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ABSTRACT

In the post-World War II era, the United States has regularly supported
armed and nonviolent resistance against regimes deemed hostile to U.S. national
interests. Today, the Central Intelligence Agency (CIA) and the U.S. Army
Special Operations Forces (ARSOF) are the institutions most frequently
associated with covert, clandestine, or overt support of an insurgency.
Examination of the U.S. campaigns since World War II illuminates the broader
roles and missions that the Department of Defense, the Department of State, and
other U.S. government entities have played in the provision of moral and political
support, lethal and nonlethal material support, and sanctuary to opposition groups.
Due to the sensitive politico-military nature of these campaigns, decision making
in and oversight of these campaigns usually resides with the statutory members
and advisers to the National Security Council.
This dissertation examines the policy and strategy of U.S. campaigns in
support of an insurgency or a resistance movement within another state. The
central question of this research is what factors best explain the success and
failure of U.S. campaigns in support of insurgencies? This study provides
generalizations about how a state provides external support to an insurgency
consistent with its national security goals. More specifically, it examines the U.S.
historical experience to find evidence of a campaign’s strategic effectiveness and
determine what variables pertinent to decision making at the national level
explain that effectiveness. The dissertation closes with recommendations on the
policy, strategy, and implementation of unconventional warfare.
This study draws from an interdisciplinary body of literature to build a
theoretical model to describe past experience and prescribe future strategy
development and implementation of support to insurgencies. The model is tested
against three cases: U.S. support for the Afghan mujahedin from 1979 to 1991,
U.S. support to the Nicaraguan contras from 1981 to 1989, and U.S. support to
Iraqi opposition groups from 1991 to 2001.
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CHAPTER 1: Introduction
[T]he United States military has begun strikes ... to disrupt the use of Afghanistan
as a terrorist base of operations, and to attack the military capability of the
Taliban regime … to drive them out and bring them to justice .... The name of
today's military operation is Enduring Freedom. We defend not only our precious
freedoms, but also the freedom of people everywhere to live and raise their
children free from fear.
President George W. Bush, 7 October 20011
In just one month, the United States has worked with our international partners to
… protect the Libyan people from immediate danger, and to establish a no-fly
zone…Born, as we are, out of a revolution by those who longed to be free, we
welcome the fact that history is on the move in the Middle East and North Africa,
and that young people are leading the way. Because wherever people long to be
free, they will find a friend in the United States.
President Barack Obama, 28 March 20112

In the post-World War II era, the United States has regularly supported
armed and nonviolent resistance against regimes deemed hostile to U.S. national
interests.3 Today, the Central Intelligence Agency (CIA) and the U.S. Army
Special Operations Forces (ARSOF) are the institutions most frequently
associated with covert, clandestine, or overt support of an insurgency.
Examination of the U.S. campaigns since World War II also illuminates the
broader roles and missions that the Department of Defense, the Department of

1

George W. Bush, “Address to the Nation Announcing Strikes Against Al Qaida
Training Camps and Taliban Military Installations in Afghanistan,” 7 October 2001;
http://www.presidency.ucsb.edu.
2
Barak Obama, “"Address to the Nation on the Situation in Libya," 28 March 2011;
http://www.presidency.ucsb.edu.
3
Examples include Albania (1949-1954), the Baltic States (1950-1951), Tibet (19501958), Guatemala (1953-1954), Indonesia (1957-1958), Cuba (1960-1961), Laos (19601975), North Vietnam (1961-1964), Iraq (1972-1975), Afghanistan (1979-1991),
Nicaragua (1981-1989), Cambodia (1981-1991), Angola (1983-1989), Iraq (1991-2003),
Afghanistan (2001-2002), Iraq’s al-Anbar Province (2005-2008), Libya (2011) and Syria
(2011-present).
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State, and other U.S. government (USG) entities have played in the provision of
moral and political support, lethal and nonlethal material support, and sanctuary
to opposition groups. Due to the sensitive politico-military nature of these
campaigns, decision making in and oversight of these campaigns usually resides
with the statutory members and advisers to the National Security Council.4
Most recently, U.S. participation in the North Atlantic Treaty Organization
(NATO)-led campaign of support to the Libyan opposition and the U.S. domestic
debate over support to Syrian opposition groups demonstrate the need for critical
examination of this foreign policy tool. Past U.S. unconventional warfare
campaigns have often demonstrated tactical and operational successes on the
battlefield. Operations have garnered mixed results, however, in accomplishing
strategic objectives and have sometimes yielded unintended strategic
consequences detrimental to the local political environment and to long-term U.S.
national interests. Although more attention has been paid to unconventional
warfare and its practitioners since the successful overthrow of the Taliban in the
2001 invasion of Afghanistan, the covert history of U.S. support to insurgencies

4

The statutory members of the National Security Council are the President, the Vice
President and the Secretaries of State and Defense. Advisers to the NSC include the
Assistant to the President on National Security Affairs (or the National Security Adviser),
the Director of Central Intelligence and the Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff. See
U.S. Congressional Research Service, The National Security Council: An Organizational
Assessment, by Richard A. Best, Jr. (Washington, DC: Office of Congressional
Information and Publishing, 23 September 2010),
http://www.au.af.mil/au/awc/awcgate/crs/rl30840.pdf; and Alan G. Whittaker et al., The
National Security Policy Process: The National Security Council and Interagency
System, Unpublished Research Report, Annual Update (Washington, DC: Industrial
College of the Armed Forces, National Defense University, U.S. Department of Defense,
15 August 2011); http://www.ndu.edu/icaf/.
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has done much to cloud general understanding of the mission, its purposes, and its
methods among operators, strategists, and policy makers alike.
The central question of this research is what factors best explain the
success and failure of U.S. campaigns in support of insurgencies? This
dissertation provides generalizations about how a state provides external support
to an insurgency consistent with its national security goals. More specifically, this
dissertation examines the U.S. historical experience in three cases to find
evidence of a campaign’s strategic effectiveness and determine what variables
pertinent to decision making at the national level explain that effectiveness.
Finally, this study offers recommendations on the policy, strategy, and
implementation of unconventional warfare.
The introduction begins by defining the key terms pertinent to this study.
Next, the chapter examines the U.S. historical experience in situations of
insurgency. The chapter concludes with an overview of the research approach and
the structure of the dissertation.

I. Key Terms

Unconventional Warfare
In U.S. military doctrine and Title 10 of the U.S. Code governing the U.S.
Armed Forces, unconventional warfare (UW) is the term ascribed to state support

3

of an insurgency or resistance movement.5 In Joint Publication 3-05: Special
Operations, unconventional warfare is defined as “those activities conducted to
enable a resistance movement or insurgency to coerce, disrupt, or overthrow a
government or occupying power by operating through or with an underground,
auxiliary, and guerrilla force in a denied area.”6 UW can be waged as a precursor
to or as part of a greater conventional war or prosecuted as an independent
campaign.
Dating back to World War II, the term historically encompassed a broad
range of political, military, economic and intelligence activities designed to
challenge the authority of a ruling regime. Office of Strategic Services (OSS)
veterans Franklin Lindsay and Colonel Aaron Bank, the first commander of the
10th Special Forces Group, emphasized the need for development of both
guerrilla forces (military operations) and underground operations (political and
information operations) with auxiliary support from the local population. In

5

The terms resistance movement and insurgency are often used interchangeably in the
security studies literature. Traditionally, a resistance movement is a type of insurgency
where there is opposition to an occupying power. U.S. military doctrine shows a
preference for using “resistance movements” in UW definitions because it provides a
more positive justification for supporting an insurgency inside a sovereign state. See John
Shy and Thomas W. Collier, "Revolutionary War," in Makers of Modern Strategy: From
Machiavelli to the Nuclear Age, ed. Peter Paret, Gordon Alexander Craig, and Felix
Gilbert (Princeton, N.J.: Princeton University Press, 1986), 832-838.
6
Notably, military doctrinal definitions of UW from 1974 to 2009 did not clearly
articulate the purpose for UW, a factor which contributed to the lack of consensus within
the military community on the definition, activities, and role of U.S. Special Operations
Forces (SOF) in the conduct of UW. In 2009, the Army convened a UW Definition
Working Group the John F. Kennedy Special Warfare Center and School (SWCS) which
set out to develop a clear and concise definition codified in Army and Joint Doctrine. See
Dave M. Witty, “The Great UW Debate,” Special Warfare 23, no.2 (March-April 2010):
9-17; U.S. Department of Defense, Joint Publication 3-05: Special Operations
(Washington, DC: Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff, 18 April 2011), II-9; and U.S.
Department of the Army, Training Circular 18-01: Special Forces Unconventional
Warfare (Washington, DC: Department of the Army, January 2011).

