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FOREWORD

During the past 5 years, American strategy has
undergone a sea change, shifting from a focus on the
conventional military forces of rogue or rising states
to irregular challenges associated with the “long war”
against transnationaljihadism. Much of the new thinking
has resulted from the conflict in Iraq.

One result of this has been an attempt to relearn
counterinsurgency by the U.S. military. While the
involvement of the United States in counterinsurgency
has a long history, it had faded in importance in
the years following the end of the Cold War. When
American forces first confronted it in Iraq, they were
not fully prepared. Since then, the U.S. military and
other government agencies have expended much effort
to refine their counterinsurgency capabilities. But have
they done enough?

In this monograph, Dr. Steven Metz, who has been
writing on counterinsurgency for several decades,
draws strategic lessons about counterinsurgency from
the Iraq conflict. He contends that the United States
is likely to undertake it in coming decades but, based
on the performance in Iraq, may not be adequately
prepared depending on the grand strategy which the
United States adopts.

The Strategic Studies Institute is pleased to offer this
monograph as a contribution to Army and Joint thinking
about the conflict in Iraq and, more broadly, about U.S.
strategy for the “long war.”

Q %JR

DOUGEAS C. LOVEL
Director
Strategic Studies Institute
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SUMMARY

When the United States removed Saddam
Hussein from power in the spring of 2003, American
policymakers and military leaders did not expect to
become involved in a protracted counterinsurgency
campaign in Iraq. But it has now become the seminal
conflict of the current era and will serve as a paradigm
for future strategic decisions.

The United States has a long history of involvement
in irregular conflict. During the Cold War, this took
the form of supporting friendly regimes against
communist-based insurgents. After the Cold War,
though, the military assumed that it would not
undertake protracted counterinsurgency and did little
develop its capabilities for this type of conflict. Then the
terrorist attacks of September 11, 2001, forced President
George W. Bush and his top advisers to reevaluate
the global security environment and American
strategy. The new strategy required the United States
to replace regimes which support terrorism or help
bring ungoverned areas which terrorists might use as
sanctuary under control. Under some circumstances,
such actions could involve counterinsurgency. Iraq
was a case in point. It has forced the U.S. military to
relearn counterinsurgency on the fly.

Since the summer of 2003, the conflict in Iraq has
taken the form of a deadly learning game between the
insurgents and the counterinsurgents (both U.S. and
Iraqi forces). By 2006, it had evolved from resistance
to the American presence to a complex war involving
sectarian militias, Iraqi and American security forces,
foreign jihadists, and Sunni Arab insurgents. While,
by that point, the United States had refined its



counterinsurgency strategy, this may have come too
late. In addition, the conflict was placing great stress
on the military, particularly the Army.

The Iraq conflict reinforced what national security
specialists long have known: the United States is adept
at counterinsurgency support in a limited role but faces
serious, even debilitating challenges when developing
and implementing a comprehensive counterinsurgency
strategy for a partner state. Most policymakers,
military leaders, and defense analysts, though, believe
that American involvement in counterinsurgency is
inevitable as the “long war” against jihadism unfolds.
This means that the United States needs a strategy and
an organization that can conduct counterinsurgency
effectively. Since 2003, the Department of Defense
has undertaken a number of reforms to augment
effectiveness at counterinsurgency and other irregular
operations.

Whether these are adequate or not depends on
future grand strategy. If counterinsurgency does
remain a central element of American strategy and the
United States elects to play a central or dominant role
in it, the current reforms might be inadequate. If, on
the other hand, the United States chose to optimize
its capability for counterinsurgency it would need an
organization which is:

* intelligence-centric;

* fully interagency and, if possible, multinational
at every level;

* capable of rapid response;

* capable of sustained, high-level involvement in
a protracted operation;

* capable of seamless integration with partners;
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* culturally and psychologically adept; and,

* capable of organizational, conceptual and
tactical adjustment “on the fly.”

Ultimately, the United States might need to jettison
the concept of counterinsurgency infavor of the broader
concept of stabilization and transformation operations.
This would help clarify strategy and priorities. In
particular, it would reinforce the idea that military
force is a secondary factor in counterinsurgency. It is
not warfighting simply against irregular enemies.

In the final reckoning, the U.S. effort in Iraq has
had a number of problems. We used flawed strategic
assumptions, did not plan adequately, and had
a doctrinal void. There was a mismatch between
strategic ends and means applied to them. By signaling
in advance that we would go so far and no further,
by taking escalation off the table in the insurgency's
early months, we made it easier for the insurgents to
convince themselves and their supporters that their
ability to weather punishment outstrips the willingness
of the United States to impose it. By failing to prepare
for counterinsurgency in Iraq and by failing to avoid it,
the United States has increased the chances of facing it
again in the near future. We did not establish security
before attempting transformation, thus allowing
the insurgency to reach a point of psychological
“set” which was difficult to reverse fairly quickly.
Linking the conflict in Iraq to the global war on terror
skewed the normal logic of strategy. By approaching
counterinsurgency as a type of warfighting during its
first year, we reverted to a strategy of attrition which
did not work.

Whether Iraq ultimately turns into a success or
failure, it is invaluable as a source of illumination
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for American strategy. If it is a unique occurrence
then once it is settled, the U.S. military can return
to its old, conventionally-focused trajectory of
transformation. But if Iraq is a portent of the future—
if protracted, ambiguous, irregular, cross-cultural,
and psychologically complex conflicts are to be the
primary mission of the future American military (and
the other, equally important parts of the U.S. security
organization) — then serious change must begin.
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LEARNING FROM IRAQ:
COUNTERINSURGENCY IN AMERICAN
STRATEGY

The world is grown so bad
That wrens make prey where eagles dare not perch.

William Shakespeare
Richard 111

The Deadly Bloom.

The defining conflict of our time never was supposed
to happen. American policymakers expected a warm
welcome for U.S. forces in Iraq. The Iraqi people, they
believed, would be grateful for liberation.! Iraq would
move quickly toward a democratic political system
and open economy. Expatriates would provide new
leadership untainted —or at least less tainted —by
Hussein. Iraq’s own police and military would secure
thecountry. Because the U.S. military had used precision
strikes to limit damage during the march on Baghdad,
recovery would be fast. Iraqi oil revenues would
fund reconstruction. Nongovernmental organizations
(NGOs) and the international community —once they
overcame their pique at the intervention—would
provide money, expertise, and peacekeepers. Iraq’s
neighbors, relieved at having a cancer removed from
their midst, would help or at least stay out of the way.
Stabilizing and rebuilding Iraq, American policy-
makers believed, would be easier than removing
Hussein.

