 

 
While the Afghan War served as the catalyst for the birth of al-Qa'ida, the deployment of a 

half million U.S. troops to Saudi Arabia inspired the nascent organization to direct its ire against 
the United States. The U.S. decision to deploy U.S. forces to Saudi Arabia represented an 
unprecedented affront to many Muslims that swelled al-Qa'ida's ranks and inspired attacks 
against the United States and its interests. 

This is not to suggest that any U.S. policy maker bears responsibility for the creation of al-
Qa'ida or its decision to target the United States. While the United States sent generous aid to 
the Afghans, there is little to no evidence that the United States directly supported the Arab 
Afghans or had any connection with bin Laden during the Afghan War.35 Furthermore, it would 
have required exceptional foresight to have seen that U.S. support for Afghan fighters might 
indirectly facilitate the creation of an organization that would later have the capacity and intent to 
target the United States. Similarly, U.S. interests required the United States to ensure that 
Hussein did not gain control over Saudi as well as Iraqi and Kuwaiti reserves. Saudi Arabia had 
to be protected, and Hussein needed to be evicted from Kuwait. It is difficult to imagine a 
reasonable scenario in which Americans, in deference to popular Islamic sensitivities, would 
have turned their back on years of informal U.S. security guarantees and refused the Saudi 
regime's request to deploy U.S. troops to Saudi Arabia. However, as the 1990s progressed and 
significant numbers of U.S. troops remained in Saudi Arabia, U.S. decision makers are 



responsible for not responding to the gathering chorus of warning regarding the hostility 
generated by the U.S. military presence in Saudi Arabia. 

 
Al-Qa'ida Since 9/11. Several events in recent years have sustained and even 

strengthened al-Qa'ida. The claims of al-Qa'ida and its associated movements continue to 
resonate among Muslim populations. Reasons for this include widespread anger and humiliation 
regarding the U.S.-led invasions of predominantly Muslim Afghanistan and Iraq; the continued 
suffering of fellow Muslims in Palestine, Chechnya, and Kashmir; and the mistreatment of 
Muslim detainees at the Abu Ghraib prison, for example.36 

While a large quantity of evidence exists to indicate that these engines of radicalization 
continue to supply fresh recruits and supporters for al-Qa'ida, some argue that the resonance of 
al-Qa'ida's message is better explained by maladies pervasive in the Arab world. The 2006 
National Strategy for Combating Terrorism largely discounts the role of U.S. policy in Islamist 
radicalization and instead points to four factors that cause terrorism: "political alienation ... 
grievances that can be blamed on others . . . subcultures of conspiracy and misinformation . . . 
[and] an ideology that justifies murder."37 This focus on maladies in the Arab and Muslim world 
allows U.S. policy makers to avoid the uncomfortable necessity of analyzing the potential 
negative impact of U.S. policies. 

The debate between those who point to U.S. policy as a catalyst for Islamist radicalization 
and those who point to problems within the Arab or Muslim world has raged since 9/11,38 
However, framing the debate in this manner is not necessarily helpful. While terrorism surely 
does not spring entirely from U.S. policy or from conditions in the Arab or Muslim world, both 
provide powerful explanations for its continued presence. Efforts to address both are more likely 
to make U.S. national security policy successful in the years ahead. 

 
Preemption: Arguments For and Against 
 
In response to the events of 9/11 and in recognition of the terrorists and the potential for an 

asymmetric threat against the United States, the Bush administration made the case for a new 
American approach to protecting its security interests abroad. The policy—called preemption, or 
the Bush Doctrine—sketched out a proactive American defense posture that would identify and 
target threats before they had a chance to strike at the United States. Implicit in the Bush 
Doctrine was the assumption that, in the post-9/i i world, waiting for an enemy to strike before 
responding was irresponsible and dangerous. Although 9/11 clearly demonstrated that terrorists 
could cause extraordinary damage while armed only with box cutters, the events of that day 
also indicated that the U.S. defense and intelligence communities might some day be caught off 
guard by a terrorist group or rogue state armed with WMDs. 

The doctrine of preemption was developed as a practical response to new security 
conditions and was published in the September 2002 NSS. This occurred just as the public case 
was being made for the invasion of Iraq, which would take place in March 2003. Not 
surprisingly, the arguments for and against the new doctrine were wound together tightly with 
the debate over whether to invade Iraq. It is important to recognize, however, that the two are 
not necessarily linked. Some adherents of the doctrine of preemption felt it was misapplied to 
justify the invasion of Iraq. Like any security doctrine, preemption describes sets of conditions 
when force should be used, but agreement with those principles is not the same as agreeing 
that the circumstances in Iraq met the standard delineated by the doctrine. 

 
The Argument for Preemption. Preemption advocates argue that the United States has 

entered a new, unprecedented era in which the possible linkage of terrorism and WMDs 
demands an entirely new approach to national security policy. The new approach, preemption, 
is designed to replace the inadequate security doctrines of the past. The president made this 



case explicitly when he formally introduced the doctrine of preemption during a graduation 
speech at the United States Military Academy: 

 
In defending the peace, we face a threat with no precedent. Enemies in the past 

needed great armies and great industrial capabilities to endanger the American people 
and our nation. The attacks of September the 11th required a few hundred thousand 
dollars in the hands of a few dozen evil and deluded men. The gravest danger to freedom 
lies at the perilous crossroads of radicalism and technology. When the spread of 
chemical and biological and nuclear weapons, along with ballistic missile technology—
when that occurs, even weak states and small groups could attain a catastrophic power 
to strike great nations.39 

 
George W. Bush's argument stressed the nexus of organizational and technological 

asymmetry—that in a confusing new era, small groups could possess the ability to bring a 
superpower to its knees. 

The Bush administration articulated and defended the doctrine of preemption around three 
critical arguments. These arguments, which were made in various arenas during 2002, were 
used to justify and explain the new doctrine. Several of the arguments were intended to refute 
and discredit security paradigms used to safeguard the United States during, and immediately 
following, the Cold War. The purpose of these arguments was to demonstrate that the United 
States had no alternatives other than taking a proactive, preemptive approach to safeguard the 
nation. The arguments are: 

 
• Terrorists cannot be deterred, because the United States cannot target what they value. 
 
• WMDs cannot be contained, because individual weapons can be surreptitiously 

transferred. 
 
• The costs of a reactive defensive policy are prohibitively high, because the impact of a 

surprise attack can be extraordinary. 
 
Given these conditions, the only means for the United States to ensure its security is to 

proactively—and preemptively—strike at potential threats. Regardless of whether the United 
States in future administrations adheres to preemption as a national strategy, a close 
examination of each point will help illustrate the challenges that confront policy makers. 

 
Terrorists Cannot Be Deterred.    A new strategic doctrine is necessary because the past 

strategies of deterrence and containment are no longer effective against the current threat. 
Deterrence requires that, to prevent an attack, a state must be able to disproportionately harm 
that which the enemy values. During the Cold War, deterrence meant maintaining a nuclear 
weapons capability that could survive a Soviet first strike to level Soviet cities, as discussed in 
Chapters 3 and 17. Although the 2002 NSS asserts that many states today are inherently less 
rational and more volatile than U.S. Cold War enemies, they still may be deterred by threats to 
vulnerable infrastructure.40 

Today's terrorist threat does not fit this model. First, al-Qa'ida does not have valuable 
physical infrastructure or a sense of political responsibility to a distinct population. This situation 
eliminates the credibility of any deterrent threat, making deterrence impossible. As George W. 
Bush put it in June 2002, "Deterrence—the promise of massive retaliation against nations—
means nothing against shadowy terrorist networks with no nation or citizens to de-fend."41 

Second, al-Qa'ida's operatives and leaders share an ideological commitment that values 
their cause over their own lives. Even if the United States can successfully find and target the 



perpetrators of an attack, this action may not generate a deterrent effect, because these 
individuals follow an ideology that values martyrdom. 

Third, such terrorists as al-Qa'ida live and operate on territory ostensibly controlled by states 
and among populations that may not have any affiliation with the terrorist movement. This 
drastically increases the moral cost of responding to a terrorist attack with annihilating force 
because of the large chance of collateral civilian casualties. The moral questions reduce the 
credibility of a threat to respond to provocation with overwhelming force. 

 
WMDs Cannot Be Contained. Unlike the Cold War, when containment meant limiting the 

spread of communist governments and Soviet influence, containment today means limiting the 
spread of a virulent ideology and preventing the proliferation of the world's most dangerous 
weapons. In spite of great counterproliferation efforts (described in Chapter 17), there is no 
highly reliable way to prevent states or terrorist organizations from transferring and moving 
WMDs. George W. Bush argued, "Containment is not possible when unbalanced dictators with 
weapons of mass destruction can deliver those weapons on missiles or secretly provide them to 
terrorist allies."42 

The A. Q. Khan nuclear network that operated from Pakistan illustrates the problems with 
containment in the modern era (see Chapter 19). As the father of the Pakistani nuclear program, 
Khan transferred nuclear technology to rogue regimes around the world, including North Korea 
and Libya. The Khan network demonstrates the inherent difficulty in limiting the spread of 
information—and potentially weapons themselves—once governments have developed such 
capabilities. The prospect of a government itself distributing such information is even more 
dangerous than a rogue element, such as Khan. 

 
The Consequences Are Too Great to Rely Solely on Defense. The impact of a catastrophic 

terrorist attack using WMDs would be not only the impact of the weapon itself but the 
psychological cost of an attack. Once a terrorist organization gained access to a nuclear or 
biological weapon, preventing that weapon from being moved or used would be virtually 
impossible. Again, the argument boils down to an issue of intelligence: Once a terrorist 
organization possesses a nuclear weapon, the group would have the operational initiative, 
because the United States might not know that the group possesses a nuclear weapon or might 
be unable to find it. Again, quoting George W. Bush, "We cannot defend America and our 
friends by hoping for the best. We cannot put our faith in the word of tyrants, who solemnly sign 
non-proliferation treaties, and then systemically break them. If we wait for threats to fully 
materialize, we will have waited too long."43 

 
Preemption as Necessary and Justifiable. With no other viable strategic option, the potential 

nexus of organizational and technical asymmetry demands a much more proactive security 
posture. George W. Bush said as much during his seminal speech at West Point: 

 
For much of the last century, America's defense relied on the Cold War doctrines of 

deterrence and containment. In some cases, those strategies still apply. But new threats 
also require new thinking. . . . We must take the battle to the enemy, disrupt his plans, 
and confront the worst threats before they emerge.44 

 
The supposed irrationality of rogue states and the terrorist groups' lack of physical 

infrastructure mean that deterrence and containment are no longer adequate concepts. 
Although not nearly so catastrophic as that posed by the Soviet Union during the Cold War, 
these threats have created a unique danger that makes incidents of massive destruction more 
likely now. The best way to prevent a massive attack would be to preemptively attack nodes of 
technological and organizational asymmetry before they could be fully developed and united. 



This strategy entails taking the fight directly to terrorist organizations around the world while 
simultaneously preventing so-called rogue states, such as Iran, from developing nuclear 
weapons. 

 
The Case Against Preemption. Political and philosophical opponents of the doctrine of 

preemption began critiquing the new strategy immediately after it was proposed. Interestingly, 
most preemption opponents do not challenge its proponents' core assumptions about the nature 
of the world: that the increasing importance of rogue states and terrorist groups coupled with the 
spread of WMDs demand new approaches to minimize the risk to the U.S. homeland. However, 
critics argue that the new threats do not warrant a complete reorientation of U.S. strategy, 
especially when there are legal, moral, practical, and strategic problems with adopting 
preemption as a strategy. Exploring each of these critiques illustrates the problems facing policy 
makers. 

 
Legal Arguments. Just war theory has long distinguished between preemptive and 

preventive strikes. This distinction is important, because preemptive strikes are often deemed 
legitimate under international law, while preventive ones are not.45 In the just war literature, a 
preemptive strike is possible and legally justified against an enemy that poses an imminent 
threat. A clear example of a preemptive strike was Israel's decision to strike at Egypt and Syria 
in 1967 after they united their military commands and blockaded Israel's Red Sea ports. An 
attack on Israel by the Arab countries appeared imminent. Conversely, a preventive strike is 
designed to prevent a growing power from developing the military capacity to threaten another 
state before there is risk of an imminent attack. An example is Israel's strike on Iraq's Osirak 
nuclear reactor in 1981. The reactor did not pose an imminent threat; the attack was instead 
designed to prevent Iraq from eventually developing a nuclear weapon. This attack was widely 
condemned (including by the United States) as being inconsistent with international law. 

Critics argue that the Bush administration adopted preventive war as a principle of national 
strategy but has sought to disguise this more aggressive strategy by referring to it as 
preemptive (see Chapter 3). More specifically, critics argue that the U.S.-led invasion of Iraq 
was an illegal act of preventive war, because Iraq did not pose an imminent threat. 

 
Moral Arguments. The moral argument is that, as the most powerful democracy in the world, 

the greatest advantage of the United States over its enemies is its moral authority and the 
legitimacy of its power. This advantage is lost if the United States adopts a newly aggressive 
security doctrine based on preemptive military strikes. 

Historically, this view has been taken by U.S. national security policy makers themselves. 
When a surprise attack was considered against the Soviet Union at the outset of the Cold War, 
it was explicitly rejected in the strategy document of the time (NSC-68) for the same moral 
reason: "A surprise attack upon the Soviet Union, despite the provocativeness of recent Soviet 
behavior, would be repugnant to many Americans.... Victory in such a war would have brought 
us little if at all closer to victory in the fundamental ideological conflict."46 One parallel between 
the early Cold War and today is that the United States once again faces ideological and material 
threats. Actions that damage an enemy's current material capabilities may at the same time levy 
disproportionate costs by making an adversary's ideology more compelling to a broader 
audience of potential recruits, undercutting the legitimacy of U.S. power among even friendly 
international publics and governments. It could also legitimate aggressive military actions by 
other states, which could weaken international norms against using force and thus increase 
conflict worldwide. 

Practical Arguments. Some critics argue that a preemption strategy requires extraordinarily 
accurate, reliable, and timely intelligence about a state's or terrorist group's WMD capability and 
intentions. A realistic understanding of the capabilities and limitations of intelligence suggests 



that consistent achievement of that level of understanding is unlikely, especially given that the 
problem of WMDs proliferation is a particularly difficult one. Critics also argue that such high 
expectations are inconsistent with the recent performance of the U.S. intelligence community 
(see Chapter 7). If the intelligence community could not provide policy makers with an accurate 
assessment of Iraq's alleged WMD programs, then that same community is unlikely ever to be 
able to adequately support a preemption strategy. 

The case of North Korea provides an important illustration of this point. Since the United 
States devastated North Korea, largely through the achievement and exploitation of air 
superiority during the Korean War in the early 1950s, the North Koreans have focused on the 
development of an extensive system of underground facilities throughout the entire country. 
This network makes it very difficult for foreign intelligence services to have high confidence in 
their assessments of North Korea's military capabilities. In addition, these underground facilities 
provide significant physical protection. It is unlikely that all highly protected North Korean assets 
could be destroyed through the use of conventional weapons alone, and, even if this were 
possible, it would be difficult to confirm success or failure absent forcible occupation of North 
Korean territory. 