4

practice, SOF has focused more of its efforts on the organization and training of
the guerrilla forces while the CIA has often led USG efforts on subversion,
sabotage, and intelligence collection in the development of the underground.7
Today, the term UW is more prevalent within the special operations
community where it is one of eleven special operations core activities.8 UW has is
often associated with U.S. Army Special Operations Forces, or special forces
(SF)9, given that the U.S. Army Special Operations Command is the UW
proponent within the greater Department of Defense.
In the interest of clarity and consistency, this study uses the term
unconventional warfare to describe and explain all U.S. government activities
undertaken in support of an insurgency or resistance movement.

7

Guerrilla forces are the military arm of an insurgency. The underground is the political
and informational arm of an insurgency. Persons in the underground usually do not
appear publically, however technology has allowed for video dissemination and
leadership to occur without exposing of leaders to detection by government forces and
their allies. The auxiliary is composed of people in the community who play dual roles –
their public persona (local police chief) and provide some degree of material, financial, of
sanctuary aid to the insurgency. See COL(R) Aaron Bank, From OSS to Green Berets:
The Birth of Special Forces (Novato, CA: Presidio, 1986) and Franklin Lindsay, Basic
Doctrine for the Conduct of Unconventional Warfare (Boston: John Fitzgerald Kennedy
Library, 4 April 1961). The first doctrine appears in U.S. Department of the Army, Field
Manual 31-21 Guerilla Warfare and Special Forces Operations (Washington, DC:
Headquarters, Department of the Army, 29 September 1961) and Memorandum from the
Chief of Staff of the Army on the Delineation of Responsibilities (Boston: John Fitzgerald
Kennedy Library, 11 April 1961) as referenced in LTC Mark Grdovic, "Understanding
Unconventional Warfare and U.S. Army Special Forces," Special Warfare 2006, 24.
8
In addition to UW, the other core activities include: direct action (DA), special
reconnaissance (SR), counterproliferation (CP) of weapons of mass destruction,
counterterrorism (CT), foreign internal defense (FID), security force assistance (SFA),
counterinsurgency (COIN), information operations (IO), military information support
operations (MISO which includes psychological operations), and civil affairs (CA)
operations. U.S. Department of Defense, Joint Publication 3-05, II-6.
9
The U.S. Army Special Forces motto is “De Oppresso Liber” – to free the oppressed.

5

Covert Action
The CIA frequently takes the planning and operational lead in a UW
campaign due to its frequent covert nature, particularly in the initial stages of an
operation or as an independent campaign. Covert action are those “activities of
the Unites States Government to influence to influence political, economic, or
military conditions abroad, where it is intended that the role of the United States
Government will not be apparent or acknowledged publicly.”10 The CIA is the
only agency authorized to conduct covert action unless otherwise specified by the
president in his written notification to Congress.
There are several activities under the broad umbrella of covert action that
may be used to provide direct or indirect support to opposition groups: political
action, propaganda, intelligence activities, funding and material support,
paramilitary operations and paramilitary assistance. The CIA’s Special Activities
Division within the National Clandestine Service, typically leads the agency’s
efforts in a UW campaign.11
Although the Department of State has often played an important role in the
provision of nonlethal political and civic assistance either in support of the CIA or

10

“Presidential Approval and Reporting of Covert Action,” National Security Act of
1947, U.S. Code 50 (2000) § 413(b); http://www.gpo.gov/fdsys/pkg/USCODE-2000title50/pdf/USCODE-2000-title50-chap15-subchapIII-sec413b.pdf.
11
See Roy Godson, Dirty Tricks or Trump Cards: U.S. Covert Action &
Counterintelligence (New Brunswick, NJ: Transaction Publishers, 2005) and U.S.
Congressional Research Service, Covert Action: Legislative Background and Possible
Policy Questions, by Richard A. Best, Jr. (Washington, DC: Office of Congressional
Information and Publishing, 27 December 2011),
http://www.fas.org/sgp/crs/intel/RL33715.pdf.
.
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supported by the CIA, the terminology surrounding UW tends to focus on more
heavily on military and intelligence activities.

The Indirect Approach
The choice to support an indigenous insurgency within another state is one
of many foreign policy tools that fall within the indirect approach to strategy.
Military strategist Basil H. Liddell Hart writes that in the indirect approach, “the
aim is to weaken resistance before attempting to overcome it; and the effect is
best attained by drawing the other party out of his defenses.” 12 In a critique of
Carl von Clausewitz’s assertion that all efforts in war be directed towards decisive
battle, Liddell Hart argues that indirect approach is more likely to achieve
decisive peace because it integrates the psychological as well as physical
dislocation of the opponent. Similar to Napoleon’s dictum, “the moral is to the
physical as three to one,” Liddell Hart contends, “while the strength of an
opposing force or country lies outwardly in its numbers and resources, these are
fundamentally dependent upon stability of control, morale, and supply.”13
Recent U.S. military doctrine and think tank analysis has highlighted the
difference between direct and indirect approaches to war within the special
operations community. The most recent Army Doctrine Publication (ADP) 3-05
Special Operations delineates between long-duration special warfare missions
that shape the environment through partnered operations (such as UW and foreign
internal defense (FID)) and more unilateral surgical strike capabilities (such as
12

B. H. Liddell Hart, Strategy: the Indirect Approach (London: Faber and Faber Limited,
1954), x.
13
Liddell Hart, Strategy, 5.
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direct action and counterproliferation). Similarly, authors David Tucker and
Christopher Lamb and others characterize special operations roles by contrasting
their direct or “commando” roles with their indirect or “warrior-diplomat” roles.14

Direct
Counterterrorism
Counterproliferation
Direct Action
Special Reconnaissance

Indirect
Unconventional Warfare
Foreign Internal Defense
Psychological Operations
Civil Affairs

Insurgency
An insurgency is an organized, protracted political-military struggle for
control over the resources of a state or territory using violence and political
resources. The aim of insurgents is weaken the control and legitimacy of ruling
government while increasing the control and legitimacy of the insurgency.
Insurgent activities may include guerrilla warfare, acts of terrorism, and political
mobilization through popular resistance, propaganda and the creation of shadow
political organizations. Typically in the opening phases of an insurgency, a
government tends to use a more direct approach to fighting an insurgency due to
its control over the security apparatus and superior resources. Bu contrast,
insurgents and political opposition groups necessarily favor a combination of
indirect and direct methods to demonstrate the lack of government control
through symbolic attacks, mass resistance, and guerrilla warfare.15

14

David Tucker and Christopher J. Lamb, United States Special Operations Forces (New
York: Columbia University Press, 2007), 153-4; and Michele Malvesti, “To Serve the
Nation: U.S. Special Operations Forces in an Era of Persistent Conflict,” Center for New
American Security (June 2010), 11.
15
Bard E. O'Neill, Insurgency & Terrorism: From Revolution to Apocalypse
(Washington, DC: Potomac Books, 2005); and Central Intelligence Agency, Guide to the

8

In a UW campaign, external supporters provide lethal and nonlethal
assistance to insurgents or opposition groups in order to disrupt, overthrow or
compel a change in behavior by the ruling government. By contrast, a
counterinsurgency (COIN) campaign is the combined diplomatic, political,
military, economic efforts taken by the government and its allies to defeat an
insurgency.