Unfortunately, events did not follow script. As soon
as the old regime was destroyed, Iraq collapsed in a



nation-wide spasm of looting and street crime. The Iraqi
security forces disappeared. With nothing to take their
place, violence ran unchecked. The anarchy sparked
public anger which grew into a storm, gathering
energy with passing weeks. For a brief interlude, little
of the violence was directed against the American
forces.? But that did not last long. Trouble first broke
out in the restive city of Fallujah, 35 miles west of
Baghdad.’ Fallujah was insular, conservative, intensely
religious, and resistant to outside control, attracting
radical clerics like moths to a flame. It was a traditional
hotbed of smuggling and a city where complex tribal
connections mattered greatly, helping define personal
loyalty, obligation, and honor. Even Saddam Hussein
largely had left the place alone. It was bypassed in
the original assault on Baghdad, but elements of the
82d Airborne Division arrived in late April 2003. The
citizens did not take kindly to occupation. Within a few
days, a rally celebrating Saddam Hussein’s birthday
led to angry denunciations of the U.S. presence and
heated demands for withdrawal. Shooting broke
out, leaving at least 13 Iraqis dead.* Two more died
the next day in a second round of clashes.® Attackers
then tossed grenades into a U.S. Army compound.®
Without drawing a moral comparison, Fallujah was
like Lexington and Concord —an inadvertent clash that
funneled discontent toward organized resistance.
Still, the turn to violence was not immediate
across Iraq. Frustration grew gradually to a storm-like
intensity, faster in some places than others. “Thank
you for removing the tyrant,” more and more Iraqis
concluded, “but now go home.” At the same time—
and contradictorily — they complained that a nation as
powerful as the United States could restore order and
public services if it desired, so the failure to do so was
punishment intended to dishonor them. Even many
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who had opposed Hussein believed that intervention
was designed to control Iraq’s oil and promote Israeli
security. Frustration led to anger. Anger began turning
violent. At first it was sporadic. In early May two
American soldiers were killed in Baghdad, one in a
daylight assassination while directing traffic and the
other by a sniper.” On May 27, two more died during a
nighttime attack on an Army checkpoint near Fallujah.?
Iraq’s south appeared quieter but was far from stable.
British forces, despite a June incident in the town of
Majar al-Kabir which left six military policemen dead,
took a more relaxed approach to occupation duties,
leaving local religious and militia leaders (and, as it
turned out, criminal gangs) to compete for power.” In
the holy cities of Karbala and Najaf, clerics preserved a
fragile order.”

In the middle of May, several thousand Shiites
marched in Baghdad, demanding an immediate
transfer of power to an elected government." Grand
Ayatollah Ali Hamid Magqgsoon al-Sistani, Iraq’s senior
Shiite cleric, issued a fatwa condemning the idea
of a constitutional council named by the American
occupation authority, saying Iraqis should draft
their own constitution.’? But the most worrisome
development in the Shiite areas was the emergence
of Moqtada al-Sadr, son of an esteemed cleric killed
by Hussein who was gaining fervent supporters,
especially in Basra and the sprawling slum on the east
side of Baghdad. He quickly discovered that opposing
the Americans (along with the social services programs
his organization operated) built support among the
Shiite lower classes.”® As often happens during times
of political turmoil, extremism trumped moderation
in the quest for attention. Controlling Sadr became a
persistent and vexing problem.



Elsewhere violence against American forces spread,
particularly in Baghdad and cities such as Baqubah,
Samarra, Habaniyah, Khaldiya, Fallujah, and Tikrit,
and across the region west and north of the capital
known as the “Sunni triangle.” The initial attacks
lacked sophistication, but as more former military
members —unemployed by the disbanding of the Iraqi
army —joined in, the resistance began to show a greater
understanding of guerrilla operations.” Armed bands
began to focus on vulnerable targets such as isolated
checkpoints and slow-moving convoys. Stand-off
attacks using rockets and mortars, which allowed the
attackers to flee after firing a few rounds, became more
frequent.” Iraqis who worked for the Americans or were
part of the new administrative structure came under
attack.' Translators were favorite victims. Insurgents
sabotaged the electrical grid, water system, and oil
pipelines. Like their forebears in earlier insurgencies,
the Iraqi resistance fighters understood that a country’s
rulers —the Americans in this case —were blamed for
the lack of water, electricity, and fuel, even though the
insurgents themselves were causing the problem. The
greater public anger and frustration, the insurgents
knew, the better for them.

During the summer a group of Hussein loyalists
calling itself al-Awda (“the return”) made open
overtures to Islamic militants linked to al-Qai’da,
while other elements of the resistance sent feelers to
leading Shiite clergy."” There were reports that former
regime officials were recruiting foreign fighters. U.S.
forces encountered Syrians, Saudis, Yemenis,
Algerians, Lebanese, and Chechens, indicating that the
international jihadist network, born in Afghanistan in
the1980s, was turningitsattention toIraq.'® Capitalizing
on the number of unemployed Iraqi men, most with



military and police training, and criminals released
from prison earlier in the year, Hussein loyalists began
paying for the killing of American troops, creating a
body of free lance or informal insurgents."

Asearly as June, some strategic analysts warned that
the fighting constituted an organized guerrilla war, not
simply the final spasms of the defeated regime.? But U.S.
officials rejected this idea. Secretary of Defense Donald
Rumsfeld attributed the violence to “the remnants of
the Ba’ath regime and Fedayeen death squads” and
“foreign terrorists” who were “being dealt with in
an orderly and forceful fashion by coalition forces.”*!
Major General Raymond Odierno, commander of the
4th Infantry Division, described his unit’s operations
as “daily contact with noncompliant forces, former
regime members, and common criminals.” “This is
not guerrilla warfare,” he continued, “it is not close
to guerrilla warfare because it's not coordinated, it’s
not organized, and it's not led.”? As summer wore
on, though, it increasingly was difficult to sustain that
argument. Finally, on July 16, General John Abizaid,
the new commander of U.S. Central Command
(CENTCOM), concluded that the United States was
facing “a classical guerrilla type campaign.” “It’s low-
intensity conflict in our doctrinal terms,” he said, “but
it's war, however you describe it.”? The optimism
of a month earlier, the hope of a quick and relatively
painless transition to a post-Hussein Iraq, was gone.
As Thomas Ricks put it, the insurgency was in “deadly
bloom.”?* The U.S. military thus found itself thrust into
a type of conflict it thought it had left behind with the
end of the Cold War — counterinsurgency.