 
Strategic Arguments. Strategic critiques of the preemption doctrine seek to synthesize the 

legal, moral, and practical criticisms to demonstrate that alternative security strategies are 
superior. In part, these arguments try to salvage some aspects of containment and deterrence 
and improve those strategies instead of adopting preemption.47 

Strategically, a preemption doctrine is more likely to be implemented by the United States 
unilaterally with limited international coordination and support. Critics argue that the United 
States does not have the intelligence, military, law enforcement capability, or other capacity to 
implement a proactive strategy without the cooperation of friendly governments. The moral and 
diplomatic costs of an aggressive security policy carry real strategic consequences because of 
the consequent lack of international support for U.S. efforts and the overall deterioration of the 
U.S. image abroad. 

Some of these critics concede that there are instances when the United States should 
preemptively attack states that pose a threat, but they contend that raising this last-resort option 
into a formal doctrine has had major negative diplomatic consequences. Furthermore, by stating 
an intention to use preemptive strikes, the United States encourages "potential enemies to hide 
the very assets we might wish to take preemptive action against."48 Using a big stick is much 
more effective if you walk softly beforehand. The inverse problem is that if the United States 
fails to strike, as in the case of North Korea, the new security doctrine begins to appear hollow. 

 
Conclusion 
 
The invasion of Iraq has brought the debate over the doctrine of preemption squarely into 

the public's eye. Never since the early days of the Cold War has a president so boldly engaged 
the public with a clear vision for the strategic direction of the United States and then 
implemented the strategy. Unfortunately, George W. Bush's doctrine of preemption has been 
muddied by its fusion with the Iraq War and its failures. Critics argue that these failures 
demonstrate the fundamental flaws in the strategy, while supporters contend that an 
implementation failure does not condemn the concept itself. 

The preemption doctrine was designed as a response to the modern incarnation of 
asymmetric warfare and the potentially catastrophic nexus between WMDs and rogue actors. 
One of the most interesting aspects of the debate over the doctrine is that it often hinges on 
disagreements over facts rather than strategy. Advocates on either side disagree over critical 
issues, such as the extent to which the United States has the capability to achieve its security 
goals unilaterally or whether it can achieve the degree of intelligence reliability needed to make 



preemption feasible. One issue on which all sides agree is that the problem is not going away. 
Rogue states and terrorism are here to stay. The technology that enables the creation of WMDs 
is only proliferating. No strategic doctrine is perfect, but there is more evidence than ever that 
the United States needs a clear conception of its strategic future, and the debate over 
preemption will have a critical impact on that conception. 

 
Discussion Questions 
 
1. Is the threat of terrorism today a completely new threat that requires a completely new 

approach, or can previous defense strategies be adapted to face this threat? 
2. To what extent do the organizational structures and technological characteristics of the 

United States facilitate particular challenges by determined enemies? 
3. What policies can the United States adopt to minimize its vulnerability to asymmetric 

attacks? Should those policies include new material solutions, new methods of operations, new 
defenses, or other solutions? 

4. What are the most relevant characteristics of terrorism to national security policy makers? 
How have they changed? 

5. To what extent does al-Qa'ida's need to provide a theological justification for the use of 
WMDs provide another possible means of challenging their use of such weapons? 

6. Why did al-Qa'ida begin to target the United States? What are the leading sources of 
radicalization that continue to fuel al-Qa'ida and its associated movements? 

7. Can intelligence ever be certain enough to justify preventive war? 
8. When the United States decides to use force, how important are national and inter-

national perceptions of U.S. legitimacy and moral authority? 
9. What are the advantages and disadvantages of enshrining preemption as a core U.S. 

security doctrine? 
10. The war in Iraq is generally considered the first implementation of the preemption 

doctrine. What are the lessons from this case, and will they apply in all cases? 
11. Have the fundamental dynamics of the world changed so much that containment and 

deterrence are no longer useful security doctrines? 
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Chapter 16 
Irregular Challenges, Military Intervention, and Counterinsurgency 
 
In explaining the position and role of the United States in the world, the 2002 U.S. National 

Security Strategy argues that "America is now threatened less by conquering states than we are 
by failing ones. We are menaced less by fleets and armies than by catastrophic technologies in 
the hands of the embittered few."1 At root, this statement is about the decreasing relative 
importance of conventional, state-based military-on-military threats to U.S. national security, 
such as those discussed in the preceding chapter, and the rise of nontraditional challenges, 
such as the problem of terrorism discussed in Chapter 14. This chapter concentrates on what 
defense planners have termed irregular challenges (see the upper left box in Figure 13.1 in 
Chapter 13). 

The increasing importance of irregular threats to U.S. national security is best seen as the 
product of broad trends in the international environment and deliberate choices by current or 
future potential U.S. adversaries. Characteristics of the current strategic environment that have 
contributed to an increase in the importance of irregular threats include the lack of a rival 
superpower facing the United States as well as a general condition of peace among the world's 
most developed, democratic states; the problem of failing and failed states around the world and 
the resulting lack of governance; evolving norms in the international system that are supportive 
of state intervention in large-scale human rights catastrophes; the forces of globalization that 
are increasing the interconnectedness of states and peoples around the world; and the 
proliferation of weapons of mass destruction (WMDs) that can make the existence of hostile 
groups and individuals too costly to ignore. 

In addition to these broad forces, the rising importance of irregular challenges to U.S. 
national security interests is also the result of deliberate choices by strategic actors seeking to 
oppose the United States. As discussed in Chapter 13, U.S. armed forces may be the most 
capable in the world, but they enjoy this advantage more in some contexts than others. 
American strengths in conventional warfare and traditional forms of military competition, 
although still highly valuable, provide incentives for hostile actors to challenge the United States 
in asymmetric and nontraditional ways. 

Of course, these various dynamics are often intimately related. As just one example, the 
existence of mostly ungoverned territory in the border region between Afghanistan and Pakistan 
provides hostile groups with a potential sanctuary within which they can organize, train, and 
plan. These groups can then take advantage of modern communication, transportation, and 
weapon technologies to strike at U.S. interests around the world. 

 
Defining Irregular Challenges 
 
The 2005 National Defense Strategy describes irregular challenges as coming "from those 

employing 'unconventional' methods to counter the traditional advantages of stronger 
opponents."2 These challenges are strategically important: 

 
Increasingly sophisticated irregular methods—e.g., terrorism and insurgency— 

challenge U.S. security interests. Adversaries employing irregular methods aim to erode 
U.S. influence, patience, and political will. Irregular opponents often take a long term 
approach, attempting to impose prohibitive human, material, financial, and political costs 
on the United States to compel strategic retreat from a key region or course of action.3 

 
The dangers posed by irregular challenges have intensified because of the problems of 

governance in many states around the world, as well as the continued force of "political, 
religious, and ethnic extremism."4 



There are several possible ways to distinguish irregular challenges from traditional threats. 
One is by the legal and political status of the belligerents. In this view, an irregular war is waged 
between state and nonstate adversaries.5 Although this distinction has some utility, it is not 
universally helpful. As the example of state-sponsored terrorism makes clear, states may still be 
the main players in some irregular challenges to U.S. national security. 

A second method to distinguish irregular challenges, and the one favored in the government 
document cited above, is by the means or methods of conflict. Irregular methods range from 
piracy to terrorism to insurgency. In theory, the specific form of an irregular challenge could vary 
greatly as long as it responded asymmetrically to U.S. strengths in conventional forms of 
combat. In this sense, the possible use of WMDs by nonstate adversaries constitutes an 
irregular and a catastrophic challenge. 

To some extent, the category of irregular challenges is a residual grouping comprised of all 
uses of force other than traditional state-on-state, relatively symmetric armed conflicts. Although 
its breadth may limit its analytic utility in some respects, the category is nevertheless useful to 
defense policy makers and analysts who argue that the U.S. military has yet to adequately 
transform its Cold War structure—which was optimized toward deterrence and high-intensity 
combat against a peer adversary—to one that is also capable of meeting U.S. needs in the 
current strategic environment. 

 
Military Intervention 
 
Irregular challenges also are distinctive, because they lend themselves to military 

intervention as a possible U.S. preventive measure or response. Richard Haass usefully 
describes "armed intervention" as entailing "the introduction or deployment of new or additional 
combat forces to an area for specific purposes that go beyond ordinary training or scheduled 
expressions of support for national interests."6 For a variety of reasons, the period immediately 
following the Cold War saw an increase in the "internationalization" of internal crises and 
conflicts as states intervened within the territory of other countries in response to these events. 
Military interventions to meet various irregular challenges are discussed below. 

 
Support to Insurgency and Counterinsurgency. Political scientists James Fearon and 

David Laitin define insurgency as a conflict between an "incumbent" (a government or 
occupying power) and its external patrons versus organized, nonstate groups and their patrons 
who either seek political power within the country or seek to secede.7 In an important sense, an 
insurgency is fundamentally the result of a "political legitimacy crisis of some kind."8 American 
military doctrine recognizes that "insurgency has taken many forms over time," including 
"struggles for independence against colonial powers, the rising up of ethnic or religious groups 
against their rivals, and resistance to foreign invaders."9 

The United States has played a variety of roles in these conflicts, intervening in some cases 
in support of insurgents and in others in support of the incumbent. With regard to the former, 
during the Cold War, the United States sometimes supported insurgent uprisings against 
communist regimes. A good example is the training and logistical support the United States 
provided to rebels in Afghanistan during the 19805 against the Afghan government and its 
Soviet patron. Since the end of the Cold War, U.S. indirect or direct support to insurgents is 
more likely to stem from a determination that a regime is despotic and a potential threat to 
international peace and security.10 An example is U.S. support to separatist insurgents in the 
conflict between the North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO) and Serbia over Kosovo in 
1999. 

In other cases, U.S. national interests have led policy makers to intervene on behalf of an 
incumbent government and to support or conduct Counterinsurgency operations. According to 
U.S. military doctrine, Counterinsurgency consists of "those military, paramilitary, political, 



economic, psychological, and civic actions taken by a government to defeat insurgency."11 
Examples of U.S. Counterinsurgency operations date back to the nineteenth century. The 
American army fought more than one thousand separate engagements against hostile Native 
Americans between 1866 and 1890. Perhaps the most broadly known U.S. counterinsurgency 
campaign occurred in Vietnam beginning in the early 19603 and was the source of much of 
Chapter 15's discussion of limited war. The intervention in Iraq that began in 2003 may 
eventually displace the Vietnam experience as the most significant example of 
counterinsurgency for the American public.12 Counterinsurgency operations are discussed in 
greater depth below. 

 
Stability Operations. The Department of Defense (DoD) defines stability operations as 

"encompassing various military missions, tasks, and activities conducted outside the United 
States in coordination with other instruments of national power to maintain or reestablish a safe 
and secure environment, provide essential governmental services, emergency infrastructure 
reconstruction, and humanitarian relief."13 In a discussion of major operations and campaigns, 
the U.S. military's capstone doctrinal manual argues that the re-establishment of conditions 
favorable to U.S. interests "often requires conducting stability operations in support of broader 
stability, security, transition, and reconstruction (efforts)." It goes on to argue that stability 
operations constitute a core U.S. military mission in that they help to: 

 
establish order that advances U.S. interests and values. The immediate goal often is 

to provide the local populace with security, restore essential services, and meet humani-
tarian needs. The long-term goal is to help develop indigenous capacity for securing 
essential services, a viable market economy, rule of law, democratic institutions, and a 
robust civil society.14 

 
Oft-mentioned examples of U.S. success in postconflict stability operations include the U.S. 

occupations of Germany and Japan after World War II. As of early 2009, the United States was 
again involved in stability (as well as counterinsurgency) operations in Afghanistan and Iraq.15 

 
Nation Assistance. A nation assistance type of operation involves civil or military 

assistance provided by U.S. forces to another state while on that foreign state's soil according to 
an agreement between the U.S. government and the host government. It is distinguished from 
foreign humanitarian assistance, discussed below, in that its purpose is to promote "sustainable 
development and responsive institutions" with a long-term goal of fostering regional stability. An 
example is Operation Promote Liberty—a nation assistance operation to rebuild Panama in 
1990—that followed Operation Just Cause, in which U.S. forces toppled the regime of 
Panamanian dictator Manual Noreiga.16 

 
Enforcement of Sanctions and of Exclusion Zones. Sanctions and exclusion zones may 

be established by the United Nations (UN) or a treaty or armistice, or they may be imposed by a 
state (with sufficient power) unilaterally. Enforcement of sanctions involves operations "that 
employ coercive measures to interdict the movement of certain types of designated items into or 
out of a nation or specified area." A recent example is the multinational effort to enforce UN 
sanctions after the 1991 Gulf War.17 The purpose of exclusion zones is to prevent certain types 
of activities in certain areas (e.g., no-fly or no-drive zones). "Exclusion zones usually are 
imposed due to breaches of international standards of human rights or flagrant violations of 
international law by states."18 After the 1991 Gulf War, the United States also participated in the 
enforcement of exclusion zones in northern and southern Iraq. 

 



Peace Operations. U.S. military doctrine defines peace operations as encompassing 
"multiagency and multinational crisis response and limited contingency operations involving all 
instruments of national power with military missions to contain conflict, redress the peace, and 
shape the environment to support reconciliation and rebuilding and facilitate the transition to 
legitimate governance."19 Two elements of this definition are especially noteworthy. First, just as 
with the definition of stability operations, it suggests that military forces have a role to play, but 
alone they will be insufficient. Military operations must complement and support diplomatic and 
other efforts designed to facilitate a political settlement, looking to the re-establishment of 
legitimate governance. 

Traditionally, there have been two major categories of peace operations: 
 
• Peacekeeping Operations (PKOs). Peacekeeping operations are "military operations 

undertaken with the consent of all major parties to a dispute, and are designed to monitor and 
facilitate implementation of an agreement and support diplomatic efforts to reach a long term 
political settlement."20 Traditional PKO are authorized under Chapter VI of the UN Charter, 
which covers the "Pacific Settlement of Disputes." 

 
• Peace Enforcement Operations (PEO): Peace enforcement operations "are generally 

coercive in nature and rely on the threat or use of force ... PEO may include the enforcement of 
sanctions and exclusion zones, protection of personnel conducting humanitarian assistance 
missions, restoration of order, and forcible separation of belligerent parties to a dispute. 
However, the impartiality with which the [peace operations] force treats all parties and the 
nature of its objectives separates PEO from major combat operations."21 PEO may be 
authorized under Chapter VII of the UN Charter, which authorizes the Security Council to call on 
member states to respond with force to actions that threaten international peace and security. 

 
In recent revisions to U.S. doctrine, three additional categories of peace operations have 

been added: conflict prevention, peace making, and peace building. In the first two of these, the 
military plays a subordinate and supporting role to U.S. diplomatic efforts. Operations in the last 
category, peace building, begin while PKO or PEO are underway, are expected to be of 
relatively long duration, and include measures "aimed at strengthening political settlements and 
legitimate governance and rebuilding governmental infrastructure and institutions."22 Peace 
building operations are a special case of stability operations. 