Irregular Warfare
In U.S. military doctrine, insurgency and counterinsurgency fall within the
broader category of irregular warfare (IW). Irregular warfare is defined as:
A violent struggle among state and non-state actors for legitimacy and
influence over the relevant populations. Irregular warfare favors indirect
and asymmetric approaches, though it may employ the full range of
military and other capabilities, in order to erode an adversary’s power,
influence, and will.16
IW operations encompass the five military activities of counterterrorism (CT),
UW, FID, COIN, and stability operations (SO).
In the broader theoretical literature on irregular warfare, numerous studies
have emerged since the end of the Cold War to redefine the character of warfare
and juxtapose related phenomena such as irregular warfare, guerrilla warfare,

Analysis of Insurgency (date not available);
http://www.fas.org/irp/cia/product/insurgency.pdf.
16
U.S. Department of Defense, Joint Publication 1-02: Dictionary of Military and
Associated Terms (Washington, DC: Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff, amended
through 15 November 2012), 159; and U.S. Department of Defense, Joint Operating
Concept v.2.0: Irregular Warfare: Countering Irregular Threats (Washington, DC:
Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff, 17 May 2010).
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terrorism, asymmetric conflict, hybrid wars, special operations and low intensity
conflict, to name a few.17
In Chapter 2, the literature review provides greater detail on the genesis of
each of the terms defined here and the literature pertinent to the development of
this study’s methodology.

II. U.S. Experience in Unconventional Warfare
Unconventional warfare in the United States can be traced back to
experiences of both British and American forces during the eighteenth century.
His Majesty’s Independent Companies of Rangers, dubbed “Roger’s Rangers,”
conducted deep penetration raids into enemy territory to sabotage and disrupt
conventional forces during the French and Indian Wars (1754–1763). Only a
generation removed, British commanders renounced guerrilla tactics for
traditional force-on-force maneuvers against colonial troops during the
Revolutionary War. Continental commanders such as Francis Marion, nicknamed
the “Swamp Fox,” organized guerrilla campaigns in British-held South Carolina
to paralyze disproportionate numbers of British forces trying to maintain their
foothold in the Southern colonies. After the founding of the republic, the U.S.
military practiced unconventional warfare in campaigns against the Native

17

See John Arquilla, Insurgents, Raiders, and Bandits: How Masters of Irregular
Warfare Have Shaped Our World (Lanham, MD: Ivan R. Dee, 2011); Richard Shultz,
Roy Godson, and Querine Hanlon, Armed Groups and Irregular Warfare: Adapting
Professional Military Education (Washington, DC: National Strategy Information Center,
2009); Rupert Smith, The Utility of Force: The Art of War in the Modern World (New
York: Penguin, 2006); and Martin Van Creveld, The Transformation of War (New York:
Free Press, 1991).
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American tribes and the Pasha of Tunis in the Barbary Wars and as Union forces
occupying the South during Reconstruction, in the Philippines Insurrection, and in
the Boxer Rebellion. In each example, U.S. forces operated in denied areas by
propagating resistance movements and support among the local populace to
overthrow a hostile regime, or an occupation force.18

Creating the Institutions for Unconventional Warfare
In 1942, General William J. Donovan created the first formal institution
dedicated to the gathering of strategic intelligence and covert action19 including
support to partisans in German- and Japanese-occupied territory. The Office of
Strategic Services (OSS), modeled on the British Special Operations Executive,
concentrated its major efforts in France, with three operational units providing
direct support to the French Resistance for sabotage, subversion, direct action, and
intelligence collection. In Burma, OSS Detachment 101 organized Kachin
tribesmen for raids and ambushes to divert large numbers of Japanese forces from
allied forces using guerrilla tactics. While OSS contributions should not be

18

See D. M. Giangreco, "Special Forces," American Heritage 53, no. 6 (November/
December 2002): 50-59; Stephen Kinzer, Overthrow: America's Century of Regime
Change from Hawaii to Iraq (New York: Times Books, 2006); William R. Polk, Violent
Politics: A History of Insurgency, Terrorism, and Guerrilla War, from the American
Revolution to Iraq (New York: Harper Collins, 2007); and John J. Tierney, Chasing
Ghosts: Unconventional Warfare in American History (Dulles, VA: Potomac Books, Inc.,
2007).
19
Covert actions are “activities of the United States Government to influence political,
economic, or military conditions abroad, where it is intended that the role of the United
States Government will not be apparent or acknowledged publicly.” “Presidential
Approval and Reporting of Covert Action,” U.S. Code 50 (2000) § 413(b).
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overstated due to the uncoordinated nature of its operations, the OSS undoubtedly
contributed to the enemy’s fog and friction within its occupied territories.20
Throughout the war, Donovan faced fierce opposition from the Army,
Navy, and Federal Bureau of Investigation (FBI). Many theater commanders,
including General Douglas MacArthur, refused to allow OSS operations within
their areas of responsibility. Donovan succeeded in protecting his organization
due to a close personal relationship with President Roosevelt. After Roosevelt’s
death in 1945, President Truman disbanded the organization on the premise that
such capabilities were unnecessary for a democracy during times of peace.
Within months, Truman recanted, realizing the need for a strategic
intelligence agency to counteract the growing Soviet threat. The National Security
Act of 1947 created the Central Intelligence Agency, which assumed many of the
same responsibilities of the OSS. The Act also directed the newly created
National Security Council to provide oversight of the CIA’s broadly defined
activities. In addition to coordinating intelligence collection and reporting in the
powerful Departments of Defense and State, the CIA gained responsibility for
covert action. Funding for the Marshall Plan and the Korean War allowed the
CIA’s political action, propaganda, and paramilitary capabilities to expand rapidly
with few legal limitations.21
In the early 1950s, the president and supporters in Congress promoted
unconventional warfare as America’s best answer to countering communist
20
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sponsored regimes in Europe and Asia. Several former OSS officers who had
relocated to the newly organized CIA supported the formation of an independent
civilian agency responsible for guerrilla and insurgency warfare. Many
conventional Army leaders were wary of propagating an “elite” unit within the
Army’s force structure, designed to act autonomously without conventional units.
When the CIA and the newly formed Air Force attempted to form unconventional
warfare air and ground units, the Army countered by creating the Army Special
Forces, initiating fierce interagency and interservice rivalries.22
In 1951, Brigadier General Robert McClure, supported by Secretary of the
Army Frank Pace, founded the Psychological Warfare Center along with the
Special Forces School to educate highly skilled soldiers across three mission
profiles: unconventional warfare, counterinsurgency (COIN), and psychological
operations. On 20 June 1952, the 10th Special Forces Group was formed with the
mission to exploit resistance movements within Soviet-held territory during an
invasion of Western Europe. The conventional military remained similarly
focused on Western Europe’s defense but with large armor, artillery, and aircraft
formations. Few regular officers crossed over to the special operations world,
knowing that long-term careers were not build around shadowy, secretive units.23
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Vietnam War: Unprecedented Growth of UW Capabilities
By the 1960s, wars of national liberation spread across Africa, Latin
America, and Asia, brought about by the decline of colonial empires and a rise in
communist insurgencies. The United States became increasingly concerned with
halting the spread of Soviet influence across the Third World. President Kennedy
became the first presidential advocate for low intensity conflict and special
operations. Speaking at the United States Military Academy in 1962, he warned:
[W]e need to be prepared to fight a different war. This is another type of
war, new in its intensity, ancient in its origin, war by guerilla, subversives,
insurgents, assassins; war by ambush instead of combat, by infiltration
instead of aggression, seeking victory by eroding and exhausting the
enemy instead of engaging him. It requires, in those situations where we
encounter it, a whole new strategy, a wholly different kind of force, and
therefore, a new and wholly different kind of military training.24

The arrival of such a powerful patron helped establish special operations
capabilities never previously seen in the American military. The war in Vietnam
provided the context for Kennedy to promote Special Operations Forces’ (SOF)
capabilities while introducing the new mission of counterinsurgency. Frustrated
with the lack of success in countering North Vietnamese infiltrations, the
president directed the Pentagon take over the CIA’s training of indigenous groups
to subvert, sabotage, and gather intelligence on North Vietnamese forces. From
1964 to 1972, the United States waged the largest UW campaign since World War
II.25