From this unexpected beginning, the counter-
insurgency campaign in Iraq has produced a lode of
tactical and operational lessons. These are vital and



invaluable, helping keep American troops alive in a
dangerous environment. But the strategic implications
are even more enduring. The counterinsurgency
campaign in Iraq can only be understood as part—or at
least as the logical culmination — of a series of strategic
decisions about when and how American power should
be used. It shows our strengths and our weaknesses
when dealing with such conflicts. Equally important,
the campaign will affect future strategic decisions,
serving as a catalyst, a driver, and a locomotive. While
the outcome in Iraq still hangs in the balance, events
there already are shaping the way that policymakers,
military leaders, Congress, and the public think about
insurgency and the American role in responding to
it. The Iraq insurgency, in other words, will become
a strategic paradigm. What, then, does it tell us about
the role of counterinsurgency in American national
security, national defense, and military strategy? How
can or should the military react when America’s grand
strategy places it in a dominant position for a task
for which it is not optimized? At the grand strategic
level, does the United States want a security apparatus
optimized for counterinsurgency? If so, what would
this entail?

The Road to Baghdad.

The United States has a long history of involvement
in irregular conflict. The Indian Wars of the 19th
century and interventions in the Philippines, the
Caribbean, and Central America in the first part of
the 20th gave the American military experience with
resistance movements and guerrilla enemies. Modern
counterinsurgency began when presidents Harry
Truman and Dwight Eisenhower provided support



and advice to pro-Western regimes threatened by leftist
insurgents. It became a major component of American
strategy when President John Kennedy, concerned
by Russian leader Nikita Khrushchev’s January 1961
speech endorsing “wars of national liberation,” the
eroding security situation in Laos and South Vietnam,
the consolidation of Fidel Castro’s regime in Cuba, the
French defeatin Algeria, and the outbreak of communist
insurgencies in Colombia and Venezuela, became
convinced that indirect aggression posed a serious
threat to the United States. The idea was that the Soviet
Union, blocked from direct aggression against Western
Europe, had adopted an indirect strategy, seeking to
wear down Washington’s will by embroiling it in far-
flung internal wars. While any given insurgency might
not constitute a risk, in combination they could lead to
“death by a thousand small cuts.”

Americans respond to new threats or strategic chal-
lenges by reorganizing, reforming, and starting new
programs. So Kennedy ordered a series of initiatives to
improve the counterinsurgency capacity of the military
and the government as a whole. He created a cabinet-
level Interdepartmental Committee on Overseas Inter-
nal Defense Policy to unify counterinsurgency strategy
across the disparate elements of the government.” The
Pentagon established the Office on Counter-Insurgency
and Special Activities, giving its director access to the
Joint Chiefs of Staff and the Secretary of Defense.”
The services incorporated counterinsurgency into
their professional educational systems and training
programs. Army Special Forces expanded and were
reoriented toward counterinsurgency. Even the State
Department and Agency for International Develop-
ment got on board, devoting more of their personnel
and their budgets to nations facing internal conflict.”



Kennedy’s reforms were based on the type
of counterinsurgency that the United States had
undertaken up to that point—providing advice
and support to a government facing an indigenous
revolutionary movement with external ties. But the
“death by a thousand small cuts” idea led the United
States into Vietnam even though this was a different
type of conflict where Americans assumed the major
role, thus turning it into a war of liberation. Sound
strategy requires that the costs incurred and risks
undertaken in pursuit of a specific policy should be
proportional to the expected benefits. By imbuing
Vietnam with great symbolism, its perceived strategic
significance was skewed far out of proportion to its
real importance. This was to be an enduring problem
in counterinsurgency: to mobilize and sustain support
from Congress and the public, presidents had to
portray a conflict as vitally important. But once that
perception was established, it was difficult to extricate
the United States or diminish the American role, even
when the effort was no longer worth its economic or
blood costs.

The United States left Vietnam with a vastly im-
proved understanding of insurgency. Or, at least, of the
most successful and threatening form of insurgency —
Maoist “people’s war.”® It also left the public and the
military with a deep distaste for counterinsurgency.
Both would probably have preferred that the United
States never again undertake it. But in strategy, the
enemy “has a vote.” Following Vietnam, a series of
victories by insurgents backed to one degree or the other
by the Soviets—Angola, Mozambique, Nicaragua—
made the “death of a thousand small cuts” again seem
plausible.

With renewed presidential concern and an active
push from a important group of defense specialists in



Congress, counterinsurgency experienced a resurgence
throughout the Department of Defense (DoD) and other
elements of the U.S. Government during the 1980s, this
time as part of a broader category called “low intensity
conflict.” Special Operations Forces underwent an
extensive expansion.” Congress created an Assistant
Secretary of Defense for Special Operations and Low-
Intensity Conflict as well as the United States Special
Operations Command (USSOCOM).* It urged the
National Security Council to form a low-intensity
conflict board.® The Army’s Special Warfare Center,
the School of the Americas, and the Air Force’s Special
Operations School expanded their course offerings.
SOCOM created a program on low-intensity conflict at
the Naval Postgraduate School. The services developed
“proponency offices” to coordinate thinking and
education.” The Army and Air Force established a
Center for Low-Intensity Conflict at Langley Air Force
Base near Hampton, Virginia. Army Special Operations
Forces and the foreign area officer program grew. The
Central Intelligence Agency augmented its covert
action capability.®