The United States could participate in peace operations as part of an international 
organization, such as the UN, or a regional organization, such as NATO. The United States 
could even conduct them unilaterally, though the legitimacy that multilateral action provides may 
be especially important in the conduct of a peace operation. The United States participated in a 
few peace operations during the Cold War; one example is the Multinational Force and 
Observers Mission in the Sinai, which resulted from the 1979 peace treaty between Israel and 
Egypt. However, U.S. involvement in peace operations accelerated during the 1990s and in that 
decade included sizeable deployments to Somalia, Haiti, Macedonia, Bosnia, and Kosovo. 
These missions were the subject of controversy concerning whether the U.S. national interests 
and values at stake were sufficient to justify the commitment of national resources and whether 
the wear and tear on the U.S. military overly degraded its readiness to accomplish more critical 
functions. However, the path of nonintervention was also not without controversy. The most 
important example of a devastating humanitarian catastrophe to which the United States—as 
well as the rest of the international community—was slow to respond was the Rwandan 
genocide in 1994.23 

In addition to provoking a broad debate relating to national security strategy, the peace 
operations of the 1990s were met with some ambivalence within the military. U.S. military 
doctrine in the 1990s, which officially labeled such deployments "operations other than war," 



reinforced the idea that in conducting peace operations the military services were performing 
tasks that were peripheral to their core mission of war fighting.24 In addition, this label may have 
led many to see an unrealistic distinction between peace operations and combat. In reality, 
actual fighting—or the ability to prevail if fighting were to break out—may be necessary to create 
the conditions under which peace can exist. Peace-building operations are then a natural and 
perhaps inevitable successor to more active hostilities if an enduring solution is sought. 
Conceptually, then, peace and combat operations may be critical to achieving the political 
purposes of the United States, even if they demand somewhat different skills. 

UN Secretary General Dag Hammarskjold once said, "Peacekeeping is not a soldier's job, 
but only a soldier can do it."25 Current U.S. military doctrine differs by acknowledging that 
peacekeeping is a sometimes soldier's job; military missions are an important component of 
peace operations. 

 
Foreign Humanitarian Assistance. U.S. military humanitarian assistance operations abroad 

are conducted to relieve or reduce the consequences of natural or man-made disasters or to 
alleviate the effects of endemic conditions, such as disease, hunger, or other forms of privation, 
in countries outside the United States. Foreign humanitarian assistance operations are 
generally limited in scope and duration and are intended to supplement or complement efforts of 
host-nation civil authorities or agencies.26 Examples include U.S. operations focused on the 
provision of foodstuffs and shelter to Iraqi Kurds in northern Iraq in 1991 and the initial Somalia 
intervention of 1992.27 An example of a foreign humanitarian assistance effort that could also be 
viewed as a major operation was the U.S. participation in 2005 tsunami relief efforts.28 

 
Rescue and Evacuation. Noncombatant evacuation operations (NEO) are narrowly focused 

and sharply limited in scale. Their sole purpose is to relocate threatened noncombatants from 
hostile and threatening environments to environments of relative stability and peace.29 Most 
memorable in the U.S. experience is the unfortunate failed rescue attempt of U.S. hostages 
from captivity in 1980 after they were seized from the U.S. Embassy several months earlier. A 
second example is the U.S. dispatch of Naval and Marine forces that evacuated 2,690 people, 
including 330 Americans, from Liberia in 1990 to protect them from threats and violence that 
accompanied Liberia's civil war.30 

 
A Brief History of Insurgency. Most military historians look to the activities of Spanish 

irregulars against occupying French forces between 1808 and 1814 as constituting the birth of 
the modern concept of insurgency. The United States ended the nineteenth century embroiled 
in a counterinsurgency campaign of its own in the Philippines. In this operation, which began as 
part of the larger Spanish-American War, U.S. forces fought for fifteen years before the 
insurrection was finally defeated. As exemplified by these cases, prior to the twentieth century, 
insurgencies or guerrilla wars were most often efforts by indigenous populations to preserve 
pre-existing political, social, or cultural arrangements in the face of foreign conquest or 
intervention. 

During the twentieth century, insurgencies began to take on a more revolutionary or 
ideological character. Prior to World War II, insurgencies were often motivated by a desire to 
end foreign rule. Even while embracing national self-determination in some contexts, the 
western imperial powers simultaneously engaged in regular and irregular warfare in the defense 
of their empires. During the Cold War, and particularly after extensive European decolonization 
during the 1950s, insurgencies often took on a more ideological character.31 The United States 
and the Soviet Union selectively supported either insurgent forces or the incumbent 
government, depending on the nature of the struggle. 

Mao Zedong led a successful communist insurgency against the Chinese Nationalist 
government during the 1930s and 1940s, culminating in the establishment of the People's 



Republic of China in 1949. Building on that success, for more than twenty years, Mao 
sponsored and supported communist insurgencies in a number of Asian nations. These were 
successful in former French Indochina (Vietnam, Cambodia, Laos) but unsuccessful in a 
number of others (Malaya, Burma, Indonesia, and the Philippines). In the Philippines, a small 
communist insurgency sputters on but is overshadowed by a larger, more virulent Islamic 
insurgency, largely in the southern part of the country. 

Insurgencies in the first decade after the Cold War and into the early twenty-first century 
have much in common with insurgencies in previous periods but also manifest some potentially 
significant differences. In terms of continuity, as discussed above, insurgencies occur in 
contexts of contested political legitimacy. They are also more likely to occur in situations in 
which the perceived relative deprivation of particular groups in society is particularly high.32 The 
uneven effects of globalization could aggravate perceptions of relative deprivation, as those 
facing persistent poverty and underdevelopment are increasingly aware of the living conditions 
of those who are better off. 

Although they share elements of continuity with those of the past, insurgencies in the current 
era often exhibit new characteristics.33 A first new characteristic relates to the underlying 
circumstances out of which insurgencies grow. U.S. military doctrine argues that post-Cold War 
insurgencies "typically emerged from civil wars or the collapse of states no longer propped up 
by Cold War rivalries.... Similar conditions exist when regimes are changed by force or 
circumstances."34 When insurgencies flow from conditions of state collapse, state failure, or 
forcible regime change, a counter-insurgency must build "political order and legitimacy where 
these conditions may no longer exist."35 

A second new characteristic relates to the goals of insurgent forces. Since the end of the 
Cold War, 

 
ideologies based on extremist forms of religious or ethnic identities have replaced 

ideologies based on secular revolutionary ideals. These new forms of old, strongly held 
beliefs define the identities of the most dangerous combatants in these new internal wars. 
These conflicts resemble the wars of religion in Europe before and after the Reformation 
of the 16th century. People have replaced nonfunctioning national identities with 
traditional sources of unity and identity.36 

 
To the extent that insurgent groups are organized around fundamental aspects of identity 

and religion, compromise and ultimate political reconciliation will be more difficult.37 
A third noteworthy characteristic of contemporary insurgencies is their transnational nature. 

As discussed above, during the Cold War the international dimension of insurgencies often 
consisted of the external involvement of the superpowers or their allies in internal conflicts that 
had an ideological dimension. These transnational connections have become more complex 
and extensive over time, enabled by communication technologies and driven by many of the 
same processes that constitute globalization. For example, through "the internet, insurgents can 
now link virtually with allied groups throughout a state, a region, and even the entire world."38 In 
a prime example, al-Qa'ida draws on local grievances and may either support or participate in 
internal conflicts as a means of furthering a worldwide, revolutionary agenda. This situation has 
led some policy makers and analysts to highlight the existence of a new "global insurgency."39 
According to U.S. military doctrine, combating "such enemies requires a global, strategic 
response—one that addresses the array of linked resources and conflicts that sustain these 
movements while tactically addressing the local grievances that feed them."40 

Insurgencies around the world can affect U.S. national security in at least two basic ways. 
First, as discussed in the opening of this chapter, given modern technology, it is increasingly the 
case that challenges of governance in any region of the world can have direct implications for 
the security of the U.S. homeland. Second, as the world's only remaining superpower, the 



United States has global interests as well as the capability—and some would say 
responsibility—to play a leading role in fostering peace and stability in the international system. 
The internal and external instability that flow from insurgency constitute an important challenge 
to international security. 

 
Counter-insurgency and U.S. National Security 
 
In the first decade of the twenty-first century, counterinsurgency operations are of great 

significance to U.S. national security in Afghanistan and Iraq. The Iraq War alone has entailed 
an enormous commitment of U.S. resources, and the outcome has potentially weighty 
consequences. The bipartisan and independent Iraq Study Group pointed out the potential 
repercussions of a U.S. failure in Iraq: 

 
A slide toward chaos could trigger the collapse of Iraq's government and a 

humanitarian catastrophe. Neighboring countries could intervene. Sunni-Shia clashes 
could spread. Al-Qa'ida could win a propaganda victory and expand its base of 
operations. The global standing of the United States could be diminished. Americans 
could become more polarized.41 

 
Developments within Iraq have significance for Afghanistan as well as me region as a 

whole, because a collapse in Iraq could possibly trigger a broader war or the spread of sectarian 
strife across state borders. In addition to grave consequences in human terms, increased 
instability could impinge upon the flow of oil from the region, with serious consequences for the 
global economy.42 Arguing that "Iraq is a centerpiece of American foreign policy," the Iraq Study 
Group found that in Iraq "the United States is facing one of its most difficult and significant 
international challenges in decades."43 

In addition to the importance of contemporary counterinsurgency campaigns, it is also useful 
to look at this type of operation in depth because of what the U.S. experience in Iraq illuminates 
about general difficulties the United States faces in meeting irregular challenges to American 
national security. Relevant issues include the appropriateness and the adequacy of the 
capabilities and capacities of individual U.S. government organizations and agencies; the need 
for effective, extensive interagency cooperation; the costs of the operations; the requirement for 
domestic support; and the need for conflict termination planning. 

 
Counterinsurgency Principles. Every insurgency is likely to have unique characteristics, 

with their character at least partially "determined by specific historical and cultural 
circumstances."44 Nevertheless, U.S. military doctrine argues that basic counterinsurgency 
principles of general utility can be drawn from historical experience:45 

 
• Legitimacy Is the Main Objective. What constitutes political legitimacy will vary to some 

degree according to social, political, and historical context. Nevertheless, the primary purpose of 
counterinsurgency operations is to buttress the legitimacy of the supported government, and all 
actions must be informed by this aim. 

 
• Unity of Effort Is Essential. As discussed above, a Counterinsurgency is not solely a 

military operation. Where possible, civilian and military Counterinsurgency resources should be 
under a common authority. Military commanders at all levels must coordinate extensively with 
other government agencies, host-nation forces and agencies, intergovernmental organizations, 
and even nongovernmental organizations to integrate and synchronize counterinsurgency 
efforts. 

 



• Political Factors Are Primary. Keeping in mind that the main goal of coun-terinsurgent 
forces is to establish or buttress the legitimacy of the supported government, political factors 
must receive foremost consideration in the conduct of operations: "military actions conducted 
without proper analysis of their political effects will at best be ineffective and at worst aid the 
enemy."46 

 
• Counterinsurgents Must Understand the Environment. The goal of Counterinsurgency 

operations and the complex environment in which they take place make it necessary for 
counterinsurgent forces to have an in-depth understanding of the cultural, social, and political 
characteristics of their environment, as well as an understanding of important actors and groups 
and who exercises power and how. 

 
• Intelligence Drives Operations. To have the proper effects, the actions of 

Counterinsurgents operating at all levels must be informed by reliable, timely, and detailed 
intelligence reporting: "With good intelligence, a counterinsurgent is like a surgeon cutting out 
the cancers while keeping the vital organs intact."47 

 
• Insurgents Must Be Isolated from Their Cause and Support. Although killing insurgents 

may be important in a specific situation, to succeed over the long term, counterinsurgent forces 
must isolate insurgents from material or ideological sources of support from local and 
international sources. To do this, Counterinsurgents may use physical, informational, diplomatic, 
or legal means. 

 
• Security under the Rule of Law Is Essential. The security of the population is essential to 

the legitimacy of the supported government. Bringing security to the population will require 
"clear and hold" operations much more frequently than "search and destroy" operations. 
Counterinsurgent forces should seek to transition from combat operations to police enforcement 
as rapidly as possible, ensuring that the actions of forces supporting the government are 
consistent with the rule of law. 

 
• Counterinsurgents Should Prepare for Long-Term Commitment. Insurgencies have 

typically been protracted forms of conflict. Because the population is more likely to give its 
allegiance to the government when it has a high estimation of the determination and staying 
power of counterinsurgent forces and their prospects for success, a long-term commitment may 
be needed. 

 
In addition to these principles, U.S. military doctrine recognizes a number of imperatives for 

U.S. forces. These include managing information and expectations, using the appropriate level 
of force, learning and adapting, empowering the lowest levels, and supporting the host nation.48 
These principles and imperatives contain significant lessons for military forces participating in 
counterinsurgency operations, demanding restraint, intellectual agility, and good judgment at all 
levels of leadership. 

 
Counterinsurgency Challenges. Historical as well as contemporary examples of U.S. 

involvement in counterinsurgency efforts, including those in "Southeast Asia, Latin America, 
Africa, and now in Southwest Asia and the Middle East," reveal a number of challenges. Many 
of these are not just characteristic of counterinsurgency operations but are likely to be evident in 
other forms of military intervention in response to irregular challenges. Because of the intensive 
ground force requirements of counterinsurgency operations, this section focuses more on the 
Army and to some extent the Marine Corps than the other military services. However, all the 



U.S. military services face challenges in reorienting from a Cold War focus toward capabilities 
needed against irregular challenges.49 

 
Military Doctrine and Training. The preface to the 2006 Army and Marine Corps 

Counterinsurgency Manual argues, "Counterinsurgency operations have been neglected in 
broader American military doctrine and national security policies since the end of the Vietnam 
War over 30 years ago."50 One reason is that consensus has rarely existed in the United States 
regarding strategy, doctrine, and operational concepts for effectively dealing with what many 
have long regarded as low-level conflicts. 