24
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25
See Richard H. Shultz, The Secret War against Hanoi: Kennedy's and Johnson's Use of
Spies, Saboteurs, and Covert Warriors in North Vietnam (New York: HarperCollins,
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Throughout the buildup of SOF forces for the Vietnam War, SOF’s unique
capabilities bred resentment in the conventional army because of its secretive,
highly skilled mission profile. Conventional military leaders discredited
unconventional warfare as a dishonorable means of waging war for a democracy.
Subversion, sabotage, and guerilla warfare are the weapons of the
politically and materially weak. They have been considered by the
American, who has not had much requirement to use them, wholly
unworthy methods.… The American military leadership, reflecting on the
attitudes of Americans in general, expects to directly confront an
adversary and overwhelm him with unlimited power.26
The Vietnam conflict engendered deep distrust between the conventional military,
SOF, and the intelligence community. The military leadership encouraged
political leaders to restrict covert action to the CIA so that dirty tricks would not
taint military operations.
By war’s end, support for unconventional warfare dissipated due to a lack
of political sponsorship and American war fatigue. In the 1970s, SOF and CIA
human intelligence capabilities experienced dramatic cutbacks with the expansion
of more technical forms of intelligence collection. The military leadership became
increasingly hostile toward its “elite” forces as the Pentagon turned away from its
counterinsurgency experience to rebuild its forces for high-intensity conventional
war. The 1980 failed hostage rescue mission in Iran forced Pentagon leaders to
backtrack on its gutting of special operations forces. However, in doing so, the
Pentagon leadership favored offensive, unilateral commando-type missions and
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their leaders over skills in UW, COIN, psychological operations, and civil
affairs.27
For the CIA, disclosures in the wake of the Watergate scandal and
Vietnam led to intense public and congressional scrutiny of its clandestine
operations over the previous two decades. In response, the CIA fired and retired
large numbers of its experienced cadre of operators, who represented the CIA’s
only resident institutional knowledge in the conduct of espionage and covert
action in the bureaucracy’s short thirty-year history. Despite the controversy
surrounding the CIA and their diminished capabilities, presidents repeatedly
turned to the agency as one of the few means available to influence events inside
states hostile to U.S. interests.28

After Vietnam, CIA Takes the Lead
From 1979 to 2001, Presidents Carter, Reagan, Bush, and Clinton turned
to the instrument of unconventional warfare to fulfill U.S. policy objectives where
an overt, direct military conflict was deemed politically or militarily infeasible.
Under the leadership of Director William Casey, the CIA rose to prominence as
unconventional warfare became one of five pillars in the Reagan Doctrine plan to
rollback communism across the Third World. For the first time since World War
II, the executive branch, Congress, and the American public united behind a
nominally covert unconventional warfare campaign supporting the mujahedin
27
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Soviet-occupied Afghanistan. President Reagan went on to launch additional UW
campaigns to support the contras in Nicaragua and the National Union for the
Total Independence of Angola (UNITA) against the Soviet-backed Angolan
government.
As the military experienced a resurgence of its manpower and
technological capabilities during the 1980s, the Pentagon supported CIA
operations behind the scenes but sought to distance themselves from the politics
of covert action. President Reagan backed sweeping changes by Congress to
establish U.S. Special Operations Command (USSOCOM) in 1987. Two years
later, the Army recognized the Special Forces as a separate branch by creating
Army Special Operations Command (ARSOC). Other reforms made it possible
for SOF officers to remain competitive across all services and branches, ensuring
that they would remain represented within the ranks of future general officers.
Despite congressional and the administration’s support of SOF expansion, many
senior military leaders resisted the integration of conventional and unconventional
forces, preferring to promote the technology of nuclear arsenals, aircraft fleets,
and armored divisions as the best deterrents to the Soviet Union and other
potential future adversaries.29
After a decisive conventional military success in the Persian Gulf War and
the collapse of the Soviet Union, many within the military and intelligence
communities saw little need to retain the capabilities necessary to wage
29
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unconventional warfare. Some Vietnam-era leaders and historians argued that the
unconventional tactics waged in Vietnam produced the quagmire that many
attributed to self-imposed limitations on conventional weapons technology.
communist-based revolutions withered away with the demise of the Soviet Union.
To better integrate SOF into joint military doctrine, its leadership de-emphasized
the more controversial, clandestine aspects of SOF capabilities to gain broader
support from conventional military leaders.30
In the 1990s, a community of academics and policy leaders predicted
future risks of terrorism and low intensity conflicts fought with modern
technologies.31 As Commanding General of the John F. Kennedy Special Warfare
School, Major General William Garrison emphasized the lessons of Air Marshall
Giulio Douhet, who argued, “Victory smiles upon those who anticipate the
changes in the character of war, not upon those who wait to adapt themselves
until after those changes occur.”32 The U.S. government as a whole, however,
stopped short of enacting innovative foreign policy and flexible doctrines required
to deal with evolving national security challenges.
The Clinton administration grappled with the use of limited force for
peacekeeping and humanitarian relief missions that the United States, its allies,
30
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and the international community were largely unprepared to address. In the cases
of Iraq and Afghanistan, the United States faced recurrent threats, and the
president worried that greater ones would follow if America did not respond in
turn. President Clinton authorized an unconventional warfare campaign to unseat
Saddam Hussein and counterterrorism strikes in Afghanistan, but the strategy that
resulted was piecemeal and largely ineffective. Clinton faced resistance within the
intelligence and law enforcement communities as well as from military leaders to
use preventive force against hostile states and non-state actors.

The Post-9/11 Security Paradigm
The terrorist attacks on 11 September 2001 ignited a new era of
intelligence, military, and law enforcement cooperation, as well as the integration
of conventional and special operations forces. The unconventional warfare
campaign in Afghanistan was the culmination of decades’ worth of investment in
SOF that had rarely been given the chance to lead a military campaign. It also
brought public recognition for the small community of covert action specialists in
the CIA’s Directorate of Operations, which had been decimated by poor
management and budget cuts after Vietnam. The combination of SOF and CIA
intelligence and paramilitary personnel working with Afghan opposition groups
and assisted by conventional air power deposed the Taliban regime in 78 days.
The operation was hailed as a new model for network-centric warfare and
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exhibited the tempting possibilities of supporting surrogates with precision
munitions and a minimal U.S. military ground presence.33
During the U.S.-led invasion of Iraq in March 2003, the war in northern
Iraq closely resembled the Afghan Approach advocated for Iraq in the late 1990s
and executed in Afghanistan in 2001. After Turkey refused to allow the basing
and staging of U.S. forces from its territory, the now 70,000-strong Kurdish
paramilitary peshmerga forces played an integral role, partnering with 5,000 U.S.
and British SOF in Task Force Viking Hammer. With extensive air support, the
combined task force far exceeded expectations in their mission to hold three Iraqi
Corps (thirteen divisions) in place. Additionally, they routed the rear area threat
posed by Sunni Islamist terrorist group Ansar al-Islam, captured the critical cities
of Kirkuk and Mosul, and secured key Iraqi oil fields in the north before
conducting a relief in place with conventional units pushing up from the south. In
addition, the task force prevented Kurdish forces from invading southward and
holding key terrain that might have triggered a Turkish intervention.34
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Other campaigns have followed, including a U.S.-led UW campaign to
support the Sunni Awakening in Al Anbar, Iraq from 2006-2009 and NATO-led
support to Libyan opposition forces in 2011. Today the debate continues over the
provision of lethal and non-lethal aid to Syrian opposition groups. The CIA and
the Special Operations community continue to be the forefront of each of these
campaigns, and their integration with the Department of State and the Defense
intelligence agencies has never been greater. U.S. capabilities in this arena,
however, still require attention given the high tempo of operations over the last
ten years and reliance upon a very small cadre of personnel.
At the same time, the United States is wrestling with a period of global
economic recession and the winding down of the counterinsurgency campaigns in
Afghanistan and Iraq. Similar to the military and intelligence draw downs faced
after the end of the Vietnam War and the Cold War, the executive and legislative
branches continue to face off over the roles and missions of the intelligence and
military communities. The decade long collaboration between the intelligence,
special operations, and conventional forces in UW, COIN, and counterterrorism
campaigns has undoubtedly produced short-term strategic successes for the

divisions, captured 600 and killed 859 enemy soldiers, and seized 6,000 square
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United States, but the long-term political implications are currently difficult to
discern.
This study contributes to the growing debate over whether and how UW
contributes to the accomplishment of a state’s national security objectives.