While the Reagan administration was convinced
of the need to confront Soviet proxy war, Vietnam
suggested that the United States needed a different
approach. The small Central American nation of El
Salvador became the laboratory. For the U.S. military,
this was a chance to “get counterinsurgency right.”
According to an important 1988 assessment prepared
by four Army lieutenant colonels, “El Salvador
represents an experiment, an attempt to reverse the
record of American failure in waging small wars, an
effort to defeat an insurgency by providing training and
material support without committing American troops
to combat.”* U.S. military advisors were determined



that El Salvador would not become “another Vietnam.”
Armed with “lessons” from Southeast Asia, they
urged the El Salvador Armed Forces (ESAF) to stress
pacification, civil defense, and population security
rather than the destruction of guerrilla units. The
military, American experts believed, should operate
in small units with strict constraints on the use of
tirepower. Since support from the population was the
crux of counterinsurgency, military activities were
subordinate to economic, political, and psychological
ones. Unlike Vietnam, the American footprint was
kept small. By law, the United States was to have no
more than 55 military personnel in El Salvador at any
given time.* The primary tools of American policy
were advice and assistance. Military aid peaked at
$196.6 million in 1984, economic assistance at $462.9
million in 1987.% By the end of the 1980s, El Salvador
was a democracy —albeit a fragile one —the ESAF was
reasonably proficient, and the insurgents stood little
chance of victory. A January 1992 peace accord ended
the conflict and integrated the insurgents back into
Salvadoran life and its political system.

From this experience, the “El Salvador” model
of counterinsurgency gained advocates. As debate
over the appropriate American strategy in Iraq grew
in recent years, some counterinsurgency specialists
proposed a variant of the “light footprint” approach
used in El Salvador. What this overlooks, though, are
four factors which limit the extent to which the “El
Salvador” model can be applied to other insurgencies:
1) El Salvador’s location made it easier to convince
the public and Congress that the United States had a
direct stake in the outcome of the conflict; 2) Congress’
pressure on the Reagan administration concerning
human rights abuses made El Salvador’s political
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and military leaders believe that in the absence of
significant reform, Washington would abandon them.
In other words, the perception that the United States
was willing to write El Salvador off to the insurgents
if necessary made its regime more open to the types of
deep reforms necessary to undercut the root causes of
the conflict; 3) the United States provided an extremely
high level of assistance to the Salvadoran government,
thus allowing it to undertake significant improvements
in its security forces as well as numerous economic
development projects; and, 4) El Salvador’s culture
was Western, and thus social, economic, and political
reform readily took root.

Still, El Salvador was heralded within the military
as a model. The Army and Air Force codified the
counterinsurgency experience of Vietnam by way
of El Salvador with the 1990 release of Field Manual
(FM) 100-20/ Air Force Manual (AFM) 3-20, Military
Operations in Low-Intensity Conflict. Success in low-
intensity conflict, according to this doctrine, is based
on five “imperatives”: political dominance, unity of
effort, adaptability, legitimacy, and perseverance.”
The pivotal concept is legitimacy defined in a Western,
rationalistic framework. The assumption was that
people would support either the insurgents or the
government based on an assessment of which side
was likely to offer them the best deal in terms of goods
and services, whether political goods like civil rights
or tangible goods like schools and roads. Under the
internal defense and development (IDAD) strategy, the
partner government “identifies the genuine grievances
of its people and takes political, economic, and social
actions to redress them.”* The role of the U.S. military
was to provide support to the partner regime, not to
design and lead the counterinsurgency campaign.
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This would “normally center on security assistance
program administration.” Direct involvement of U.S.
forces “will be rare.” Other Army doctrine stated, “The
introduction of US combat forces into an insurgency to
conduct counterguerrilla operations is something that
is done when all other US and host country responses
have been inadequate. US combat forces are never the
first units into a country. They are normally the last.”*
However sound this approach, insurgency evoked
little concern in Washington after the downfall of the
Soviet Union.* Counterinsurgency remained in doc-
trine but, sinceitno longer served as proxy war between
the superpowers, itsrole in American strategy was min-
imal. Asaresult, the military madelittle effort to prepare
forit. Itwasaforgottenart—oratleastanearly forgotten
one, remembered mostly by the previous generation of
experts and a tiny handful of serving officers, most in
the Special Forces.* American involvement in internal
wars took the form of multinational peacekeeping
rather than counterinsurgency. For the post-Cold
War U.S. military, conventional combat in Operation
DESERT STORM and multinational peacekeeping in
the Balkans were defining events. Most of the military
(as well as significant segments of the public and
Congress) subscribed to the idea that armed force
should only be used when vital national interests were
at stake, when the military objectives were clear, the
commitment close ended, and —importantly —when
force could be applied in an overwhelming fashion.*?
By the end of the 1990s, though, some military
leaders and defense experts were raising the idea that
America’s prowess in high-tech conventional war
meant that no enemy would attempt it. Instead they
would use what DoD began calling “asymmetric”
methods.® Explicit mention of asymmetry first ap-
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peared in joint doctrine in 1995 albeit in a simplistic
and limited sense.* Doctrine defined asymmetric
engagements as those between dissimilar forces,
specifically air versus land, air versus sea, and so
forth.* The 1995 National Military Strategqy approached
the issue more broadly, listing terrorism, the use or
threatened use of weapons of mass destruction (WMD),
and information warfare as asymmetric challenges. In
1997, the concept of asymmetric threat began to receive
greater attention. That year’s Quadrennial Defense Review
stated, “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.”* The National Defense Panel
(NDP), a senior level group commissioned by Congress
to provide an assessment of the long-term defense
issues the United States faced, was even more explicit.
The Panel’s report stated:

We can assume that our enemies and future adversaries
have learned from the Gulf War. They are unlikely to
confront us conventionally with mass armor formations,
air superiority forces, and deep-water naval fleets of
their own, all areas of overwhelming U.S. strength today.
Instead, they may find new ways to attack our interests,
our forces, and our citizens. They will look for ways to
match their strengths against our weaknesses.*

Following this, there was a flurry of activity to flesh out
the meaning and implications of strategic asymmetry,
particularly within the intelligence community and the
Joint Staff.*® The most important internal study within
DoD was the 1999 Joint Strategy Review, Asymmetric
Approaches to Warfare.