At the level of the military services, reasons for neglect may include institutional interest and 
organizational culture, and the two are intertwined in a complex fashion. Capturing both of these 
dynamics to some extent, Carl Builder argues that the Army's traditional self-concept as the 
nation's obedient handyman ready to serve whatever purposes the country's political leaders 
gave to it was skewed by World War II. Having experienced during that war a form of warfare in 
which it excelled, the Army ran the risk of overoptimizing against the challenge of high-intensity, 
conventional combat. This would serve institutional needs and cultural preferences but also 
entail risk: "[I]f the Army . . . cannot successfully intervene against third-world forces to preserve 
American interests, many will be surprised and quick to remonstrate with the Army for the 
inadequacies in its planning, training, doctrine, and equipment."51 Even during the Vietnam War 
itself, some see evidence of insufficient adaptation. Andrew Krepinevich argues that an overly 
strict adherence to the "Army Concept," a belief that the U.S. Army should focus on 
midintensity, conventional war and rely heavily on firepower to keep casualties down, prevented 
the Army from adopting appropriate counterinsurgency tactics in Vietnam.52 

The experience of U.S. ground forces in Iraq after the spectacular initial success of the 2003 
invasion suggests that, in addition to being there in adequate numbers, they again faced a 
situation for which they were not entirely prepared in terms of doctrine or training. Influential 
critic Nigel Aylwin-Foster, given voice in one of the military's own professional journals, argues 
that although the U.S. "Army is indisputably the master of conventional warfighting, it is notably 
less proficient in ... Operations Other Than War."53 Recognizing that U.S. challenges 
immediately following the invasion stemmed from a variety of sources, Ay 1 win-Foster argues 
that the actions of U.S. ground forces were also partly to blame for the growth of an Iraqi 
insurgency in 2004. Citing the statistic that only 6% of U.S. pacification operations in Iraq from 
May 2003 to May 2005 were focused specifically on providing security to the population, he 
claims that the U.S. Army was culturally insensitive, overly focused on killing insurgents, and too 
slow to adapt.54 

Since that time, as evidenced by the publication of the new counterinsurgency manual, there 
have been vigorous and broad efforts to respond to the requirements of contemporary 
insurgency in terms of doctrine and training.55 However, concerns remain over the extent to 
which such learning will endure beyond the end of U.S. involvement in its campaigns in 
Afghanistan and Iraq. To be enduring, change will need to be supported over an extended 
period of time by key leaders within the organization who ensure that it is institutionalized in 
doctrine, training, organizational structures, equipment acquisition, and personnel incentive 
systems.56 

 
The Ground Force Capacity of the U.S. All-Volunteer Military. According to the 2006 

counterinsurgency manual, "maintaining security in an unstable environment requires vast 
resources, whether host nation, U.S., or multinational."57 This requirement applies not only to 
counterinsurgency but also to other forms of U.S. military operations against irregular 
challenges in which stability is a desired goal. Depending on the contributions of allies or 
coalition partners and the status of a supported country's security institutions, the required U.S. 



contribution may be significant. In the absence of a U.S. national police force, this requirement 
falls primarily on U.S. ground forces. 

The U.S. armed forces that have to meet this requirement have, until very recently, been 
shrinking for the past thirty-five years. Since the Vietnam War, the overall number of American 
men and women on active duty has fallen from 3.5 million to 1.4 million. The U.S. Army, the 
country's primary force for protracted land campaigns, declined from 1.6 million troops in 1968 
to just over four hundred eighty thousand at the time of the September u, 2001, attacks. These 
cuts in the U.S. armed forces have been a nonpartisan affair, with the Army shrinking from 
eighteen divisions to twelve under President George H. W. Bush and then to ten under 
President Bill Clinton. 

Although the end of the Cold War made these force reductions understandable, U.S. military 
operations abroad accelerated in the 19905, with commensurate strain on a smaller force. As 
discussed in Chapter 3, this strain and resulting military readiness problems became an issue in 
the 2000 presidential campaign. Questions about the adequacy of ground forces to support the 
U.S. national security strategy became even more frequent after the U.S.-led invasions of 
Afghanistan and Iraq. In January 2007, newly confirmed Secretary of Defense Robert Gates 
announced a recommended increase of ninety-two thousand ground forces—a number that 
would bring the Army and Marine Corps to end strengths of "547,000 and 202,000, respectively, 
by 2012."58 

Although these additions will help the Army and Marine Corps manage future requirements, 
U.S. national security commitments have currently placed major strains on U.S. ground forces. 
Most of the Army's forty-four combat brigades have seen two or more combat tours between 
late 2001 and 2008, with many units having four combat tours. This strain was exacerbated 
when tours were lengthened to fifteen months and the "dwell time" between combat tours was 
reduced to only twelve months.59 The standard had previously been that a soldier should have 
at least twenty-four months at home between twelve-month deployments. 

Due to these on-going requirements, the Army and Marine Corps have enormous 
challenges in the retaining of junior officers (especially at the rank of captain), recruitment, 
training, readiness, and equipment maintenance.60 The United States also faces strategic risk 
because, as many have observed, "[a]ll 'fully combat ready' active-duty and reserve combat 
units are now deployed or deploying to Iraq or Afghanistan. No fully-trained national strategic 
reserve brigades are now prepared to deploy to new combat operations."61 

Existing constraints on ground forces have accelerated the use of civilian contractors, with 
problematic repercussions: 

 
The Defense Department estimates that roughly 20,000 security contractors operate 

in Iraq alone, the equivalent of over three Army combat brigades. .. . Unlike our soldiers 
and marines, these contractors are subjected to little in the way of oversight, despite the 
fact that counterinsurgency operations demand the highest levels of restraint on the part 
of counterinsurgent forces.62 

 
Contractor security forces are more likely to focus on their specific purposes, such as 

providing security to a particular dignitary, than on the broad requirements of the overall 
mission, which requires that the legitimacy of the supported government and the political effects 
of all actions must remain foremost considerations. A heated controversy caused by the killing 
of nine Iraqi civilians by Blackwater contractors in Baghdad in September 2007 is representative 
of the problematic effect that these contractors can have on an overall U.S. counterinsurgency 
effort.63 

Though the U.S. Army and Marine Corps are still among the most capable ground force 
organizations in the world, some analysts have begun to ask the question: "What is the 
maximum force utilization rate we can sustain before degrading a first rate military?"64 According 



to Major General (retired) Robert Scales, "No one from the Vietnam generation would ever have 
foreseen that America's ground forces would be so stretched for so long without breaking."65 

An increase in force size is one possible response to this situation, though this option is very 
expensive, takes time to implement, and will be a challenge to execute without unacceptably 
lowering recruiting standards. Further, some argue that merely increasing existing force 
structure constitutes an inadequate response to the requirements of today's complex 
contingency operations. These analysts argue that the United States should invest instead in 
capabilities, such as advisor units, optimized to help the Army succeed in irregular warfare 
operations.66 

As an alternative, the country's political leaders could recognize the constraints posed by the 
size of U.S. ground forces and adjust the goals of U.S. national security strategy and policy to 
better reconcile ends, ways, and means. However, the nature of the current strategic 
environment could make that difficult. In the words of one review of alternative futures: 

 
One of the major problems affecting global security—failed or failing states that could 

or do nurture terrorist organizations—is unlikely to disappear in the future. Although 
chastened by the Iraq experience, U.S. policymakers may nonetheless feel compelled to 
engage in stability operations or Counterinsurgency, just as Bush, who promised in 2000 
to get U.S. military forces out of the "nation-building" business, felt compelled to send 
forces into Afghanistan after the terrorist attacks of n September 2001.67 

 
Without a renewal of conscription, which will not occur absent a major catastrophe, 

American policy makers will need to keep limitations in available ground forces in mind as they 
make decisions regarding future large-scale or long-term military interventions. 

 
U.S. Government Agency Capability and Capacity and the Interagency Process. A recurring 

theme in current U.S. military doctrine is that military force may be necessary, but will alone be 
insufficient, in planning and executing successful U.S. responses to many irregular challenges 
to American national security. Instead, the United States must also bring diplomatic, 
informational, and economic instruments of power to bear to be successful in interventions, 
such as peace operations, stability operations, and Counterinsurgency. In an apparent 
affirmation of this perspective, the 2006 Iraq Study Group's "most important recommendations" 
were for "enhanced diplomatic and political efforts in Iraq and the region."68 

To play their needed role, organizations and agencies across the U.S. government must 
have the capability to operationally deploy and the capacity to perform these functions at the 
required scale. As one study states: "While the U.S. military is unmatched in terms of its 
effectiveness, capabilities, and reach, the U.S. government lacks a standing, deployable 
capacity for stability operations in non-DoD agencies."69 The study goes on to note that "recent 
changes in U.S. interventions—increased operational tempo, rapid success on the battlefield, 
and an ever-expanding list of post-conflict objectives—have dramatically increased the need for 
rapid civilian deployments."70 In the absence of civilian agency capability, military units are often 
put in charge of performing a broad array of tasks, relating to economic, social, and political 
development, for which they may not have the requisite expertise and which further stretches 
military resources.71 

This dynamic helps explain why emphasis on the need to develop civilian capabilities and 
capacity in these areas often comes from the U.S. military and defense analysts,72 speech, he 
said: 

   
My message is that if we are to meet the myriad challenges around the world in the 

coming decades, the country must strengthen other important elements of national power 
both institutionally and financially, and create the capability to integrate all the elements 
of national power to problems and challenges abroad.... One of the most important 



lessons of the wars in Afghanistan and Iraq is that military success is not sufficient to win: 
economic development, institution-building and the rule of law, promoting internal 
reconciliation, good governance, providing basic services to the people, training and 
equipping indigenous military and police forces, strategic communications, and more—
these, along with security, are essential ingredients for long-term success.73 

 
Gates went on to note that the U.S. military had sought to meet many of these needs in the 

absence of civilian partners and argued that much of the resulting organizational learning on the 
part of the military would need to be retained and institutionalized. Nevertheless, these efforts 
were "no replacement for the real thing—civilian involvement and expertise."74 Though the State 
Department responded positively to Gates's ideas and increased the number of diplomats 
assigned to partner with military commanders, significant needs remain unmet.75 Beyond 
organizational capability and capacity, the effectiveness of the interagency process is also 
essential. Interagency coordination in response to crises or even in the management of ongoing 
operations still largely takes place on an ad hoc basis. As discussed in Chapter 9, there is no 
single, unified national security apparatus with the capability to plan, manage, and control all 
national security-related spending. Also, as discussed in Chapter 10, the interagency process 
has continued to expand and grow more complex over time as new functions and entities have 
been added to the U.S. government to respond to new national security needs. 
Recommendations to improve U.S. government effectiveness in interagency cooperation have 
included proposals to further institutionalize strategic planning, to clarify presidential national 
security guidance, to define interagency roles and responsibilities, and to develop more robust 
mechanisms to strengthen connections among "policy, resource allocation, and execution."76 

 
Costs of Operations. As discussed above, counterinsurgency operations may require the 

devotion of enormous resources. Through Fiscal Year 2008, funding for the Iraq War alone 
reached $608 billion.77 As of 2009, U.S. military casualties included over four thousand two 
hundred dead and over thirty thousand wounded.78 Among the wounded are many who have 
suffered life-changing injuries and face long-term disability. These numbers do not include the 
much smaller number of U.S. civilian or contractor personnel casualties. 

As important as these budgetary and casualty figures are, they do not capture the full range 
of costs that are associated with a large-scale American military intervention. Additional 
important costs include: diplomatic costs in the event that an American military intervention 
lacks strong multilateral support; the time and focus required of U.S. national security policy 
makers, which may come at the expense of other national security priorities; domestic costs 
relating to public trust in political leaders and government institutions if interventions do not 
succeed; possible stresses on the Constitutional balance between government institutions 
created by a long war; the effect of a U.S. intervention on international or regional peace and 
stability; the impact on lives or government finances of U.S. coalition partners; and the impact 
on lives and property in the target country. These costs will vary in every conflict. For example, 
successful interventions could have beneficial effects on the reputation and influence of the U.S. 
government abroad or the domestic political standing of the country's leaders. Nevertheless, the 
potential importance of such costs is worthy of evaluation as national security policy makers 
seek to choose between various courses of action. 

 
Public Support. One of the principles of counter-insurgency operations, discussed above, is 

the need for a long-term commitment. Regarding the U.S. intervention in Iraq, Ryan Crocker, 
U.S. Ambassador to Iraq, reaffirmed this general principle in his September 2007 testimony to 
Congress, stating that, although it would be possible for the United States to achieve its goal of 
a "secure, stable democratic Iraq at peace with its neighbors," the "process will not be quick, it 
will be uneven, punctuated by setbacks as well as achievements, and it will require substantial 



U.S. resolve and commitment."79 Although the link between domestic public opinion and 
government policy is not simple or direct, a major challenge for policy makers is sustaining U.S. 
commitment over the long term as a majority of Americans oppose the Iraq War.80 

In Chapter 2, it was suggested that Americans have traditionally approached national 
security affairs with a degree of impatience and that protracted limited wars do not fit this 
temper. The U.S. historical experience provides some interesting precedents for sustaining 
protracted military interventions abroad. Declining U.S. public support was a driving factor in the 
U.S. military withdrawal from Vietnam in 1973 and the U.S. withdrawal from Somalia in 1994. 
On the other hand, even after policy makers claimed that the operation would last for only one 
year, the United States sustained a military commitment in Bosnia for ten years beginning in 
1995 with little public attention or opposition. Similarly, an extended U.S. intervention in 
Afghanistan that began in 2001 still received approval from a majority of Americans near the 
end of 2007.81 Of course, in a prime example of patience, the American public stood fast in the 
Cold War confrontation with the Soviet Union for more than forty years. This brief survey 
suggests that, although sustained U.S. public support should not be taken for granted, it may be 
achievable, depending on the circumstances. 

 
Conflict Termination. A final challenge, related to many of those above, is conflict 

termination. Successful conflict termination is necessary because, to paraphrase Carl von 
Clausewitz, the best way to judge military operations is by the success of the whole. Tactical 
and operational victories may not be adequate to the achievement of the country's political 
purposes; planning for and resourcing those actions necessary to bring a particular intervention 
to a successful close are also critical.82 

U.S. military doctrine published in 2006 makes it clear that the supported commander "must 
work closely with the civilian leadership to ensure a clearly defined national end state is 
established." This end state should be "the broadly expressed diplomatic, informational, military, 
and economic conditions that should exist after the conclusion of a campaign or operation." 
With regard to the effect of this end state on military planning, "[t]ermination of operations must 
be considered from the outset of planning and should be a coordinated OGA [Other 
Government Agency], IGO [intergovernmental organization], NGO [nongovernmental 
organization], and multinational effort that is refined as operations move toward advantageous 
termination." Finally, with regard to setting expectations, U.S. military doctrine argues that 
"military operations will normally continue after the conclusion of sustained combat operations. 
Stability operations will be required to enable legitimate civil authority and attain the national 
strategic end state. These stability operations historically have required an extended presence 
by U.S. military forces."83 

Though U.S. military doctrine seems closely attuned to the requirements of conflict 
termination, doctrine itself may be more or less meaningful according to the extent to which it is 
embodied in the actual practices of the organizations it is meant to guide. Realization of this 
doctrinal vision will also require cooperative involvement by the country's political leaders and 
other agencies within the U.S. government, as well as compliance by the DoD and the military 
services. 