III. Answering the Research Question
This study draws from an interdisciplinary body of literature to build a
theoretical model to describe past experience and prescribe future strategy
development and implementation of unconventional warfare at the national level.
The dissertation examines the presence (or absence) of four independent variables
as predictors of whether U.S. national security goals were successfully achieved:
clear policy objectives, a well-matched policy and strategy for implementation,
unity among the applicable National Security Council members and advisers, and
the presence of a supportive grand strategy.
The theoretical framework is tested against three cases selected to
maximize variation across the four independent variables. U.S. support for the
Afghan mujahedin from 1979 to 1991 was the largest U.S. unconventional
warfare campaign absent a major conventional war and the most direct military
confrontation between the two Cold War superpowers. In Nicaragua, the United
States waged a controversial campaign of political, economic and paramilitary
warfare from 1981 to 1989 to prevent the consolidation of the communist-friendly
Sandinista government and to disrupt Cuban and Soviet sponsorship of local
communist movements. In the final case, U.S. support to Iraqi opposition groups
22

from 1991 to 2001 sought unsuccessfully to overthrow Saddam Hussein while
keeping the structure of the regime and the Iraqi state intact.

IV. Organization of the Dissertation
Chapter 2 provides an overview of the security studies and conflict
management literature pertinent to the prosecution of UW and measurement of its
strategic effectiveness. Chapter 3 details the research question, structure of the
qualitative study, and selected cases for comparison.
Chapter 4 introduces the international and U.S. domestic context prior to
the start of U.S. interventions in Afghanistan and Nicaragua in 1979.
Chapters 5, 6, and 7 describe and explain the actions taken by the National
Security Council members and advisers to formulate the policy and strategy and
implement UW campaigns in Afghanistan, Nicaragua, and Iraq, respectively.
Chapter 8 summarizes the case study findings, offers recommendations for
future U.S. foreign policy decisions regarding support to insurgencies, and
concludes with suggestions for future research.
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CHAPTER 2: Literature Review
The study of the U.S. experience in unconventional warfare sits at the
nexus of international security studies and U.S. foreign policy and therefore
benefits from an interdisciplinary approach. Literature from the field of
international conflict management complements the grand strategy literature and
aids in the development of policy recommendations.

I. International Security Studies and U.S. Foreign Policy
The U.S. prosecution of unconventional warfare (UW) encompasses
several subfields within the greater literature on international security studies:
insurgency, the indirect approach in grand strategy, special operations, and covert
action. Also of critical value is historical study of the U.S. foreign policy
experience with regards to each of these four topics.

Insurgency
Authors John Shy and Thomas W. Collier trace the literature on
insurgency and revolutionary war and find that “virtually all of the literature of
the subject is concerned with either how to conduct or how to defeat revolutionary
war.”1 The military dimension of revolutionary war, guerrilla warfare, receives

1
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much of the attention.2 With the exception of T.E. Lawrence’s account of the
1916–1918 Arab Revolt, there is little discussion of the integration of political
goals with military strategy until the revolutionary successes of China, Vietnam,
and the Soviet Union. During World War II, Lawrence’s strategy of political
insurgency would reemerge with the building of indigenous resistance movements
against Nazi and Soviet occupation in continental Europe. President Roosevelt’s
creation of the Office of Strategic Services (OSS) marked the first formal
recognition of the strategic potential of resistance movements in areas of
occupation.3
While the factors of industry and imperialism gave rise to the communist
revolutionary foundations through Marx and Lenin,4 it is Mao Tse Tung’s
interpretation of the communist revolution that has proven most influential to
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other insurgent leaders and theorists in the post-colonial and Third World.5 Mao’s
writings provide important insights for understanding the weaknesses of a ruling
government, the indoctrination of a population, and the absolute necessity for
marriage between political goals and a strategy that unites the political, military,
economic, and information campaigns. An important Cuban variation of Mao’s
revolutionary war called focoism maintains that “a small revolutionary force, by
using violence, can mobilize popular support more quickly, instead of political
mobilization leading to eventual violence.”6 The failures of focoism in practice
speak directly to the U.S. experience in support of insurgencies, which has
favored quick results and the development of strategy dominated by guerrilla
warfare but with limited political, economic, and informational strategy
development.
The experience of colonial militaries in expeditionary and guerrilla
warfare in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries provided new military strategies
on the tactical and operational prosecution of small wars7 and serve as the
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foundation for counterinsurgency (COIN) strategies.8 After the Vietnam War, low
intensity conflict (LIC) became the dominant term in the security studies literature
to describe asymmetric, protracted, and limited wars generally prosecuted in the
Third World or by its populations. Kalevi Holsti and others have characterized
this phenomenon as “wars of the third kind” or people’s wars.9 Within U.S.
military doctrine, LIC evolved into the terms operations other than war (OOTW),
military operations other than war (MOOTW), and stability and support
operations (SASO). More recently, these terms have been subsumed under the
moniker of irregular warfare.10
COIN literature in the United States is extensive and growing due in part
to the lessons of Vietnam, Iraq, and Afghanistan.11 Of greatest value are sources
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such as D. Michael Shafer’s Deadly Paradigms: The Failure of U.S.
Counterinsurgency Policy and John Nagl’s Counterinsurgency Lessons from
Vietnam and Malaya, which apply international relations theory to analyze
success and failure in COIN.12
Theoretical literature addressing external support to insurgencies is limited
in comparison to the study of COIN. The success of revolutions in China and
Vietnam along with successful Soviet expansion led to an intellectual movement
in the 1950s and early 1960s within the United States dedicated to the study of
insurgencies and U.S. support to insurgents.13 This movement, however, was
short-lived due to the failures of the Bay of Pigs Invasion and the Vietnam War. A
second resurgence of literature developed in response to the Reagan Doctrine’s
express support of anti-communist revolutions across the globe, but again
congressional and public support turned against UW after the revelations of the
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Iran-Contra affair.14 Also present in the literature are single case studies on state
support of insurgencies, most of which are focused on the U.S. and USSR Cold
War competition for allies in the Third World.15
Since the end of the Cold War, a few academics have focused on support
to insurgencies. In Insurgency and Terrorism, Bard O’Neill offers a framework
for analyzing the types of external support, its durability, and its importance to the
greater insurgent movement.16 Daniel Byman offers a broad survey of all major
state and non-state support to insurgencies from 1991 to 2000 in Trends in
Outside Support for Insurgencies.17 Other sources analyze the changing
environmental conditions for insurgent warfare, including the impact of
technology and the rise of non-state actors.18 All of these sources, while providing
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valuable insights into UW, do not address U.S. behavior in detail, strategy
development and implementation, or the conditions for success and failure for
states supporting insurgent groups across multiple case studies.

The Indirect Approach in Grand Strategy
The body of literature on grand strategy provides critical insights on the
theoretical influences to the U.S. national security strategy process and the
relative emphasis that state sponsors place on guerrilla warfare. Theorist B.H.
Liddell Hart writes, “The role of grand strategy is to coordinate and direct all the
resources of a nation…towards attainment of the political objective of the war.”19
He views the tactics of guerrilla warfare as one example of the indirect approach
but questions the long-term strategic value of guerrilla warfare for striking against
adversaries.20 His writing brought Sun Tzu’s The Art of War to the forefront of
Western military strategy. He highlights the Chinese strategist’s focus on the
economy of force operations, including the limited use of force, psychological
operations, deception, and intelligence in an effort to limit the escalation and
destruction of war.
Robert Osgood and André Beaufre also add depth to the literature of
indirect war. Their intent is to expand the available courses of action in a
conventional war (particularly in the nuclear age) while limiting the choices of
one’s adversary. In his Introduction to Strategy, Beaufre calls for Western