The idea that the United States should shift its
strategy to asymmetric threats, though, was never
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accepted fully by a military and defense community
focused on, even wedded to, high tech conventional
war. There were many discussions and admissions,
but few changes to programs, organizations, or, most
importantly, the defense budget. Joint Vision 2010, a
1995 document prepared by the Chairman to provide
a “conceptual template” for the future development
of the US. Armed Forces did not even mention
asymmetric threats.”’ Joint Vision 2020, the follow-on
document released in 2000, did, but focused on the
acquisition of high technology like ballistic missiles by
America’s enemies (without fully explaining why that
was “asymmetric”). Finally, the Secretary of Defense’s
Annual Report to Congress in 1998 and 1999 noted
that U.S. dominance in the conventional military arena
encourages adversaries to seek asymmetric means
of attacking U.S. military forces, U.S. interests, and
Americans. The 2000 Annual Report, dropped the
word “asymmetric.”

To some extent, though, President Bill Clinton did
refocus DoD and other elements of the government on
low end challenges. Shaping the security environment
through military engagement, humanitarian interven-
tion, peacekeeping, and nation-building was nearly
the equal of conventional warfighting in the Clinton
strategy. But President George W. Bush entered
office, vowing to reverse this. Embroiling the U.S.
military in such activities, he felt, frittered away its
warfighting strength and drew off resources needed
for defense transformation. The U.S. military, he had
stated during a 1999 campaign speech, “needs the
rallying point of a defining mission. And that mission
is to deter wars—and win wars when deterrence
fails. Sending our military on vague, aimless and
endless deployments is the swift solvent of morale.”*
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Condoleezza Rice, one of Governor Bush’s primary
national security advisers during the 2000 election
campaign, wrote, “The president must remember that
the military is a special instrument. It is lethal, and it
is meant to be. It is not a civilian police force. It is not a
political referee. And it is most certainly not designed
to build a civilian society.”>!

In the early months of the Bush presidency, China
and missile defense dominated the strategic agenda.
Then the terrorist attacks of September 2001 forced Bush
and his top advisers to reevaluate the global security
environment and American strategy. September 11
showed that globalization and connectivity had created
a world where problems far away, whether outright
conflict or bad governance, could endanger not only
U.S. interests in the part of the world where these things
occurred, but the security of the American homeland
as well. Suddenly political repression, poverty, state
failure, and internal conflict, even in far away places,
mattered deeply. The question was what to do about it.
Neither the Cold War strategic paradigm which viewed
regional conflicts as proxy superpower competition nor
the post-Cold War paradigm based on a leading role
for the United Nations (UN) and a strategic division of
labor with allies and partners applied.

Before September 11, American grand strategy had
been based on a tightly constrained strategic role for
armed force. During the Cold War, war plans sought to
restore the status quo ante bellum as rapidly as possible
rather than re-engineering the political order, in large
part to avoid escalation which might lead to nuclear
armageddon. With the end of the Cold War, America’s
strategic objectives remained limited, in part because
the national interests at stake in most conflicts were
modest and in part because Presidents George H.
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W. Bush and Clinton remained concerned about the
willingness of the American public and its elected
leaders to support costly or protracted military
operations. Moreover, the fact that most post-Cold War
military operations took place within a multinational
context also limited U.S. strategic objectives. The
broader a coalition, the more difficult it is to get all
of its members to agree. The normal solution was a
“lowest common denominator” approach, with limited
strategic objectives.

Following September 11, the United States adopted
a more expansive and aggressive grand strategy, with
an expanded role for military power. “We must take
the battle to the enemy,” President Bush said, “disrupt
his plans, and confront the worst threats before they
emerge. In the world we have entered, the only path
to safety is the path of action.”? This idea carried
immense strategic implications. Unless the underlying
causes of instability and aggression were removed,
aggression eventually would reappear. The Bush
strategy thus sought to ameliorate or eradicate the
causes of instability and aggression, preferably with,
but if necessary without, a broad coalition and the
explicit approval of the UN. Removing regimes which
either undertook direct aggression or allowed their
territory to be used for aggression was the easiest part
of the new strategy, in part because the U.S. military
was configured for regime take-down. The problem
was stabilizing and transforming nations after a regime
was removed or collapsed.

Stabilizing and transforming a state is extremely
complex, nearly always taking many years or even
decades. It demands a comprehensive knowledge of
the culture, history, and regional context of the state
in question. Most of the work does not involve armed
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conflict, so in a perfect world, militaries would focus
on those tasks which did require force and leave the
rest to nonmilitary organizations. In reality, militaries
often are the only organizations with the capacity for
complex missions in unstable environments, so they
often end up playing a major role. The U.S. military,
for instance, led the way in Somalia, Haiti, the Balkans,
Rwanda, Cambodia, and elsewhere. But with exception
of Somalia, these operations took place in situations
which were dangerous and complex, but not overtly
hostile. The U.S. military was able to shift mentally
from warfighting to stabilization. Yet it was never
asked to be warfighters, stabilizers, and transformers
simultaneously, at least not for an extended period of
time in the face of sustained resistance. But that was
the old world.

Throughout 2002, the Bush administration wrestled
with the question of how to deal with Saddam
Hussein, the Iraqi dictator who had destabilized the
vital Southwest Asia region and threatened important
U.S. national interests for decades. When the President
opted to remove Hussein from power in March 2003,
the U.S. military executed a masterful campaign,
crushing the Iraqi army and seizing Baghdad in a few
weeks.” But the administration’s objectives were not
simply to remove Hussein, but to engineer a new Iraq
which would not threaten its neighbors, pursue WMD,
or support terrorists. In an even larger sense, President
Bush sought to use Iraq as a catalyst to unleash political
and economic reform in the Islamic world which, he
hoped, would alter the conditions which gave rise
to jihadism. Unfortunately, some Iraqis, particularly
Sunni Arabs and others tied to the Hussein regime,
had different goals.
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We Planned for the Wrong Contingency.

There is a revolutionary slogan attributed to
Vladimir Lenin thatstates, “the worse, the better.” When
attempting to overthrow a strong regime, it suggests,
any action which causes disorder and undercuts public
trust in the state is useful. Every insurgency must both
destroy the old system and fill the power and security
vacuum itself. Insurgent strategies such as the one
developed by Mao Zedong saw these two processes
as simultaneous or, at least, overlapping. Maoists
attempted to destroy the old and create the new at the
same time. An insurgent strategy of “mayhem,” by
contrast, focuses solely on destroying the old system
with the hope that whatever ensues will be better. It
is the strategic equivalent of shooting blindly into the
dark rather than aiming for a specific target. Such an
approach has a low chance of ultimate success and is
only adopted by the most desperate insurgents. Iraq
fit this description. Although it is unlikely that they
studied Lenin, the Iraqi insurgents clearly understood
the notion of “the worse, the better.” Their strategy
was one of mayhem designed to make the country
ungovernable by the majority Shiites and other U.S.
supporters.