 
The Beginnings of Reform 
 
Since 2004, the U.S. government has made deliberate efforts toward reorganizing U.S. 

intervention capacity and capabilities, particularly within the State Department and DoD. One of 
the major efforts has been a collaborative effort between the State Department and DoD to 
develop common tasks and objectives for stability and reconstruction operations. In 2004, the 
Office of the Coordinator for Reconstruction and Stabilization (S/CRS) was formed in the 
Department of State with the mission to "lead, coordinate and institutionalize 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, so that they can reach a sustainable 
path toward peace, democracy and a market economy."84 Despite the potential value of its 
functions, to date, limited resources have mostly restricted its efforts to improve coordination 
and planning.85 

Change within the DoD has been perhaps more significant. In February 2005, President 
George W. Bush issued an Executive Directive to the DoD that ordered all armed services to 
improve their stability and reconstruction capabilities and capacities to levels commensurate 
with their traditional prowess at major combat operations.86 In response, the DoD developed 
and issued Directive 3000.05, which states that stability operations are a "core U.S. military 
mission that the Department of Defense shall be prepared to conduct and support."87 

In spite of these notable efforts to reform and reorganize for more effective U.S. intervention 
policy, many challenges remain in seeking to create more effective intervention capabilities 
within the U.S. government. In particular, anemic funding and resource allocations to U.S. 
government agencies other than the DoD have limited the effectiveness of efforts to create 
expanded civilian capabilities. As a consequence, U.S. intervention policy still largely relies on 
the military—an approach that seems increasingly unable to respond to the national security 
challenges of the twenty-first century. 

 
Looking Ahead 
 
In the decades since the end of the Cold War, limitations in U.S. intervention capability have 

become all too apparent. Failures to secure, stabilize, and reconstruct in the wake of otherwise 
successful initial combat operations have been matched by failures to adequately perform 
similar functions at home in the aftermath of such disasters as Hurricane Katrina in 2005 (see 
Chapter 6). Unfortunately, these challenges seem unlikely to diminish in the future. As the 2005 
Council on Foreign Relations task force report notes, "In today's world of failed states, terrorism, 
proliferation, and civil conflict, the trend is clear: The United States will often be drawn into 
complex situations when they affect its national security or its conscience."88 The United States 
has taken initial steps to create more robust intervention capabilities, but the effectiveness of 
even these initial steps remains unproven. There is undoubtedly still a long way to go. 

 
Discussion Questions 
 
1. What is an irregular challenge to U.S. national security? How is this category of threats 

useful to defense policy makers? 
2. To what extent are irregular challenges to U.S. national security of increasing importance 

in the early twenty-first century? Why or why not? 
3. What types of military operations might the United States employ against irregular 

challenges? Under what circumstances is each likely to be appropriate? 
4. How has the nature of insurgency changed over time? What are some of the important 

characteristics of contemporary insurgencies? 
5. What does historical experience suggest are principles of Counterinsurgency operations? 

Which of these are most important? Under what circumstances do these factors vary? 
6. What challenges are the United States likely to continue to face in Counterinsurgency op-

erations? Are these challenges relevant to other types of military operations? Why or why not? 
7. Does the United States have adequate nonmilitary capabilities to deal with the irregular 

national security challenges of the twenty-first century? What could be done to improve these 
capabilities? 
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Chapter 20  
The Middle East  
 
The new millennium ushered in momentous transformations in the Middle East that have 

significantly affected key U.S. interests. The Israeli-Palestinian Peace Process again stalled; the 
terrorist attacks of September 11, 2001, served as an impetus for the U.S. invasions of 
Afghanistan and Iraq; and international concern grew over Iran's possible pursuit of nuclear 
weapons. The confluence of these events has increased the turbulence in an already unstable 
Middle East (see Figure 20.1). (Note: The term Middle East in this chapter includes Egypt, 
Israel, Jordan, Lebanon, Syria, Turkey, Iraq, Saudi Arabia, Kuwait, Bahrain, Qatar, the United 
Arab Emirates, Iran, Oman, Yemen, and Sudan.) 

In 1993, through their signatures on the Oslo Accords, Israel and the Palestinians indicated 
their acceptance of a peace settlement based on the concept of a two-state solution. However, 
a lack of tangible progress produced a Palestinian rebellion in September 2000 against the 
continued Israeli occupation and the corrupt Palestinian Authority (PA), which had gained 
control of newly autonomous Palestinian areas. This second Palestinian uprising, known as the 
Al Aqsa Intifada ("Al Aqsa" after the mosque in Jerusalem, and "Intifada" for uprising), unraveled 
previous progress and left the peace process in tatters.1 

A year after this renewal of violence between Israelis and Palestinians, deadly terrorist 
attacks in the United States triggered events that led to enormous changes in the Middle East. 
To root out al-Qa'ida operatives who were behind the attacks and who had established training 
camps in Afghanistan with the assistance of its fundamentalist Taliban regime, the United 
States attacked Afghanistan in October 2001. With the stated intent of finding and destroying 
weapons of mass destruction (WMDs), in March 2003 the United States launched an invasion of 
Iraq that toppled its brutal dictator, Saddam Hussein. An additional goal of the invasion was to 
establish a democracy in Iraq that would serve as an exemplar to other societies in the Middle 
East. It was posited that a successful democracy in Iraq could help stem the growth of regional 
extremism by addressing what many believed to be one of its important root causes—political 
disaffection and unrepresentative governance. In the years after 2003, however, violence and 
political instability in Iraq diminished prospects for the successful establishment of a 
representative democracy and upset the regional balance of power by eliminating Iraq as a 
counterbalance to Iran. 

The deep and increasingly difficult U.S. involvement in Iraq and the creation of a Shiite 
majority government in Iraq have emboldened Iran to take a more assertive stance in the 
region. Elected in 2005, Iranian President Mahmoud Ahmadinejad, supported by the powerful 
religious establishment, has pursued strongly anti-Western foreign policies. Iran has continued 
to pursue its national interests by supporting terrorist groups, such as the Shiite Hezbollah that 
operates primarily in southern Lebanon. On July 12, 2006, Hezbollah kidnapped two Israeli 
soldiers and killed six others across the border in Israel, precipitating a thirty-three-day war in 
which Israel's air strikes killed numerous Lebanese civilians and massively damaged Lebanese 
infrastructure without significantly hurting Hezbollah. In return, Hezbollah launched hundreds of  
rockets against mainly civilian targets in northern Israel and emerged from the inconclusive 
conflict claiming victory. Despite pressure from the international community, Iran has also 
continued to advance its uranium enrichment program, prompting fears that its true goal is the 
development of nuclear weapons. Further, by 2007 it had become clear that Iran was providing 
arms and training to Shiite militias and extremists in Iraq.2 

 
 
 
 



U.S. Interests 
 
Despite these new and challenging dynamics, two enduring U.S. interests in the region 

remain reliable access to energy and the security of Israel. In the early twenty-first century, 
additional important U.S. interests include securing stability and security in Iraq, preventing Iran 
from developing nuclear weapons, containing Islamist radicalism, and maintaining influence in a 
strategically important region of high volatility. 

 
Oil. The Middle East is the world's most important source of oil exports. Persian Gulf 

countries produce 28% of the world's oil, retain more than 70% of the world's excess oil 
production capacity, and hold 65% of the world's oil reserves.3 The importance of the Middle 
East as an oil-producing region has continued to increase over time as the U.S. dependence on 
imported oil and global demand have continued to grow. Whereas 35% of U.S. oil consumption 
came from foreign imports in 1973, by 2006 the number had grown to 60%. Although only 17% 
of U.S. imports come from the Gulf area, the global oil market is essentially an integrated whole; 
the loss of Persian Gulf oil due to armed conflict or terrorism would greatly affect world energy 
supplies and lead to increased competition for resources located elsewhere.4 Three fourths of 
Japan's and two thirds of western Europe's oil imports originate in the vicinity of the Persian 
Gulf. Without these supplies, consumers in these countries would be required to seek other 
sources. Additionally, China's demand for oil has increased tremendously since the 1990s; it 
has overtaken Japan as the world's second-largest consumer of oil, after the United States. It 
imports 32% of its oil, with 58% originating in the Middle East.5 Absent highly unlikely dramatic 
progress in the development of alternative fuel sources, the rapid development of such 
countries as India and China will continue to fuel increased global demand for oil for at least 
several decades to come. 

 
The Security of Israel. U.S. relations with Israel have always been complicated. Prior to 

Israel's creation in 1948, members of the U.S. government clashed over whether recognizing 
the nascent Jewish state would be a liability, given the U.S. relationship with the Arab world and 
especially the Persian Gulf states.6 Despite competing interests, President Harry Truman 
ultimately decided to back the creation of the new state. 

Since 1948, commitment to the security of Israel has been one of the most enduring 
features of U.S. policy in the Middle East. This is true despite periodic disputes between the two 
states, including Israel's participation with Britain and France in the Suez War in 1956 and 
Israel's continued settlement of the West Bank and Gaza after its occupation of the Palestinian 
territories in 1967. An important motivation for continuing U.S. support is that Israel is the only 
democracy in the Middle East. That support is consistently and persuasively bolstered by the 
unflagging efforts of the American-Israel Political Action Committee (AIPAC), which is widely 
recognized as the most powerful lobbying organization in the United States. AIPAC's efforts are 
seconded by various influential Christian groups. 

Despite the early political support provided by Truman during Israel's founding, U.S. materiel 
support for Israel did not become truly significant until the mid-1960s. Until then, France and 
Britain had been its major suppliers of arms. In 1966, responding to Israel's fears of increased 
Soviet arms deliveries to Egypt and Syria, the United States agreed to provide it with large 
quantities of modern military equipment. Due to this continuing arms relationship, as well as to 
the terms of the 1979 Camp David Peace Accords (which are discussed later in this chapter), 
Israel remains the largest single recipient of U.S. foreign aid. 

 
The Stability and Security of Iraq. Since the 2003 invasion, the United States has been 

heavily engaged politically, economically, and militarily in Iraq. Although successful in toppling 
Saddam, it was still debatable in late 2008 whether the U.S.-led invasion had led to a stable, 



effective successor regime capable of maintaining internal order and protecting Iraq from 
external interference. Indeed, the continued U.S. presence in Iraq itself proved to be a problem 
because it served as a source of Arab humiliation and bolstered perceptions that the United 
States intends to dominate and exploit the region. Yet premature withdrawal could create a 
catastrophe. According to the 2006 bipartisan Iraq Study Group, failure of U.S. policy in Iraq 
could lead to ethnic cleansing, a large-scale humanitarian crisis, a violent sectarian partition of 
the state, a brutal successor regime, a broader regional conflict, and the possibility of "Sunni-
Shia clashes across the Islamic world."7 

As a consequence of deterioration in security conditions within Iraq in 2006, American 
strategy shifted in early 2007. From a focus on finding and fighting insurgents, U.S. forces 
switched to a "clear and hold" approach—i.e., clearing selected areas (Baghdad initially) of 
insurgents and then holding those areas with a continuing troop presence. The additional troops 
needed to execute the new strategy were provided by additional Iraqi units but also by the 
United States. Accordingly, about thirty thousand more U.S. troops were "surged" to Iraq, 
bringing the total there to more than one hundred sixty thousand. As of late 2008, the surge was 
proving successful, though the durability of improved security conditions was far from assured. 
Critics pointed out that the Iraqi political reconciliation necessary for long-term stability and 
progress in Iraq was proceeding at an unacceptably slow pace. 

 
Iran and the Proliferation of Weapons of Mass Destruction. Regarding Iran's nuclear 

program, the U.S. National Security Strategy of 2006 states: 
 

For almost 20 years, the Iranian regime hid many of its key nuclear efforts from the 
international community. Yet the regime continues to claim that it does not seek to de-
velop nuclear weapons. The Iranian regime's true intentions are clearly revealed by the 
regime's refusal to negotiate in good faith; its refusal to come into compliance with its 
international obligations by providing the [International Atomic Energy Agency] access to 
nuclear sites and resolving troubling questions; and the aggressive statements of its 
President calling for Israel to be "wiped off the face of the Earth."8 

 
If Iran were to develop nuclear weapons, it seems likely (though hardly certain) that it could 

be deterred from their deliberate use through the threat of retaliation, just as nuclear-armed 
states have been deterred in the past. However, Iran's possession of nuclear weapons could 
lead to their use by miscalculation or accident. Moreover, there are at least three other 
significant concerns. First, Iran may deliberately, or accidentally through an inadequate system 
of controls, transfer a nuclear device to a nonstate actor who cannot be deterred in the same 
fashion. Second, Iran's possession of a nuclear arsenal may spark an effort at military pre-
emption by another state, such as Israel. Third, Iran may set off a dangerous regional nuclear 
arms race among Sunni-dominated states distressed by Shia Iran's possession of nuclear 
weapons. 

 
Political Islam and Countering Radical Islamist Ideology. U.S. interests in the Middle 

East include protecting the United States and its citizens wherever they might be from acts of 
terrorism inspired by an extreme ideology that justifies public violence—even the targeting of 
noncombatants—in the name of jihad. (Jihad is often translated as struggle, which may imply 
nonviolent means but is also used in the context of violent action.) Countering radical extremists 
requires the capturing or killing of Islamist terrorists as well as ending the willingness of states, 
such as Iran and Syria, to harbor and support such terrorist groups. An even more difficult, but 
essential, task necessary to long-term success is the delegitimization of radical Islamists' claims 
and violent acts. That effort must begin with an understanding of Islam, including differentiating 



between its extreme interpretations and its liberal interpretations. These interpretations compete 
for legitimacy and popular support throughout the Muslim world. 

Islam, the world's second-largest religion, implores its followers to submit to the will and 
ultimate sovereignty of God (Allah) as communicated through Muhammad, the final prophet of 
God, in its holy book, the Koran.9 Muhammad's proclamation in Mecca in AD 622 that there is 
only one God and that all humanity is subject to God's authority ultimately had a unifying effect 
on the previously fractured, tribal cultures of pre-Islamic Arabia. The subsequent rapid spread of 
the Islamic caliphate throughout the region and into Europe and Asia serves, for many Muslims, 
as historical validation of the truth and authenticity of God's revelations. Inherent in this sense of 
authenticity is the belief that the early generations of Muslims flourished (were blessed by God) 
because of their devoutness and adherence to Islamic law and traditions.10 The fact that the 
Muslim world today lives in relative powerlessness and poverty—especially compared with the 
West—constitutes a serious, ever-present source of humiliation for some believers. They ask, 
as scholar Bernard Lewis suggests in a classic text about Islam, "What Went Wrong?"11 

One answer, within the fundamentalist strain of Islamic political thought, holds that 
diminished devoutness among subsequent generations of Muslims led to eventual Western 
exploitation and domination of the region.12 Accordingly, restoring the Muslim world to its rightful 
state of societal justice and strength will require a return to first principles. Dutiful Muslims must 
reject corrupting Western influences and man-made political institutions and rise up and wage 
jihad against corrupt regional regimes and the West.13 The United States is a particular target; 
radical Islamists argue that the United States is at war with Islam. Many Muslims see U.S. 
political, economic, and military engagement in the Middle East— particularly U.S. support for 
Israel and military interventions in Afghanistan and Iraq—as confirmation of this narrative. 

However, a competing approach exists that is considered by many to be legitimate within 
the Islamic tradition. Sometimes termed Liberal Islam, this approach promotes pluralism, 
liberalization, freedom of conscience and political participation, rights for women and non-
Muslims, and interpretation of Islamic law in light of modern political, economic, and social 
conditions.14 Liberal Islam upholds the personal and political sovereignty of God (not popular 
sovereignty as in the West) and insists that the restoration of societal justice, vitality, and 
strength in the Muslim world will require a return to Islam's true first principles (which include 
liberal principles), but in the context of modern political and economic institutions. Dutiful 
Muslims, it is held, should rise up publicly and oppose radical Islamists, who are misguided 
practitioners of an illegitimate doctrine and therefore acting in opposition to God. Unfortunately, 
these liberal voices are too often drowned out by the sounds of the fundamentalists' suicide 
bombers. 