Response (Carlisle, PA: Strategic Studies Institute, U.S. Army War College, 2004); and
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governments to develop a “total” strategy integrating political, military, and
economic activities in order to overcome their failure to effectively combat
communist revolutions.21 Both authors advance understanding of the conditions
that allow indirect methods to succeed.
The writings of nineteenth-century German strategist Carl von Clausewitz
are arguably the most influential on the development of Western military strategy.
One of his greatest achievements is his introduction of a holistic approach to the
study of war by arguing that success in warfare requires the unity of political
leadership, military strategy, and popular support. By advocating the decisive
engagement of military forces to win battles, however, Clausewitz has been
interpreted as marginalizing non-military elements of national power. Liddell
Hart, Michael Howard, Bernard Brodie, and others recognize the Western
preferences for direct forms of warfare, the primacy of the military dimension of
power in grand strategy development, and the absence of focus on the human or
social dimensions of war.22
The U.S. penchant for seeking decisive engagement in any form of
military warfare has led to the development of literature on the American way of
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Robert Endicott Osgood, Limited War: The Challenge to American Strategy (Chicago:
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war.23 Andrew Krepinevich developed the “Army Concept” to explain the U.S.
Army’s “focus on mid-intensity, or conventional, war and a reliance on high
volumes of firepower to minimize casualties” and its ability to adapt to low
intensity conflict and the COIN environment of Vietnam.24 Literature from the
Vietnam era and into the 1980s emphasizes the lack of strategy and doctrine
focused on low intensity conflict.25 More recent literature stemming from the U.S.
interventions in Afghanistan and Iraq point to the dominance of military and
security sector operations and the insufficient strategic development of political,
economic, information, and intelligence dimensions of war.26

Special Operations and Covert Action
Unconventional warfare involves both military support to guerrilla forces
and the development of an underground to conduct intelligence activities,
subversion, and sabotage. In the United States, these two tasks are usually split
23

See Colin S. Gray, Irregular Enemies and the Essence of Strategy: Can the American
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24
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Richard H. Shultz, Lessons from an Unconventional War: Reassessing U.S. Strategies for
Future Conflicts (New York: Pergamon Press, 1982); and Richard H. Shultz, Jr., "On
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Security and Arms Control, ed. Edward A. Kolodziej and Partrick M. Morgan (New
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between the Special Operations Forces (SOF) and the Central Intelligence Agency
(CIA), respectively. Therefore, the study of UW requires an understanding of the
literature on special operations, SOF, and covert action.
Colin Gray writes that “while the literature on special operations and on
special operations forces is vast, the literature on their strategic utility in war is all
but nonexistent.”27 In Explorations in Strategy and subsequent publications,
Gray’s research serves as an excellent starting point for analyzing the “strategic
utility” of one type of special operations mission, UW.28 Gray argues that the U.S.
ranks last among the great military powers in the acceptance of special operations
and their value as an asymmetric means of warfare.29
In Special Operations Forces: Roles and Missions in the Aftermath of the
Cold War, Maurice Tugwell and David Charters provide a useful definition for
special operations: “small scale, clandestine, covert, or overt operations of an
unorthodox and frequently high risk nature, undertaken to achieve significant
political or military objectives in support of foreign policy.”30 This 1995 volume,
along with Special Operations in U.S. Strategy, compiled after conference
proceedings, highlight the debates on doctrine, roles, and missions from a U.S.
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perspective.31 Additionally, Susan Marquis’ detailed study of the bureaucratic
struggles and the organizational culture of the U.S. Special Operations Command
shed light on the intense competition between conventional and unconventional
military leadership for resources and mission prominence.32
Of the literature that analyzes the special operations’ strategic impact,
most sources focus on direct action and counterterrorism missions in response to a
crisis situation (often referred to as commando operations, raids, or coups de
main).33 One of the few exceptions is James M. Scott’s Deciding to Intervene:
The Reagan Doctrine and American Foreign Policy, which explains the
development and implementation of the Reagan Doctrine through the lens of
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bureaucratic politics.34 Of his five cases, the cases of Afghanistan, Angola, and
Nicaragua highlight robust political-military UW campaigns.
Literature on the tactical and operational histories, equipment, and force
structure of Western special operations is vast.35 Of particular value to this study
are historical accounts by former members of the OSS and the founders of the
U.S. Army Special Operations Forces (ARSOF) on the roles and missions of the
special forces, particularly the primacy of unconventional warfare in the 1950s
and 1960s.36 U.S. military doctrine for special operations and UW, both past and
present, is also critical to understanding how the military conceptualizes, trains,
and directs special operations missions and UW.37 In addition to providing
background on the history and missions of U.S. SOF, Thomas Adams, James D.
Kiras and others highlight the evolving roles of SOF in recent humanitarian and
peace operations, counterterrorism and COIN operations.38
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Media and research focused on U.S. SOF has surged in recent years with
the invasion of Afghanistan combining CIA and SOF operatives. New books
appear with regularity to document the intricate tactical details of SOF actions in
both Afghanistan and Iraq.39 While such histories provide useful accounts to
highlight U.S. SOF training and expertise, the authors of these narratives rarely
analyze the strategic effect of these tactical operations on U.S. national security or
provide cross-case comparison.
No less vast is the literature on covert action.40 Roy Godson writes,
“Compared with the elements of collection and analysis, counterintelligence and
covert action have received far less systematic and careful study.”41 The literature
varies from personal memoirs42 to journalistic accounts of operations43 to more
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academic literature on the theory and practice of covert action by practitioners and
policy makers within government.44 Most relevant to this dissertation are sources
that identify the constraints for covert action, case study research on covert
actions to support insurgencies, and measurements of success and failure in covert
action. For instance, Godson’s Dirty Tricks or Trump Cards traces the evolution
of covert action in the United States since the creation of the OSS in World War II
and identifies principles for effective covert action drawn from intelligence
practices worldwide. Government-sponsored reports and congressional testimony
in the wake of controversies such as Iran-Contra, intelligence failures, or
proposed reforms to the CIA and special operations supply insight into the issues
and debates surrounding covert action.45

on Terror (New York: Free Press, 2004); Duane R. Clarridge and Digby Diehl, A Spy for
All Seasons: My Life in the CIA (New York: Scribner's, 1997); William Colby and Peter
Forbath, Honorable Men: My Life in the CIA (New York: Simon and Schuster, 1978);
and Robert M. Gates, From the Shadows: The Ultimate Insider's Story of Five Presidents
and How They Won the Cold War (New York: Simon & Schuster, 1996).
43
Journalistic case studies of covert action are numerous though some authors combine
covert CIA operations with clandestine and overt military intervention, while others do
not distinguish between intelligence and military tasks. See William Blum, Killing Hope:
U.S. Military and CIA Interventions since World War II (Monroe, ME: Common Courage
Press, 2004); Steven Emerson, Secret Warriors: Inside the Covert Military Operations of
the Reagan Era (New York: Putnam, 1988); Stephen Kinzer, Overthrow: America's
Century of Regime Change from Hawaii to Iraq (New York: Times Books, 2006); John
Prados, Safe for Democracy: The Secret Wars of the CIA (Chicago: Ivan R. Dee, 2006);
and Bob Woodward, Veil: The Secret Wars of the CIA 1981-1987 (New York: Simon &
Schuster, 1987).
44
Gregory F. Treverton, Covert Action: The CIA and the Limits of American Intervention
in the Postwar World (London: I. B. Tauris & Co Ltd, 1988); and H. Bradford
Westerfield, ed., Inside CIA's Private World: Declassified Articles from the Agency's
Internal Journal, 1955-1992 (New Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 1995).
45
National Commission on Terrorist Attacks upon the United States, The 9/11
Commission Report: Final Report of the National Commission on Terrorist Attacks Upon
the United States (New York: Norton, 2004); U.S. Congressional Research Service.
Special Operations Forces (SOF) and CIA Paramilitary Operations, by Richard A. Best,
Jr. and Andrew Feickert (Washington, DC: Office of Congressional Information and
Publishing, 6 December 2006), http://www.fas.org/sgp/crs/intel/RS22017.pdf; and