Since Iraq teetered on the verge of chaos even with-
outinsurgentaction, this was not difficult toimplement.
In one 12-hour stretch in August 2003, insurgents blew
up the pipeline supplying water to Baghdad, fired
mortar rounds into a prison holding Iraqi detainees,
and set fire to a major oil pipeline.* Infrastructure
attacks were attractive particularly because they were
easier and less risky than assaults on U.S. forces. As
the summer of 2003 wore on, fighting spread to new
areas of Iraq beyond Baghdad and the region around
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Tikrit. By August, Ramadi, west of Baghdad, saw a
number of attacks on U.S. forces.” Violence mounted
in Mosul, Iraq’s third largest city and one with a mixed
population.®

Terrorism was integral to the strategy of mayhem.
In August 2003, the insurgents undertook their first
truly dramatic and galvanizing terrorist attacks
against civilian targets. First, a car bomb destroyed
the Jordanian embassy in Baghdad, causing 19 deaths.
Two weeks later, a massive car bomb exploded outside
the Canal Hotel which housed the UN headquarters,
killing Sergio Viera de Mello, the Secretary-General’s
Special Representative, and 19 others. These attacks —
which may have been the work of former members of
Hussein’s security service or of foreign jihadists —were
intended to illustrate the inability of the United States to
assure security, and to deter international organizations
and other nations contemplating involvement in Iragq.
The insurgents and their outside supporters probably
assumed that American will could be shattered by
terrorism —the “Black Hawk down” syndrome. This
proved wrong. Ironically, Iraqis struggled as much to
understand Americans as Americans did to understand
Iraqis. But the attacks also illustrated the logic of
terrorism: it takes ever larger or more deadly attacks
to generate a constant amount of fear. Otherwise, the
victims make psychological adjustments and move on
with their lives. What works yesterday may not work
tomorrow. Even effective methods have a natural life
span.

During the first year of the insurgency, many
groups, most small and localized, competed for
exposure, recognition, recruits, and financial support.
Their attacks tended to be uncoordinated, but they
did begin developing effective psychological methods
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such as producing and distributing videos or DVDs of
their operations (a technique pioneered by Chechen
insurgents). Because of Hussein’s control of all
means of communication and information, few of
the insurgents initially understood the power of the
Internet and the global reach of the media, but they
learned quickly, building an increasingly sophisticated
web presence and using Arab media such as al Jazeera
to extract maximum psychological effect from their
attacks.” In a process of natural selection, smaller and
less effective groups were destroyed or merged with
more successful, larger, and more prestigious ones.
Gradually the insurgents settled on a four-part military
strategy: causing steady U.S. casualties in order to
sap American will, sabotage to prevent the return
of normalcy, attacks on Iraqis supporting the new
political order to deter further support, and occasional
spectacular attacks and shows of force to retain the
psychological initiative.*®

To coalesce, insurgencies require time and space
when security forces either are not aware of them or
unable to quash them. The Iraq resistance gained such
a respite because the planning assumptions used by
DoD to prepare for the stabilization and transformation
of Iraq did not hold. The Pentagon, CENTCOM,
and the Office for Reconstruction and Humanitarian
Affairs (ORHA)—the DoD organization designed to
oversee the stabilization and reconstruction—all read
the security situation incorrectly, assuming that the
primary security problems after the removal of the
Hussein regime would be revenge-taking against those
associated with the former regime and sporadic, low-
level attacks by the remnants of the old security forces.”
ORHA was deeply concerned about a humanitarian
crisis, given the reliance of most Iraqis on food rations
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from the regime, and the dislocation likely to result
from the war. As Ambassador L. Paul Bremer, who later
headed the U.S. occupation effort, put it, “we planned
for the wrong contingency.”®® DoD and CENTCOM
believed the Iraqi military and police, stripped of
their top leaders, would bear primary responsibility
for reestablishing order. Planners assumed that most
of the security force units would remain intact and be
available for duty soon after the end of conventional
operations.® As then-National Security Adviser Rice
said, “The concept was that we would defeat the army,
but the institutions would hold, everything from
ministries to police forces.”®> Operation Plan ECLIPSE
II, the stability plan developed by the Coalition Forces
Land Component Commander (CFLCC), counted on
the “utilization of existing Iraqi organizations and
administration.”® Given this, CENTCOM and ORHA
did not receive definitive policy guidance on the role
the U.S. military was to play in public security after
Hussein was removed.*

The Pentagon also believed that once Hussein was
removed from power, other nations would contribute
to the stabilization and reconstruction process. This led
the Joint Staff to prepare a plan based on the presence
of three multinational divisions, one a Muslim force
led by the Saudis and other Gulf Arab states.®® The
multinational force was to include national police or
gendarmerie to bridge the gap between conventional
military units focused on combat and local police.
The United States did not have organizations of this
type even though they historically play a major role
in stabilizing states in the aftermath of conflict. DoD
assumed that power could be handed to a transitional
government built on opposition leaders outside Iraq,
particularly Ahmed Chalabi and other leaders of the
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umbrella organization known as the Iraqi National
Congress. Retired Army Lieutenant General Jay
Garner, the leader of ORHA, assumed that an interim
Iraqi government would be functioning and ORHA
withdrawn within a few months.®® General Tommy
Franks, the CENTCOM commander, instructed his
subordinate commanders to expect an Iraqi govern-
ment to be in place within 30 to 60 days, thus relieving
them of administration and governance tasks.”