Clearly, the United States has an interest in combating violent religious extremists and in 
countering the ideology from which violence stems. A challenge for the United States is to 
protect its interests while refining its political, economic, and military engagement in the Middle 
East to strengthen liberal Islamic thought and institutions and to encourage the delegitimization 
of extremism. Of course, the United States has a limited capacity to directly facilitate the 
delegitimization process, so much will depend upon developments within the region and 
between extremist and moderate Muslims. The continued intractability of the Israeli-Palestinian 
issue, America's unwavering alignment with Israel, U.S. support of some repressive regimes in 
the Middle East, and the continued presence of U.S. troops in the region all combine to limit 
American influence in meeting this challenge. 

 
Continuing Regional Influence. With the 1968 withdrawal of British forces from the area, 

the United States and the Soviet Union became the region's principal external influences. Using 
U.S. support for Israel as the area's anvil, the Soviets continually sought to hammer out a solid 
anti-American Arab bloc. Military aid and advisers were the principal means used, although 
trade and civilian aid projects, such as support for Egypt's high-profile Aswan Dam, were also 



employed. The Soviet Union's strategy yielded mixed results but was relatively successful in 
Iraq and Syria. 

The disappearance of the Soviet Union left the United States as the only major external 
actor in the region. In the absence of the Soviets, American military power was dramatically 
demonstrated by the 1990-1991 Gulf War and in late 2001-2002, in Afghanistan. Awareness of 
and respect for that power lingers on, although the setbacks in the Iraq War demonstrated its 
limits. The attractiveness of America and the perceived legitimacy of American leadership have 
been drastically reduced by the travails in Iraq. Although for decades U.S. policy in the region 
has been mostly distrusted by the Arab world, those negative views reached new peaks with the 
American invasion of Iraq. Even in countries with strong intergovernmental ties with the U.S., 
such as Saudi Arabia, Egypt, Jordan, and Morocco, the "street" was overwhelmingly negative, 
with its conclusion that the invasion was "to control oil, protect Israel, and weaken the Muslim 
world."15 Clearly, it will be essential to mount a major public diplomacy effort to offset these 
views. It is equally clear that substantive policy modifications and new initiatives will also be 
needed, or the public diplomacy effort will founder. In this context, successful handling of Iran's 
defiance on the nuclear issue and its meddling in Iraq will be especially significant. 

 
History of U.S. Involvement in the Region 
 
Increased U.S. Engagement and the Importance of Oil. Starting in the mid-1960s, a 

series of political and economic changes in the Middle East and the rest of the world combined 
to increase the importance of the region to U.S. national security. These trends and 
developments included an enormous increase in global oil consumption, the Israeli occupation 
of the West Bank and Gaza during the 1967 war, the British withdrawal from the Persian Gulf 
area in 1968, and the broadening influence of the Soviet Union in the region. 

These changes affected the relationships between the United States and the states of the 
Middle East in three important ways. First, several U.S. interests in the region that previously 
had been of only marginal concern were elevated to the level of important or even vital. Second, 
the growing Soviet presence and declining British power made it crucial to find new means to 
protect these newly important interests. Third, U.S. interests in the Middle East, such as the 
security of Israel and of Persian Gulf oil, which had been treated by policy makers as essentially 
separate, became increasingly intertwined. 

The rapid increase in world oil consumption after 1965 fundamentally altered the conditions 
governing the production and distribution of oil. Before then, the major oil companies had been 
able to ensure that the supply of oil met or slightly exceeded demand. By 1970, however, the 
supply of oil was not increasing fast enough to keep pace with escalating demand, and 
competition among consumers for available oil intensified. Furthermore, in 1970, first Libya and 
then others began to pressure oil companies for improved concessions and payments. As 
producing states gradually realized that the market for oil had become a seller's market, they 
nationalized the oil business and raised prices. 

Between 1968 and 1975, the average price of oil increased from less than $2 per barrel to 
roughly $i i per barrel. Most of this increase occurred at the end of 1973 and early in 1974, when 
prices were quadrupled following an embargo by Arab producers against the United States and 
the Netherlands because of their support for Israel during the 1973 Arab-Israeli War. In the 
United States and other importing states, such steep increases led to serious balance-of-
payments problems and contributed to inflation. The realization was driven home that America 
had a strong interest in ensuring reliable access to Middle Eastern oil at acceptable prices. 

The 1980-1988 Iran-Iraq War posed a renewed threat to oil supplies as each side attacked 
the other's production and refinery facilities. Despite the consequent loss of about 3 million 
barrels per day of exports, oil was initially plentiful due to unprecedented standby production 
capacity, primarily in Saudi Arabia. Nor did the years of conflict, including Iraq's and Iran's 



targeting of tanker ships in the Persian Gulf beginning in 1984, seriously threaten overall oil 
flows from the Gulf. Pipelines could, to a limited extent, divert Saudi and Iraqi oil to the Red Sea. 
However, it should be noted that the 8 million barrels per day or more exported through the Gulf 
accounted for more than 40% of world trade in oil; effective closure of the Gulf's 28-mile wide 
Strait of Hormuz would have wreaked havoc on the global economy. 

The risk during the Persian Gulf crisis of 1990-1991 was not only that the conflict would 
interrupt the supply of oil but also that if Saddam were to control most Persian Gulf oil reserves 
and the choke point of the Strait of Hormuz, he would have been in a position to set a monopoly 
price on the world's oil. The resulting U.S. intervention stemmed not only from a desire to return 
sovereignty to Kuwait but also from an American appreciation of the potential threat to the 
health of the U.S. and international economy. 

By 2005, the price per barrel of oil had spiked to $70 as a product of increased demand and 
limitations in refining capability throughout the global oil industry.16 In July 2008, the figure 
reached a record of $147 with continuing market volatility. 

Such terrorist groups as al-Qa'ida decry U.S. efforts to ensure access to the region's oil 
through support for "un-Islamic governments." But regional disengagement is simply not a 
viable U.S. option. Given the decades that would be needed to develop sufficient alternative 
liquid fuels, dependence of the U.S. and the global economy on oil will mandate continued U.S. 
efforts to establish partnerships with friendly governments in the Middle East into the 
foreseeable future. 

 
Support for Israel. As noted above, it was not until the mid-1960s that Jerusalem began to 

receive large amounts of military and financial aid from Washington. In response to Soviet 
support for Egypt and Syria prior to the 1967 war, the United States began providing substantial 
military arms and equipment to Israel. Since that time, a continuing challenge for U.S. foreign 
policy in the Middle East has been to balance its relations with Israel and the Arab states. 

In 1973, Egyptian President An war Sadat launched a surprise attack against Israel, 
jeopardizing the existence of the small state. After being informed of a Soviet airlift to Syria, 
President Richard Nixon authorized a full-scale U.S. airlift to Israel.17 All told, Israel received an 
emergency package of $2 billion worth of U.S. arms during the crisis. Although the Arab states 
initially inflicted severe casualties on the Israelis, they were unable to retain control of the 
territory they gained early in the war. 

Despite the continuing flow of U.S. arms, Israel came to recognize that excessive reliance 
on U.S. goodwill could restrict its freedom of action. As a result, it embarked on a program to 
acquire and manufacture enough military equipment to enable its forces to wage a war against 
the combined forces of Egypt, Syria, Jordan, Iraq, and Saudi Arabia for three weeks without 
exhausting their supplies. Strategically, the Camp David Accords and the Egyptian-Israeli peace 
treaty of 1979 helped Israel achieve this goal. The United States facilitated the acceptance of 
the 1979 peace treaty with pledges of massive financial and military aid to Egypt and Israel. 
This assurance of supply, combined with Israel's own production and military predominance in 
the region, seriously reduced the possibility that the United States would be able to pressure 
Israel in a future crisis. Importantly, Israel also gained flexibility through the removal of Egypt as 
a possible opponent. 

An important test came when Israel preemptively and successfully struck Iraq's Osirak 
nuclear facility in 1981. Although President Ronald Reagan condemned Israel's attack in the 
United Nations (UN) Security Council and temporarily suspended the delivery of Fi6 aircraft that 
Israel had already purchased, the Arab world was outraged at what they perceived to be a mild 
American response to an attack on Iraq's sovereignty. Israel also demonstrated its strategic 
independence by invading Lebanon in June 1982 in response to Palestinian guerilla attacks 
launched into Israel from southern Lebanon. Eventually Israeli troops laid siege to West Beirut, 
forcing the Palestinian Liberation Organization (PLO) to withdraw from its sanctuary in Lebanon. 



Only after the Reagan administration threatened a breach in relations did the Israelis call off 
their siege. Nevertheless, Israel and the United States were drawn into the quagmire of 
Lebanon's civil war, and both incurred serious human and political costs before they were able 
to withdraw. Israel's troops did not leave Lebanon completely until Israeli Prime Minister Ehud 
Barak's unilateral withdrawal in 2000. 

Reagan's successor, President George H. W. Bush, sought to distance himself somewhat 
from the right-wing Likud government of Israeli Prime Minister Yitzhak Shamir. Moreover, the 
first Gulf War in 1991 and America's aid to Kuwait restored some U.S. credibility in the Arab 
world. Consequently, George H. W. Bush was able to convince key Arab states to participate in 
the Madrid Conference, discussed below, and to undertake bilateral and multilateral 
negotiations with Israel. He also opened talks with the Palestinians and threatened to withhold 
financial aid from Israel in a fruitless effort to pressure Shamir to cease constructing Israeli 
settlements in the West Bank and Gaza Strip. 

Following his predecessor's acrimonious relationship with Israel's leadership, President Bill 
Clinton fostered warm ties with Israeli Prime Minister Yitzhak Rabin. Building on the 1993 Oslo 
Accords between Israel and the Palestinians, Clinton actively sought to build a sustained peace. 
His efforts culminated in the U.S.-sponsored Camp David summit in July 2000 between Barak 
and Palestinian Chairman Yassir Arafat. Unfortunately these leaders failed at the summit to 
resolve final status issues for the creation of a Palestinian state. 

When President George W. Bush assumed office in January 2001, he initially neglected the 
Israeli-Palestinian peace process and then moved firmly into backing Israel following the 
terrorist attacks on the United States later that year. To many in the Bush administration, Israel's 
war against suicide bombers and the U.S. struggle against international terrorists constituted the 
basis for even deeper cooperation between the two countries. An added complication later 
arose when Hamas, an organization that refused to recognize Israel and renounce violence, 
won a majority in the January 2006 Palestinian parliamentary elections. Despite these 
challenges, Secretary of State Condoleezza Rice increased U.S. activism in the peace process 
during the second four years of the George W. Bush administration. It remains to be seen 
whether these and subsequent efforts will result in real progress on the establishment of a 
Palestinian state. 

 
Operation Desert Storm: The First Gulf War and Its Aftermath. On August 2, 1990, still 

reeling from the manpower losses and economic dislocations of a stalemated eight-year war 
with Iran, Iraq invaded the tiny sheikdom of Kuwait. Led by the United States, most of the world 
responded with condemnations and a variety of economic sanctions. By the end of 1990, most 
countries supported military action if Iraq failed to immediately and unconditionally withdraw. 
Last-minute diplomatic efforts failed to resolve the crisis, and a U.S.-led coalition attacked Iraq 
on January 16, 1991. Coalition forces from thirty-four countries, numbering more than seven 
hundred fifty thousand thousands of aircraft, and nearly two hundred warships, liberated Kuwait 
in a forty-four-day campaign. 

Within two weeks of the start of hostilities, the Iraqi army in Kuwait was cut off from its 
command and control linkages and most of its logistical lifelines. Only the continuing threat of 
Iraqi Scud missiles aimed at key Israeli and Saudi cities remained a danger, but, by the third 
week of the air campaign, actual launches of Iraqi Scud missiles were reduced to zero. The 
complex ground campaign began on February 23, 1991, and in a one-hundred-hour assault and 
flanking maneuver, allied forces encircled and defeated the Iraqi army. 

Concerned with maintaining the coalition and fearful that complete destruction of Iraq's 
forces would result in chaos and create a power vacuum that Iran could exploit, the U.S.-led 
coalition allowed a substantial portion of the Iraqi army to escape. As a consequence, and in 
defiance of ceasefire agreements, Saddam was able to reconstitute a sizable force that he used 
a few months later to quell uprisings of internal opponents, including Kurds in the north and 



Shiites in the south. After much Kurdish suffering, the UN imposed a protective area in Iraqi 
Kurdistan and provided humanitarian relief there. Further, in 1992, the international community 
imposed a no-fly zone over Iraqi territory south of the 36th parallel to protect the mostly Shiite 
local communities from Saddam's air power. Despite these measures and continuing economic 
sanctions that proved painful to Iraq's people and damaging to its economy, Saddam resisted 
full compliance with the cease-fire agreement's call for the destruction of all of Iraq's missiles 
and chemical, biological, and nuclear weapons manufacturing facilities. 

The UN sanctions against Baghdad were an important component of Washington's overall 
policy of dual-containment in the Persian Gulf. This policy, articulated in 1993, was designed to 
contain and isolate Iran and Iraq. Although U.S. policy toward these two states fell under the 
same framework, Washington's objectives for each were different. Whereas a change in regime 
became virtually a prerequisite for a resumption of U.S.-Iraq relations, the United States 
demanded only that Tehran alter its behavior by terminating its support for terrorism and its 
efforts to develop WMDs. 

To many contemporary observers, the Gulf War of 1991 marked the beginning of a new era. 
For the first time, the United States became massively involved militarily on the ground in the 
Middle East. Some Western observers contended that the war's end provided an opportunity for 
a new world order of cooperation among the great powers after the demise of the Soviet Union. 
Others saw the war's conclusion as an opportunity to transform traditional political structures in 
the Middle East through the spread of pluralism and democracy. One immediate effect was that 
Americans achieved new credibility within the region. The United States took advantage of this 
opportunity to press for an international peace conference to resolve the Arab-Israeli conflict 
and eventually arranged the October 1991 Madrid Conference. 

Except for Egypt, which had signed a peace agreement with Israel in March 1979, this 
regional peace conference saw the first direct negotiations between Israel and its Arab 
neighbors. This Arab recognition of Israel's right to exist, although only implicit, set the stage for 
agreements between Jerusalem and a number of regional actors and states, most notably the 
Oslo Accords with the PLO in 1993 and a treaty of peace with Jordan in 1994. In addition, Arab 
states in the Gulf and North Africa established commercial relations with Israel. 

 
U.S. Military Operations in Afghanistan and Iraq. Following the 9/11 attacks, George W. 