37

II. Measures of Effectiveness
In the 1960s, the field of policy analysis emerged to provide scientific
rigor to the process of resource distribution and agenda setting in government
agencies and private enterprise. Innovations in technology and communications
enabled the accumulation of quantitative data to measure progress. Allan Millett
and Williamson Murray’s Military Effectiveness in three volumes serves as a
valuable starting point for qualitative measures of effectiveness (MOE) in
warfare. The authors define military effectiveness as “the process by which armed
forces convert resources into fighting power. A fully effective military is one that
derives maximum combat power from the resources physically and politically
available.”46 Traditional definitions of military effectiveness tend to focus on
combat capability, often by calculating the exchange between major weapons
platforms. The literature that offers measures for assessing the institutional
performance of the Department of Defense and the military services is also
informative.47 Finally, the principles of war, as codified in joint doctrine, inform
the creation of measures in alignment with joint and special operations doctrine.48
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Of significant importance to this study is literature that goes beyond the
military dimensions of power to consider political, economic, and psychological
(or informational) means and effects in irregular warfare. Several sources in
particular informed the development of the four independent variables in this
study (objective, policy-strategy match, unity, and grand strategy) that are
described in detail in Chapter 3: Methodology. For example, Colin Gray develops
eleven categories of conditions for success in special operations: policy demand,
politics, feasible objectives, strategy, flexibility of mind, absence of alternatives,
enemy vulnerabilities, technological assistance, tactical competence, reputation,
and history.49 John Fishel, Max Manwaring, and the Small Wars Operations
Research Directorate under the U.S. Southern Command describe seven
dimensions of a successful COIN strategy: the legitimacy war, the shooting war,
popular support for the insurgency, external support for the insurgency, support to
the host government, the intelligence and information war, and unity of effort.50
Finally, Bard O’Neill’s Insurgency and Terrorism: From Revolution to
Apocalypse provides a framework for the analysis of insurgency across five
dimensions: environment, popular support, organization and unity, external
support, and government response.51
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III. International Conflict Management
The field of international conflict management offers an alternative view
of the methods and goals of state intervention. The study of U.S. support to
insurgencies benefits from the conflict management literature, which takes a more
holistic approach to conflict and offers extensive prescriptive analysis.52 Sources
that include a conceptualization of the end state to be achieved by intervention
(usually the creation of a stable, functional state with representative governance)
are a useful addition to the study of military operations and UW doctrine,
particularly where discussion of end state is limited.53 The history of peace
operations during and after the Cold War provide lessons learned on the conduct

52

For example, unconventional warfare doctrine lays out seven phases for a U.S.
sponsored insurgency: preparation, initial contact, infiltration, organization, buildup,
employment, and transition. By overlaying such tools as the life cycle of international
conflict management created by Michael Lund, one can better analyze the conflict
dynamics and appropriate responses in an insurgency during each phase of operations to
create greater instability or stability as appropriate to national security goals. See Michael
Lund, Preventing Violent Conflict: A Strategy for Preventative Diplomacy (Washington,
DC: U.S. Institute of Peace, 1996), Figure 2.1, 38; and U.S. Department of the Army,
Training Circular 18-01, Figure 1-3, page 1-9.
53
See Boutros Boutros-Ghali, An Agenda for Peace: Preventive Diplomacy,
Peacemaking and Peace-Keeping (New York: United Nations Press, 1992); Antonia
Handler Chayes and Abram Chayes, Planning for Intervention: International
Cooperation in Conflict Management (Boston: Kluwer Law International, 1999); Fen
Osler Hampson and David Malone, From Reaction to Conflict Prevention: Opportunities
for the UN System (Boulder, CO: Lynne Rienner Publishers, 2002); International
Commission on Intervention and State Sovereignty, The Responsibility to Protect: Report
of the International Commission on Intervention and State Sovereignty (Ottawa:
International Development Research Centre, 2001); Olara A. Otunnu and Michael W.
Doyle, eds., Peacemaking and Peacekeeping for the New Century (Lanham: Rowman &
Littlefield Publishers, 1998); and United Nations Secretariat, Report of the Panel on
United Nations Peace Operations, (“Brahimi Report”) (United Nations UN Doc.
A/55/305-S/2000/809, 21 August 2000).

40

and outcomes of consent- and non-consent-based interventions, many of which
take place in low intensity conflict environments similar in UW.54
The literature on governance has developed into several key areas of
emphasis that augment the development of grand strategy and the creation of
MOEs in intervention: security and policing, rule of law and institution building,
economic development, reconciliation, civil society, and refugee resettlement.55
For instance, the edited volumes of Turbulent Peace and Leashing the Dogs of
War from the U.S. Institute of Peace include studies of political, military,
economic, and social strategies for conflict management.56 The human security
literature provides insights into building and strengthening grassroots leadership,
civil society, and resource control – essential components of society that may be
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manipulated by governments or non-state actors in an insurgency.57 Also critical
are sources focusing on the disarmament and demobilization of militia groups in
the post-conflict phase, a key task assigned to ARSOF.58 In summary, the conflict
management literature offers a diversity of perspectives on the purposes of
intervention, intervention strategies, analysis of outcomes, and prescriptive
recommendations for future interventions to complement the international
security studies and grand strategy literature.
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CHAPTER 3: Methodology
The purpose of this study is to provide generalizations about how states
support insurgencies using a “structured, focused comparison”1of three
interrelated cases. The comparative method is chosen to juxtapose several cases
within a “single comprehensive analytical framework”2 to examine the impact of
the independent variables on the resulting outcome.
The study of unconventional warfare (UW) is better suited to qualitative
measures rather than formulaic aggregate data analysis due to the mission’s
complexity as well as the limited number of U.S. historical cases. Alexander
George argues that “case studies can analyze qualitatively complex events and
take into account numerous variables precisely because they do not require
numerous cases or a restricted number of variables.”3 Although small-N analysis
introduces the possibility of drawing faulty conclusions from several unique
cases, Arend Lijphart argues, “The problems of reliability and validity are smaller
for the researcher who uses the comparative method. He can analyze his smaller
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H. Liddell Hart similarly advocates multiple case study comparison: “The method in
recent generations has been to select one or two campaigns, and to study them
exhaustively as a means of professional training and as the foundation of military theory.
But with such a limited basis the continual changes in military means from war to war
carry the danger that our outlook will be narrow and the lessons fallacious. In the
physical sphere, the one constant factor is that means and conditions are invariably
inconstant.” B. H. Liddell Hart, Strategy (New York: Meridian, 1991), 4.
2
George, “Case Studies and Theory Development,” 44.
3
Alexander L. George and Andrew Bennett, Case Studies and Theory Development in
the Social Sciences (Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 2005), 45.
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number of cases more thoroughly, and is less dependent on data that he cannot
properly evaluate.”4
This study employs George’s method for conducting a structured, focused
comparison: Specify the research objective, specify the variables, describe the
likely causal patterns, develop general questions to standardize data requirements,
and select cases for comparison.5 Consistent with the heuristic case study
approach,6 the goal of this dissertation is to contribute to theory building on how
states support insurgencies. The end product is a conceptual framework to both
describe past experience and prescribe future foreign policy decision making
when a state supports an insurgency. More broadly, this study contributes to the
fields of public policy and security studies.

I. Research Objective
The central question of this research is what factors best explain the
success and failure of U.S. campaigns in support of insurgencies? This
dissertation provides generalizations about how a state supports an insurgency to
meet its national security goals. More specifically, this dissertation examines the
U.S. historical experience in three cases to find evidence of the campaigns’
effectiveness and determine what variables explain that effectiveness. Finally, this

4

Arend Lijphart, “The Comparable-Cases Strategy in Comparative Research,”
Comparative Political Studies 8 (July 1975), 171.
5
George, “Case Studies and Theory Development,” 55; and George and Bennett, Case
Studies and Theory Development in the Social Sciences, 67-88.
6
Harry Eckstein, “Case Study and Theory in Political Science,” in Handbook of
Political Science 7, ed. Fred I. Greenstein and N.W. Polsby (Reading, MA: AddisonWesley, 1975), 108.
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study offers suggestions on the strategy and implementation of state support of an
insurgency.
To focus the scope of research, the variables to be analyzed are those most
pertinent to decision making at the level of the President and the National
Security Council.7 This paper concentrates analysis only on the actions taken by
the statutory members of the National Security Council and their designated
advisers, including the Assistant to the President on National Security Affairs, the
Director of Central Intelligence, and the Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff, to
formulate the policy and implement an UW campaign.8 This study does not
explore the policy debate surrounding the choice to support an insurgency.
Neither does the analysis seek to identify all of the broad systemic conditions that
either contribute to more effective state support of insurgencies or lead to
successful insurgencies.