These planning assumptions reflected the
wider changes in military strategy which the Bush
administration had undertaken. “I'm committed to
building a future force,” President Bush stated soon
after taking office, “that is defined less by size and more
by mobility and swiftness, one that is easier to deploy
and sustain, one that relies more heavily on stealth,
precision weaponry and information technologies.”®
The Bush administration sought, as Max Boot phrased
it, fully to “harness the technological advances of
the information age to gain a qualitative advantage
over any potential foe.”® Secretary Rumsfeld had
expended great effort to make the U.S. military faster
(in both strategic and operational terms), better able to
generate more combat power with fewer troops, and
capable of seamless joint operations.” These things, he
believed, would lead to a military able to do more with
fewer troops. “Today,” Rumsfeld stated, “speed and
agility and precision can take the place of mass . ..””
The problem was that the new strategy of eradicating
the root causes of aggression required a different skill
set. Rapid conventional operations were sometimes
part of such a strategy, but did not, in themselves,
bring strategic success. “The insurgencies in Iraq and
Afghanistan,” as Lieutenant General David Petraeus
puts it, “were not, in truth, the wars for which we were
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best prepared in 2001 . . .””? Or, as Brigadier Nigel
Aylwin-Foster of the British Army bluntly wrote after
his own service in Iraq, “the U.S. Army has developed
over time a singular focus on conventional warfare,
of a particularly swift and violent style, which left it
ill-suited to the kind of operation it encountered as
soon as conventional warfare ceased to be the primary
focus. ...””

There was no easy fix for this. Other elements of
the U.S. Government were not able to fill the gap. And
the de facto strategic division of labor of the Clinton
administration, which relied on multinational forces
to shoulder the burden for long-term stabilization
and reconstruction, no longer held. The decision to
overthrow Saddam Hussein by force did not have the
backing of the UN or of many of the nations which could
have been major contributors to the stabilization and
reconstruction operations. When the notion that Iraqis
themselves could shoulder the burden for stabilization
and reconstruction did not pan out, the United States
was forced to rely on its military for precisely the type
of activity that candidate Bush had criticized.

But the U.S. military was unprepared for counter-
insurgency, the most complex and difficult form of
stabilization. Its doctrine was decades old and designed
around Cold War-style rural “people’s war.” Existing
doctrine viewed counterinsurgency as support to a
threatened but functioning regime—a situation very
different from Iraq in 2003. Yet the post-Cold War
model of stabilization, which assumed a relatively
benign environment and a strategic division of labor,
was inapplicable. The long evolution of American
strategy had brought the U.S. military to the point
where it faced a type of struggle that was similar to
past ones, but also different in some important ways.
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Doctrine and history offered only clues. There was no
solution other than to learn on the fly.

Residual Pockets of Resistance.

During the crucial weeks and months after the
removal of the Hussein regime, the U.S. military and
other elements of the government were not prepared
for the magnitude of the task they faced. As Isaiah
Wilson notes, CENTCOM never developed a truly com-
prehensive plan for Phase IV of the campaign — stabi-
lizing Iraq and handing administration off to civilian
authorities.” The military units in Iraq were exhausted
from months of training and intense combat operations.
They had prepared for warfighting, not occupation and
stabilization.” According to an operations officer from
a task force of the 1st Infantry Division, “While we were
very well trained for conventional warfare against a
conventional enemy, we did not receive appreciable
training in counterinsurgency operations.”” Or as a
brigade commander from the 1st Armored Division
phrased it, unit “training focused on high-intensity
combat and not on the type of operations in which the
brigade found itself when it arrived in Baghdad.””
There were too few forces, leaving important parts
of Iraq without a U.S. presence, particularly Iraq’s
western Anbar province which included the cities
of Fallujah and Ramadi. As Secretary Rumsfeld
admitted, these areas were largely bypassed in the war,
leaving Hussein loyalists a free rein.”® The unstated
assumption seemed to be that the combat prowess of
the American military would intimidate any opponents
of the occupation into submission. But as earlier U.S.
experience in Lebanon and Somalia showed, this did
not always work when American forces intervened
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in a society with a warrior tradition reinforced by
religious conviction. The U.S. military was configured
to break the will of conventional opponents through
rapid decisive operations, not to break the will of an
irregular opponent through protracted psychological
and political actions.

The organizations designed to lead the political
and economic reconstruction of Iraq equally were ill-
prepared. ORHA was under- and incorrectly staffed,
and had little time to prepare for its mission.” Some
personnel were selected for political credentials
rather than expertise®* The relationship between
the military and ORHA was problematic from the
beginning.® Phase IV planners at CFLCC did not
coordinate with ORHA.#2 One staff member wrote
in a memo that “ORHA is not treated seriously
enough by the command (CENTCOM).”® Military
officers complained that ORHA and the Coalitional
Provisional Authority (CPA—the renamed and
redesigned occupation authority under Ambassador
Bremer) were ineffective or absent all together.® A
brigade commander from the 101st Airborne Division
(Air Assault) noted “philosophical differences on
everything from local governance to the selection and
training of local security forces” between the military
and ORHA/CPA.* The military had resources and
a widespread presence, but no specific mandate for
reconstruction or an overarching national strategic
plan to indicate how to do so. ORHA had the mandate,
but not the resources. ORHA personnel could not
even travel around Baghdad without support from the
military, and it certainly did not have the personnel
and money needed to undertake what needed to be
done and done quickly. Nor did it have a detailed plan
to address the conditions it found in Iraq.®
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There also were problems deciding what to make
of the violence in Iraq. When it first emerged, DoD
portrayed it as a combination of criminal opportunism
and the last spasms of a few lingering Hussein
loyalists.*” Secretary Rumsfeld blamed “people who
were the enforcers for the Saddam Hussein regime —
the Fedayeen Saddam people and the Ba’ath Party
members and undoubtedly some of his security guards”
and “50 to 100 thousand prison inmates who were put
back out in the street, criminals of various types.”* In
early May, General Richard Myers, Chairman of the
Joint Chiefs of Staff, noted, “we continue to root out
residual pockets of resistance from paramilitary forces
and Ba’ath Party personnel.”® During a June press
conference, Ambassador Bremer also characterized the
attacks on American forces as originating from small
groups of “Fedayeen Saddam or former Republican
Guard officers.”® This led American leaders to
conclude that there was no need for a comprehensive
counterinsurgency strategy, but only for continued
vigilance and assertive action until the criminals and
the former regime loyalists grew tired, were caught, or
were killed.

CENTCOM did attempt to address the problem
by sending more military police and shifting infantry
to police duties.” Some combat units tackled the
infrastructure problems which were generating public
anger, often on their own volition.”? Such steps were
only partially successful. Many units felt that they had
accomplished what they were sent to do—remove
Hussein’s regime—and assumed a passive stance
waiting to be relieved.” Some officers on the ground
warned that using combat troops for civic action or
pacification was ineffective since they were not trained,
organized, or equipped for it. And even units that did
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attempt to restore local order and stoke reconstruction
found it a double-edged sword: they then were blamed
by the Iraqi public when things went awry or when
street violence and infrastructure problems interfered
with daily life.”