Bush declared a "war on terrorism." It soon emerged that fifteen of the nineteen terrorist 
hijackers were from Saudi Arabia, which resulted in consequent deterioration of relations 
between the United States and Saudi Arabia. Further, under pressure from militant Islamic 
groups and the Saudis themselves, the United States removed its troops from Saudi Arabia. As 
covered further in Chapter 19, in October 2001, the United States attacked Afghanistan to force 
from power the Taliban regime that had supported al-Qa'ida with finances and training bases. 
By spring 2002, U.S. and Afghan forces had largely suppressed Taliban and al-Qa'ida elements 
and had succeeded in establishing a pro-American government in Kabul headed by Mohammed 
Karzai. 

After this apparent success in Afghanistan, the United States again turned its attention to 
Saddam in Iraq. Although Saddam's ouster was considered during the first Gulf War, George H. 
W. Bush had opted to end the war once Saddam was driven from Kuwait. The primary 
considerations behind that decision were the status of the international coalition that had fought 
the war and the obligations that the United States would assume if it decided to overthrow the 
Iraqi government.18  Slightly more than a decade later, in the wake of the large-scale terrorist 
attacks on U.S. soil, the calculus had changed. George W. Bush was convinced that Saddam's 
noncompliance with UN resolutions on the elimination of WMDs meant Saddam had such 
weapons; moreover, George W. Bush was more willing to accept the risks associated with 
changing the Iraqi regime. 



In his 2002 State of the Union address, George W. Bush labeled Iran, Iraq, and North Korea 
an "axis of evil," alleging that those states supported terrorist groups and were pursuing WMDs. 
His administration spent the next year making the case that Iraq possessed WMDs and had 
connections with al-Qa'ida and other terrorist organizations. While seeking international support, 
the United States made it clear that it would act unilaterally if necessary. 

After considerable internal debate, the George W. Bush administration opted to present its 
case to the UN. The Security Council passed Resolution 1441, which called on Saddam to 
admit UN weapons inspectors and threatened severe repercussions in the event of his refusal 
to comply. Saddam then permitted UN inspectors access to purported weapon sites and 
delivered some documents that ostensibly revealed the status of Iraq's weapons programs. The 
United States, however, pointed to Saddam's repeated noncompliance with earlier UN 
resolutions and limitations in his current compliance, emphasizing his untrustworthiness. 

On March 17, 2003, in a televised address, George W. Bush gave Saddam and his sons 
forty-eight hours to leave Iraq. When the deadline passed and Saddam remained, the United 
States and the United Kingdom moved pre-positioned troops from Kuwait into southern Iraq and 
began air strikes on key targets. Within two weeks, the United States and other coalition forces 
had gained control of southern Iraq and were preparing to move on to Baghdad. Despite limited 
resistance that slightly slowed the advance, including opposition from irregular fedayeen fight-
ers, Baghdad fell on April 9, 2003. In the north, Kurdish militia took over key cities, such as 
Mosul, Kirkuk, and Erbil. George W. Bush declared the end of major combat operations in a 
dramatic speech on an aircraft carrier in the Persian Gulf on May I, 2003. 

With this declaration, postconflict requirements, such as sealing borders, maintaining order, 
rebuilding Iraqi infrastructure, and administering the country until a new Iraqi government could 
be established, rose to the fore. With insufficient numbers of forces in country, the initial U.S. 
response to these requirements was grossly inadequate.19 The first civilian entity charged with 
establishing an administration until the Iraqis were prepared to take over the governance of their 
country was the Office of Reconstruction and Humanitarian Assistance (ORHA). This 
organization was established on January 20, 2003, and led by retired Lieutenant General Jay 
Garner. Garner's prewar understanding that his work in Iraq would take only three months lends 
credence to a pervasive view that the George W. Bush administration did not plan sufficiently for 
"worst-case scenarios" for post-war Iraq.20 Garner arrived in Baghdad on April 21 after a 
significant amount of destruction had already occurred from widespread looting. He left 
Baghdad on June i, and ORHA was dissolved on June 16, 2003. 

By May 2003, the president had selected former Ambassador L. Paul Bremer III to head the 
Coalition Provisional Authority (CPA), which would replace ORHA and assume responsibility for 
reconstruction and political transition. Arriving in Iraq on May 12, 2003, Bremer made two key, 
controversial decisions within his first thirty days in Baghdad: to disband the Iraqi Army and to 
engage in a "de-Baathification" of the Iraqi government—i.e., purge Saddam loyalists from all 
positions of authority. Although there were arguments in favor of both of these decisions, their 
impact proved to be disastrous, increasing the number of opponents of the occupation and 
vastly heightening the difficulty of creating order and stability. After little more than a year, on 
June 28, 2004, the CPA handed sovereignty back to the Iraqis. 

As postinvasion challenges in Iraq grew, the George W. Bush administration hoped that 
Saddam's capture and Iraqi elections would limit the violence. On December 13, 2003, Saddam 
was captured in a dirt hole near his hometown of Tikrit. In December 2005, elections were held 
to select the Iraqi legislature. Although these elections indicated progress, most people voted 
along sectarian lines, and after the elections it took almost five months for a government to 
form. 

Meanwhile, violence increased in scale and complexity. In addition to the mostly Sunni 
insurgents, other violent actors—including Shiite militias, foreign fighters, and criminals—
entered the fray. 



By 2009, U.S. casualties numbered more than 4,200. Estimates of the number of Iraqi 
insurgents and civilians killed ranged from one to six hundred thousand.21 American popular 
support for the war plummeted, and Congress sought to restrict the president's capability to 
continue American involvement by attaching various exit requirements to funding provisions. 
Though specific exit dates were eliminated from funding bills, public debate over enduring U.S. 
military involvement in Iraq continued to escalate. 

 
Factors Affecting Regional Stability 
 
The ability of the United States to protect its national interests in the Middle East has been 

significantly affected by the regional issues already mentioned. However, such highly visible 
specific issues are only part of the challenge. An important underlying contributor can be found 
in the sources of political and social instability that continue to characterize much of the region. 

 
State Strength. Many Middle Eastern states were either created or significantly altered after 

World War I in a highly arbitrary fashion by the European powers that dominated the region. The 
political systems established to govern the new entities reflected European rather than local 
interests and values, and borders were drawn largely to satisfy the interests of the European 
powers. As a result, some ethnic or cultural groups who conceived of themselves as separate 
were incorporated into a single state. In other cases, cohesive linguistic or religious groups were 
divided into several states dominated by their traditional antagonists. Most prominent among 
these are the Kurds, who are dispersed in a large geographic area cutting across parts of 
Turkey, Iraq, Syria, and Iran. 

As a result of these artificial boundaries, once the states of the Middle East achieved 
independence, the level of national cohesion and political solidarity tended to be low. In all parts 
of the region, the focal points of loyalty were the family, village, tribe, and ethnic group. Ties of 
regionalism, ethnic and cultural solidarity, and religion competed vigorously with the new state 
governments for popular allegiance. 

Complicating these internal political dynamics was the widespread appeal of Arab 
nationalism. Egypt's charismatic leader, Gamal Abd al-Nasser, used Arab nationalist rhetoric in 
the 1950s and 1960s to galvanize Arab masses across the Middle East against "reactionary" 
regimes in Jordan and Saudi Arabia, Zionism, and continued Western colonialism. The allure of 
Arab nationalism led to experiments with Arab unity, the most prominent of which was the 
"United Arab Republic" formed in 1958 between Egypt and Syria. This union lasted only three 
and a half years, collapsing from political differences between Nasser and Syria's leadership. 

In the competition among Arab states in the Middle East, Arab nationalism itself became a 
source of contention. Border clashes and attempts to subvert rival regimes, either through 
propaganda or the distribution of arms and subsidies to potential dissidents, were common.22 
Conflicts between Arab states were further exacerbated by tensions stemming from rapid 
economic change. After World War II, countries of the Middle East saw land reforms, the 
development of heavy industry, and the growth of state ownership and bureaucratic controls 
over the economy. Increased taxes, scarcities, and heavy inflation seemed to accompany the 
new economic policies. Economic dissatisfaction was easily converted into political unrest. 

In the oil-producing countries, the problems caused by economic development were 
different but no less acute. The vast funds generated by the oil industry enabled them to initiate 
major economic development programs, although the required technical expertise was largely 
absent. As a result, by the late 1970s, Americans, Europeans, Egyptians, and Palestinians 
played key roles in the economies, bureaucracies, and educational systems of the oil-producing 
countries of the Arabian peninsula. Yemenis, Pakistanis, and Indians made up much of the 
unskilled labor force. This foreign presence became a politically sensitive issue and a source of 
grievance. For example, in Iran prior to the 1979 revolution, the Islamic opposition was able to 



use highly visible Westerners as a symbol of the corrupt Pahlavi regime. To this day, American 
relationships with regimes that are friendly to U.S. interests and the continued presence of U.S. 
forces in the region are sources of widespread resentment. As merely the most dramatic 
example, Osama bin Laden proclaimed in 1996 that the U.S. troop presence in Saudi Arabia 
was a justification for Muslims to attack Americans and U.S. interests worldwide.23 

 
Arab-Israeli Conflict. As outlined above, one of the most profound and persistent of the 

many regional problems in the Middle East is the Arab-Israeli conflict. In 1947, the UN called for 
the partition of Palestine to create a Jewish and Arab state in an attempt by the international 
community to alleviate the tensions between the two groups. The United States voted in favor of 
the UN partition plan of a two-state solution with Jerusalem under international administration. 
On May 14, 1948, David Ben-Gurion proclaimed the formation of the state of Israel and became 
its first prime minister. Full-scale war promptly broke out, with the armies of five neighboring 
Arab states intervening haphazardly on the side of the Palestinians. 

By April 1949, Israel had defeated the combined Arab forces and gained control of 
additional territory that had not been assigned to it in the original partition plan. More than seven 
hundred thousand Palestinian Arabs had been expelled or fled from their homes and were living 
as stateless refugees in neighboring Arab countries. Jordan took control of the West Bank, and 
Egypt maintained authority over the Gaza Strip—both areas assigned to the Palestinians in the 
original plan. 

Arab-Israeli hostility was deepened by Israel's inconclusive 1956 attack on Egypt, in concert 
with the British and French, following Nasser's nationalization of the Suez Canal. A number of 
hostile Arab moves in the spring of 1967— including Nasser's ejection of UN peacekeeping 
forces that had been present in the Sinai since 1956, Egypt's closing of the Straits of Tiran at 
the Gulf of Aqaba to Israeli shipping, and the massing of Syrian forces on the Golan Heights— 
precipitated a surprise preemptive strike by the Israeli air force on the morning of June 5. The 
June 1967 war, in which Israel defeated Egypt, Syria, and Jordan on three fronts in six days, 
radically altered the political and military balance in the Middle East. The combined Arab forces 
suffered a humiliating defeat as Israel occupied the Sinai Peninsula, the Gaza Strip, West Bank, 
and Syria's Golan Heights. Continued Israeli occupation of those lands increased antagonism 
toward Israel to the point that this animosity took precedence over various inter-Arab disputes. 

The resulting inter-Arab rapprochement was demonstrated by the joint Egyptian-Syrian 
surprise attack on Israel in October 1973. The Saudis and other oil-producing states in the 
region supported the Arab cause with oil embargoes against the United States and the 
Netherlands. Despite early Arab successes, once again the Israelis were victorious. 

On the Arab side, the Egyptian-Israeli peace treaty, signed in March 1979 in Washington, 
D.C., signaled Egypt's shift from further support of pan-Arab military confrontation to policies of 
political accommodation and economic cooperation with Israel. In return, Egypt regained control 
over the Sinai, captured by Israel in 1967, and gained an Israeli promise of autonomy for the 
predominantly Palestinian West Bank area. The Saudis joined the other Arab states in opposing 
Egypt's separate peace with Israel. 

No serious progress was made in the 19808 in resolving the thorny Palestinian problem. On 
December 8, 1987, an Israeli army vehicle hit a car and killed four Palestinian passengers. This 
incident sparked the first intifada—a spontaneous wave of mass demonstrations and violent 
riots in the Israeli-occupied territories that lasted in varying degrees of intensity for several 
years.24 Despite these developments, in December 1988, PLO Chairman Yasir Arafat 
recognized Israel's existence and renounced the use of terrorism, satisfying U.S. preconditions 
for talks with the PLO. Over the objections of the Israeli government and the American Jewish 
community, the Reagan administration began meeting with PLO leaders in Tunis. But the talks, 
which were intended to lay the groundwork for Israeli-Palestinian negotiations, broke down in 



March 1989 after a planned Palestinian attack on a Tel Aviv beach was thwarted at the last 
moment by an Israeli coastal patrol. 

Beyond the Israeli-Palestinian track, the overall record on reconciliation between Israel and 
its Arab neighbors has been mixed. The 1994 Jordan-Israel peace agreement set out an 
ambitious agenda of cooperative relations between the two countries in diverse fields, including 
economic development, tourism, environmental protection, cultural exchanges, and even 
security.25 Although official relations have developed, popular Jordanian opposition to the 
agreement remains strong. Because a majority of Jordanians are of Palestinian origin, 
Jordanians are resistant to the development of normal relations with Israel until the Israeli-
Palestinian conflict is resolved. 

In May 1999, Barak became the Israeli prime minister and formed a coalition that 
championed a final resolution of the Arab-Israeli conflict. He began direct negotiations with Syria 
on the future of the Golan Heights, but those talks were suspended when Israel and Syria hit a 
key obstacle: Israel wanted security guarantees, while Syria required Israel to agree to full 
withdrawal from the Golan Heights before it would make any concessions. 

On Israel's northern border, Syria controlled Lebanon's foreign policy and limited Lebanon's 
ability to make a separate peace treaty with Israel. After the assassination of former Lebanese 
Prime Minister Rafik Hariri in February 2005, Lebanese protesters poured into the streets, 
demanding the withdrawal of Syrian troops that had been present in Lebanon since 1976.26 By 
April 2005, Syria had withdrawn its troops, and it appeared that Lebanon was on the road to 
building a new, more independent parliamentary democracy. Yet Hezbollah's continued control 
of Lebanon's southern border, as well as the July 2006 kidnapping of two Israeli soldiers, 
prompted a destructive war fought on Lebanese soil. Due to the tremendous destruction Israeli 
air strikes caused in Lebanon (an estimated $4 billion of damage) and the more than seven 
hundred fifty thousand refugees created by the conflict, it seems unlikely that Lebanon will 
respond positively in the near term to any efforts to create a peace treaty between the two 
countries. 

 
The Israeli-Palestinian Peace Process. Israel's national election of June 1992 returned the 

left-of-center Labor Party to power after fifteen years in opposition. The new prime minister, 
Rabin, a hero of the June 1967 war with impeccable credentials as a tough-minded security 
hawk, represented the mainstream of an Israeli electorate who wanted peace but did not want 
to compromise security or capitulate to Arab terror. Eventually, the lack of progress of other 
efforts convinced a number of leading political figures in Israel that the path to peace lay in 
direct negotiations with the PLO, which had been designated by the Arab League in 1974 to be 
the "sole, legitimate representative of the Palestinian people." With Labor's victory, the Israeli 
parliament was persuaded to lift the ban on private contacts with the PLO.27 Direct negotiations 
between the PLO and Israel began in earnest in a secluded farmhouse outside the Norwegian 
city of Oslo in January 1993. 