Almost immediately, questions arose about the
adequacy of the U.S. troop presence. This was the
beginning of a long debate which reflected one of
the psychological dilemmas of counterinsurgency,
particularly when it is undertaken by an outside
force. Having more American forces would have
deterred some insurgent operations and might have
made some Iraqis feel more secure, but it also would
have antagonized many other Iraqis, given their
distaste for outside occupation, particularly by non-
Muslims. It was truly a “damned if we do, damned
if we don’t” decision. But senior policymakers, once
they recognized that they could not count on Iraqis
themselves to secure the country, extended the tour of
units already in-country.” Responding to charges that
they had become too passive, U.S. military commanders
more than doubled the number of patrols in Baghdad,
seeking a continuous presence in key neighborhoods.*
More American units were also moved to the restive
Sunni Arab areas west of Baghdad.”

The northernregion around Mosul and the southern
Shiite regions around Basra, Karbala, and Najaf were
far from placid but at least somewhat more stable.
According to Lieutenant General David McKiernan,
then serving as the Coalition's Joint Task Force (CJTF)
Seven Commander, Iraq’s south was considered
“permissive,” the north “semi-permissive,” but the
central area included some “hot spots.””® In Mosul,
the 101st Airborne Division under the command of
Major General David Petraeus moved quickly into the
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political vacuum and worked vigorously to restore
economic activity and generate a functioning Iraqi
administration.”” The division undertook the “non-
standard” tasks associated with stabilization and recon-
struction, reestablishing Iraqi administration of the
area, developing support and liaison relationships with
all elements of local governance and administration,
helping Iraqis begin a reconciliation commission to
deal with those associated with the Hussein regime,
building an intelligence Joint Interagency Task Force
using the expertise of Bosnia veterans, and adopting
the Multiyear Road Map approach to planning which
also had been successful in Bosnia. In the south, British
units, long accustomed to a less confrontational method
of occupation in Northern Ireland and occupying a
Shiite area, also faced fewer problems.!®

Since CENTCOM and the Pentagon identified
Hussein supporters as the main cause of the violence,
CJTF 7 became more aggressive, approaching stabili-
zation as a variant of warfighting. Displaying what
General John Abizaid called the “offensive spirit in a
tough place,” U.S. forces went on the attack, staging a
series of raids and sweeps across the Sunni triangle.'™
While these operations killed or captured a number of
resistance fighters, they also antagonized the public
in those regions and probably inspired many to join
the insurgency. Edward Luttwak has pointed out
that strategy in general operates with a “paradoxical
logic” —what appears to be the best or most effective
action often is not since strategy pits two (or more)
scheming opponents, each attempting to thwart the
other.!” The paradoxical logic is at its most intense in
counterinsurgency with its multilayered psychological
complexity and multiple audiences and participants.
What appears to be the best or most effective action in
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tangible terms often has unintended and deleterious
effects in the psychological domain. Counterinsurgents
must simultaneously kill or capture active insurgents
while they degrade public support for the insurgency
or passivity. But actions which do one of these things
often degrade the other. The most effective methods
for eliminating insurgents can alienate or anger the
public.

David Galula, a French army officer, noted that
counterinsurgency often involves a “vicious cycle”
when military operations turn the public against the
military and the military, in turn then begins to see
the public as the enemy, thus amplifying the mutual
hostility and making it more difficult to win public
acceptance or support.'®® The June and July offensives
suggested that the vicious cycle had begun. They
probably angered more Iraqgis than they captured,
leading to an aggregate increase in support for the
resistance and convincing many that the United States
was an occupier, not a liberator.'® When civilians were
killed or mistreated during raids, itincreased sympathy
and outright support for the resistance.'”® Methods
used by American forces during arrests of suspected
insurgents were particularly antagonizing. After
interviewing a number of detainees, the International
Committee of the Red Cross (ICRC) wrote:

Arresting authorities entered houses usually after dark,
breaking down doors, waking up residents roughly,
yelling orders, forcing family members into tins room
(sic) under military guard while searching the rest of the
house and further breaking doors, cabinets and other
property. They arrested suspects, tying their hands in
the back with flexi-cuffs, hooding them, and taking them
away. Sometimes they arrested all adult males present in
a house, including elderly, handicapped or sick people.
Treatment often included pushing people around,
insulting, taking aim with rifles, punching and kicking
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and striking with rifles. Individuals were often led away
in whatever they happened to be wearing at the time
of arrest—sometimes in pyjamas or underwear - and
were denied the opportunity to gather a few essential
belongings, such as clothing, hygiene items, medicine
or eyeglasses. Those who surrendered with a suitcase
often had their belongings confiscated. In many cases
personal belongings were seized during the arrest, with
no receipt being issued. Certain CF (Coalition Forces)
military intelligence officers told the ICRC that in their
estimate between 70% and 90% of the persons deprived
of their liberty in Iraq had been arrested by mistake.'®

Whether accurate or not, this was the perception
among the Iraqi population. And in counterinsurgency,
perception matters more thanreality. Even though most
of those arrested by mistake were quickly released, they
considered themselves dishonored, often in front of
their families, thus amplifying anger, resentment, and
hostility. Atleastsome American units treated everyone
as potential insurgents. This became a self-fulfilling
prophecy. Some U.S. commanders grasped this, others
did not. The hostility of the Iraqi public then hardened.
This angered the American troops, particularly those
who had lost friends in combat. By the end of his unit’s
tour, for instance, a company commander in the 4th
Infantry Division advised officers coming after him
to remember, “most of the people here want us dead,
they hate us and everything we stand for, and will take
any opportunity to cause us harm.”'?” In the broadest
sense, Americans had forgotten, after 225 years of
independence, the humiliation and anger that comes
from foreign occupation. They had as much difficulty
understanding why Iraqis resisted efforts to help and
protect them as British colonialists had in the 1770s.

In the early months of the insurgency, American
commanders struggled to find the most effective
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balance between the “mailed fist” and the “velvet
glove.” They adjusted tactics to place greater emphasis
on intelligence gathering, winning public support,
“friendly persua