The Oslo negotiations resulted in the Declaration of Principles, also known as the Oslo 
Accords, signed by Rabin and Arafat in an extraordinary ceremony on the White House lawn on 
September 13, 1993. The agreement worked out in Oslo was a framework for negotiation 
intended to build trust between the two parties through incremental steps, the most prominent of 
which would be an Israeli withdrawal from significant portions of the West Bank and Gaza Strip. 
These redeployments did not include relinquishing control of external security or the security of 
the one hundred forty Jewish settlements in the occupied territories. The Oslo Accords were 
followed by the Cairo Agreement in May 1994, which committed Israel to withdraw from the 
Gaza Strip and the West Bank town of Jericho, paving the way for Arafat's first return to 
Palestine since the late 1960s. Further negotiations yielded a third agreement in September 
1995, dubbed Oslo B. Cumulatively, these agreements promised the Palestinians limited 
autonomy, with authority over 90% of the Palestinian population in the West Bank and Gaza 



Strip. But by early 1998, Israel had ceded full control over only about 3% of the territory and 
shared control over an additional 24%. 

Despite progress, extremists on both sides continued to oppose reconciliation. Terrorism 
and retaliation continued unabated. Israeli extremists made their opposition known through the 
assassination of Rabin in November 1995. In May 1996 elections, the Israeli public returned the 
Likud Party to power under the leadership of hard-liner Binyamin Netanyahu, who ran on a 
platform of "peace with security." Netanyahu demanded that the PA root out and destroy 
Palestinian extremist organizations. In Netanyahu's first year in power, the peace process 
ground to a halt. The Palestinians lacked faith in an Israeli political party that was inexorably 
opposed to the Oslo Accords and that advocated the continuation of Jewish settlement in 
disputed areas, including East Jerusalem, which the Palestinians considered their future capital. 

By 2000, two years after the Palestinians were supposed to have reached final status 
agreements with Israel, they still lacked an independent state. The slow pace of the peace 
process along with the deteriorating economic and political situation of Palestinians set the 
stage for another rebellion. It was in this charged environment that the head of the Likud Party, 
Ariel Sharon, entered the mosque enclave above the Temple Mount on September 28, 2000, 
despite warnings that his visit would exacerbate tensions.28 Sharon's aggressive assertion of 
Israeli sovereignty over one of the most holy places in Islam as well as Judaism at a sensitive 
stage in negotiations triggered a new escalation in violence. In contrast to the first intifada, the 
Palestinians embraced more violent means, including the use of firearms. It was clear that the 
Oslo Accords were dead. 

To stem the heightened violence in the Middle East, the United States, Russia, European 
Union (EU), and the UN—known as the Middle East Quartet—drafted a road map for peace in 
December 2002. Although deferring complex issues, such as the return of refugees or the 
status of Jerusalem, the proposal called for a Palestinian state by 2005.29 The road map led to a 
ceasefire that began on June 29, 2003. However, on August 14, 2003, Israel assassinated a 
Palestinian militant—a member of Islamic jihad—who Israel claimed was responsible for 
planning suicide attacks and who was in the midst of planning a new assault.30 In response, the 
Islamic resistance movement Hamas carried out an attack on August 19 that killed twenty 
Israelis. The ceasefire was over, and the peace process was again in tatters. Two years later, 
however, Israel began to withdraw from Gaza and parts of the West Bank, reflecting Sharon's 
new acceptance of a two-state solution to the continuing crisis. 

The death of Palestinian leader and national symbol Arafat in November 2004, coupled with 
the waning of the Al Aqsa intifada that had begun in September 2000, ushered in a period with 
the potential for peace and the consolidation of a democratic Palestine. The PA sought to stem 
the appeal of more violent organizations, such as Hamas, the Islamic jihad, and a secular group 
known as the Al Aksa Martyrs Brigade. Unfortunately, the PA did not reform sufficiently before 
the January 2006 elections, leading to Hamas's victory at the polls. Israel, the United States, 
and the EU have all refused to negotiate with Hamas until the organization recognizes Israel's 
right to exist, honors all previous agreements between the PA and Israel, and renounces 
terrorism. Despite enormous financial pressure (the United States and the EU refuse to aid the 
PA until these conditions are met), Hamas has held firm in its refusal to comply with the 
aforementioned conditions. Fresh American efforts to reinvigorate the road map were launched 
toward the end of the second George W. Bush administration. These led to the convening in 
Annapolis, Maryland, at the end of 2007 of a major conference attended not only by Israelis, 
Palestinians, and the Middle East Quartet, but also by a number of Arab states. However, the 
resulting minimal progress toward peace reaffirms that the conflict is likely to endure. 

 
The Role of Iran. Arabs and Iranians have coexisted uneasily within the framework of Islam 

since the Arab conquest of Persia in the AD seventh century. When subsequent Iranian empires 
were strong, they dominated Arab lands on both sides of the Persian Gulf. In contrast, when 



such empires were weak, local Arabs quickly threw off Iranian control. Arab-Iranian tension in 
recent decades stems partly from Arab fears that an increasingly strong Iran will seek to 
reassert its past hegemony over the Gulf. 

After World War II, U.S. military assistance to thwart Soviet influence in Iran enabled the 
Shah, Mohammad Reza Shah Pahlavi, to expand and strengthen his armed forces 
considerably. In the late 1960s, the Shah began to purchase large quantities of arms designed 
to provide Iranian forces with a significant offensive capability. To the Arabs, and most 
significantly to Iraq, it seemed that these forces were oriented directly at them. From the Iranian 
point of view, such a military buildup was necessary to provide security for vital Persian Gulf oil 
fields and tanker facilities. Iranian diplomats went to great lengths to convince Arab rulers that 
Iran's military power posed no threat. At the same time, however, the Shah did not hesitate to 
use force to seize three Arab islands in the Persian Gulf in 1971 or to give military support to 
Kurdish rebels in Iraq.31 

The Iranian revolution of 1978-1979 upset all the old assumptions, in Iran and elsewhere in 
the region. The Shah's accelerated economic development program was carried out with a 
heavy infusion of Western values and Western technicians to work on projects in infrastructure, 
industry, and health care. Though some Iranians were in favor of these developments, others 
criticized what they saw as a Westernizing effort and the slow pace of change, persistent 
inequality, government corruption, and authoritarian nature of the Shah's rule. The precipitating 
cause of the Shah's downfall was his attempt to crush religious opposition to his regime. 
Although Iran's rulers had traditionally shared power with religious leaders, the Shah was 
convinced that the mosque stood against his modernization efforts. The Shah found himself 
confronted with a genuine popular revolution under the banners of resurgent Islam. Contributing 
to the Shah's demise was his increasingly repressive and authoritarian rule in the face of a 
sizable, politicized middle class. 

Unwilling to share power with the middle class and alienated from traditional sources of 
support, the Shah relied more heavily on repression to maintain control. As a result, Tehran and 
other major cities saw massive demonstrations and street riots. This instability culminated in the 
Shah's flight from Iran in early 1979 and the Ayatollah Khomeini's triumphant return from exile in 
France to establish a "pure Islamic state."32 The new government also antagonized and 
humiliated the United States. In November 1979, a group of several hundred students stormed 
the U.S. embassy in Tehran, taking more than fifty American diplomats and Marine guards 
hostage for 444 days. The United States was able to rally international opinion and law to its 
side, but the Iranians ignored the pressure. Western technicians, essential to maintaining the 
advanced weapons systems the Shah had purchased, were pushed out of the country and the 
once-large and well-armed Iranian military went into decline. 

To exploit Iran's weakened, isolated condition and also to preempt possible Iranian 
incitement of Iraq's large Shiite population, Iraq launched a series of ground and air assaults 
against Iran in late September 1980. The resulting Iran-Iraq War lasted for eight years. Despite 
some initial territorial gains, Iraq was unable to prevail over Iran's weakened forces and was 
forced to withdraw in 1982. Iranian counteroffensives, which resulted in massive casualties 
particularly on the Iranian side, began immediately. The credibility of U.S. attempts to help 
terminate the war suffered sharply with the revelation of covert U.S. arms sales to Iran in 1985 
and 1986 (the Iran-Contra affair). Both exhausted and with casualties in the hundreds of 
thousands, Iran and Iraq finally agreed in August 1988 to halt the fighting. 

When the Ayatollah Khomeini died in 1989, the climate in Iran began to change. Prior to his 
death, Khomeini was able to use his charisma as well as growing repression to stave off the 
opposition. However, once he passed from the scene, reformist tendencies began to surface. 
Elected in 1989, President Ali Rafsanjani embarked on policies to ameliorate Iran's relations 
with Western powers. In 1997, Iran elected reformist President Muhammed Khatami, who ran 
on a platform that called for liberalization of the mass media, freedom of expression, civil rights, 



and pluralism. Relations between Iran and the United States finally began to thaw. 
Unfortunately, this trend proved short lived. The slow pace of domestic reforms, as well as the 
manipulation of the electoral system by the hard-line mullahs in the Guardian Council, who 
banned reformist candidates from running, brought hard-liner Ahmadinejad to power in the 2004 
elections. 

Ahmadinejad took an antagonistic approach to the West, called for Israel to be "wiped off 
the map," and accelerated aspects of Iran's nuclear program. In December 2006, the UN 
agreed to sanctions against Iran for its pursuit of uranium enrichment. The sanctions were 
strengthened in March 2007 by UN Resolution 1747, which banned Iranian arms exports and 
levied financial and travel restrictions on Iranians involved in suspected proliferation-related 
activities. Yet the effect of these sanctions was weakened by the lack of uniform support. As 
one important example, China had signed an energy contract with Iran in 2005 that made it 
reluctant to implement effective sanctions. Support for sanctions was further eroded by the late 
2007 release of American intelligence finding that Iran had, in 2003, stopped its program to 
weaponize uranium. Because Iran continues an expanded uranium enrichment program that 
could readily be adapted to produce weapons-grade material, and because it could quickly 
revive its weapons program, the danger of a nuclear-armed Iran persists. 

 
Conflict in Iraq. As noted earlier, Operation Iraqi Freedom in 2003, lauded initially as an 

effective high-tech military operation against Saddam's conventional forces, bogged down into a 
counterinsurgency war for which U.S. national security decision makers and military forces were 
not prepared. The new Iraqi government executed Saddam on December 30, 2006, but the 
insurgency continued and grew in intensity, taking a large toll in U.S. and Iraqi casualties. 
Opposition to the war grew rapidly in the American public and abroad, but tended to subside in 
2008 under the impact of a new and effective counterinsurgency strategy led by General David 
Petraeus. 

By late 2008, Washington and a functioning, reasonably secure, democratic government in 
Baghdad had agreed upon a Status of Forces Agreement that would extend a U.S. military 
presence in Iraq through 2011. Iraqi provincial elections were scheduled for January 2009. 
Estimates of both the outgoing Bush administration and the incoming Barack Obama 
administration were that troop reductions could be made in Iraq and that U.S. and NATO troops 
should be significantly augmented in Afghanistan. Whether the apparently successful 
counterinsurgency strategy adopted for Iraq was appropriate for use against Taliban warlords 
and al-Qa'ida in Afghanistan was an open question. 

Whether a viable constitutional democracy can be maintained in Iraq will be a key factor 
affecting Middle East regional stability as U.S. decision makers confront threats from Iran. 

 
Developments in Turkey. Turkey occupies a key position in the Middle East, 

geographically and functionally. It is a bridge between Europe and Asia, and during the Cold 
War it was also a barrier between the Soviet Union and the Mediterranean. Since 1951, Turkey 
has been an important component of the North Atlantic Treaty Organization, serving as a 
security bulwark on the alliance's southeastern flank. Although Turkey's strategic significance to 
the United States temporarily waned after the demise of the Soviet Union, it was restored 
following the catastrophic attacks of 9/11. 

In 2003, Turkey's parliament voted to refuse to allow U.S. forces to transit the country to 
invade Iraq from the north, souring relations across the board. Tensions persist between the two 
countries over the growing independence of the Iraqi Kurds and over Turkey's anxiety about the 
aspirations of its own Kurdish population. The Bush administration attempted to repair relations 
in November 2007 by declaring the Turkish separatist group, the PKK, as a "common enemy" 
and by providing to Ankara "actionable intelligence" on the PKK. Turkey remains an important 
U.S. strategic partner. The continued value that the United States places on this relationship is 



reflected in U.S. efforts to pressure Europe into accepting Turkey as a member of the EU. From 
the U.S. perspective, the EU's admittance of a Muslim country would have profound positive 
effects on U.S. security and other regional interests.33 

 
Looking Ahead 
 
Undoubtedly, the Middle East will be turbulent for years to come. The lack of progress on 

the Palestinian-Israeli front, the tension between Israel and Hezbollah, the violent conflict in 
Iraq, and Iran's insistence on enriching uranium provide ample grounds for pessimism. Clearly, 
the United States will continue to have important national security interests in the Middle East 
and will stay engaged in the region's affairs. Yet U.S. engagement, direct and indirect, has the 
potential to backfire into regional resentment and to further fuel instability. 

Political leaders in the region recognize U.S. economic and political power and in many 
cases aim to retain close relationships with America. Virtually every significant political group in 
the Middle East has found some area— economic, political, scientific, or military—from which it 
can derive benefits from maintaining good relations with the United States. The resulting U.S. 
ability to exert influence on both sides of regional disputes has been a major diplomatic and 
security asset. Nevertheless, the legitimacy of U.S. involvement in the region is increasingly 
treated with great skepticism by much of the population of the region, and this skepticism will be 
difficult for the United States to overcome. 

The conjunction of high stakes and persistent instability makes the Middle East the single 
most critical and difficult region for U.S. national security policy makers. However, the United 
States still possesses formidable assets with which it can further its interests in this region. 
Using these assets wisely to promote peaceful change will be a major continuing challenge. 

 
Discussion Questions 
 
1. How have U.S. economic interests in the Middle East changed during the past thirty 

years? 
2. What policies could the United States pursue to prevent further large increases in the 

price of oil? 
3. What advantages and disadvantages does Iran possess in its relationships with other 

countries in the Middle East? Will Iran become a regional superpower in the twenty-first 
century? What are the implications for the national security interests of the United States in the 
region? 

4. What non-Middle Eastern powers, other than the United States, have major interests in 
the Middle East? How do you expect them to attempt to exert their influence? 

5. How important is it for the United States to be closely involved in searching for a set-
tlement to the Israeli-Palestinian conflict? Can the United States be an honest broker in the 
dispute? 

6. How did the 9/11 terrorist attacks affect U.S. interests in the region? 
7. Has the U.S. intervention in Iraq in 2003 made regional stability more or less likely? 
8. Does the history of colonial rule still affect Middle Eastern politics today? If so, how? 
9. Discuss the advantages and disadvantages for the United States of relying on Israel and 

Saudi Arabia to further U.S. interests in the Middle East. What advantages or disadvantages 
would those countries derive from such an arrangement? 
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