II. The Research Strategy

7

Alexander George asserts that “case studies should employ variables of theoretical
interest for the purposes of explanation. These should include variables that provide some
leverage for policymakers to enable them to influence outcomes” (George and Bennett,
69).
8
See U.S. Congressional Research Service, The National Security Council: An
Organizational Assessment (23 September 2010), by Richard A. Best Jr.,
http://www.au.af.mil/au/awc/awcgate/crs/rl30840.pdf; and Alan G. Whittaker et al., The
National Security Policy Process: The National Security Council and Interagency
System, (Unpublished Research Report, 15 August 2011, Annual Update). Washington,
DC: Industrial College of the Armed Forces, National Defense University, U.S.
Department of Defense, 2011; http://www.ndu.edu/icaf/.
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This section identifies the dependent and independent variables, describes
the likely causal relationship between variables, and justifies the inclusion of each
variable with supporting documentation.
A. Dependent Variable: Strategic Effect of an UW Campaign
The dependent variable to be explained is the strategic effect of an UW
campaign on the security environment. From a U.S. perspective, a positive
strategic effect is defined as the successful achievement of U.S. national security
goals for a given UW campaign.9 Strategic effect is best depicted along a
continuum; its measurement is based upon the degree to which the UW campaign
meets stated (or implied) U.S. national security goals. Therefore, the variance in
strategic effect ranges from the achievement of all national security goals to the
achievement of none. In the cases selected for comparison, the dependent variable
is not held constant so as to better identify those conditions that may account for
the difference in outcome.10
Professor Colin Gray argues that while strategic effect is an inherently
complex quality that “cannot be observed and measured directly,” the researcher
“can recognize evidence of its current condition” and “find material evidence of
its recent and current presence.”11 In describing the outcome of a particular UW

9

George Kennan writes: “It was asserted not long ago by a prominent American that
‘war’s very object is victory’ and ‘in war there can be no substitute for victory.’
…Perhaps there can be such a thing as ‘victory’ in a battle, whereas in war in war there
can be only the achievement or nonachievement of your objectives.” George Kennan,
American Diplomacy (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1984) 120.
10
George and Bennett, 80.
11
Colin Gray, “The Strategist as Hero,” Joint Forces Quarterly 62 (3rd Quarter, July
2011), 44. Gray states that “[The] presence or absence [of strategy], as well as its quality,
can be inferred from behavior as registered in the course of events, but then only if there
is a plausible connection between known intention and that record.” Gray, 37.
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campaign, the analysis does not aim to establish direct causality between the
resulting security environment and the UW campaign. Rather, this study seeks to
consistently observe and compare several variables to the resulting outcome to
determine their explanatory value in predicting the outcome. Evidence is gathered
from primary and secondary source materials to describe changes to the security
environment during, immediately following, and, where possible, up to five years
after completion of the UW campaign.

B. Independent Variables
Four variables are observed to test their explanatory value in predicting
whether U.S. national security goals were achieved in three U.S. UW campaigns:
objective, policy-strategy match, unity, and grand strategy. As detailed in the
preceding review of the literature, several sources identify conditions or factors of
success for studying phenomena related to external support of insurgencies. For
example, the literature on the theory of war, strategy and special operations, and
the principles of war in joint doctrine and the literature on insurgency and
counterinsurgency offer numerous conditions for measuring success.12 Those
conditions most useful for analyzing external state support of insurgencies fall
within four broad categories: foreign policy decision making, institutional (or
agency) decision making, tactical and operational mission execution, and the
environmental context.

12

See Chapter Two, Section 2: Measures of Effectiveness.
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To limit the scope of research, the four variables selected for this study fall
within the category of foreign policy decision making. Primary and secondary
source evidence is gathered on these variables to describe and explain the actions
taken by the President, applicable Cabinet Secretaries (usually the Departments of
State and Defense), the Assistant to the President on National Security Affairs,
and the Director of Central Intelligence to formulate and implement an UW
campaign.
The four independent variables are neither necessary nor sufficient for a
successful outcome to an UW campaign.13 Neither are these measures an
exhaustive list of possible criteria for judging foreign policy decision making with
respect to an UW campaign. Rather, these four variables repeatedly arise as
critical indicators of success or failure from theorists and operators writing on war
and, more specifically, insurgency.14
The variables are not necessarily independent of one another, and as the
cases demonstrate, they are often interdependent. For instance, the presence of a

13

Although UW is a foreign policy tool that often extends beyond the military and
intelligence elements of national power to integrate diplomatic, economic, and
informational elements, the only doctrine written on the conduct of unconventional
warfare is found within the military special operations community. Colin Gray’s
theoretical approach to special operations is useful for consideration in the conduct of
UW, given that UW is one of ten missions assigned to U.S. Special Operations Forces for
functional proponency. He writes, “It is tempting to label conditions as either necessary
or desirable, but so diverse is the legacy of special operations that such a classification
exceeds the bounds of confident judgment. … Findings on the conditions for the success
or failure of special operations cannot sensibly be presented as a formula...The
conditions…simply point to historical factors that increase the prospects for achievement
of significant strategic effect.” Colin S. Gray, “Handfuls of Heroes on Desperate
Ventures: When Do Special Operations Succeed?” Parameters (1999): 2-24.
14
Development of this framework benefits from the work of Bard O’Neill, John Fishel,
and Max Manwaring analyzing insurgencies and counterinsurgency strategies as well as
Colin Gray’s previously mentioned Conditions of Success in Special Operations, as
described in Chapter 2, Section 2: Measures of Effectiveness.
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grand strategy may contribute to increased unity between key U.S. government
agencies participating in the UW campaign. If there is not a clear articulation of
the foreign policy objectives to be achieved in the campaign or there is
disagreement about those objectives, then it is less likely that policy objectives
will be matched to a feasible, suitable strategy. At this conceptual stage, however,
these variables should not be construed as formal hypotheses capable of rigorous
testing. Instead, they are intended to serve as an initial framework to guide future
study of U.S. policy making related to the support of insurgencies.

H1: Unconventional warfare is more likely to achieve U.S. national security
objectives when those objectives are clearly defined.

Objective
A UW campaign is hypothesized to achieve U.S. national security goals
when the senior policy leaders provide clearly defined campaign objectives
tailored to meet specific political-military goals. Objectives that are clearly
defined will 1) articulate the tasks to be accomplished, 2) articulate the desired
end state and effects to be achieved, and 3) identify the lead and supporting U.S.
government agencies for the campaign. Well-crafted strategic guidance may also
include a time estimate for completion or for a follow-on strategic review and
may define mission success criteria. Variance in the objective variable is best
understood along a continuum with measurement based upon the degree to which
campaign objectives are defined in accordance with the criteria above.
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The importance of defining the objective of a war – de quoi s’agit il?, or
“What is it about?” – is well documented within the theoretical and historical
literature on war and strategy, guerrilla war, and covert action.15 In military
doctrine, objective is the first principle of war. Its importance is also highlighted
in relationship to four other related principles of war (unity of command, offense,
perseverance, and legitimacy) and in the special operations military doctrine as
being critical to the conduct of UW.16

H2: Unconventional warfare is more likely to achieve U.S. national security goals
when campaign objectives are matched to a feasible and suitable strategy.

Policy-strategy Match
A UW campaign is hypothesized to achieve U.S. national security
objectives when senior leaders develop and implement a strategy that is both
feasible and suitable to the chosen means (military, intelligence, or otherwise). A
strategy is deemed feasible if objectives can be accomplished by the appropriate
agency or agencies within the given time, space, and resource limitations. A
strategy is deemed suitable if the chosen objectives are uniquely matched to the

15

See, for instance, Book One1, Chapter 2, and Book 3, Chapter 1 of Carl von
Clausewitz, On War, ed. Michael Howard and Peter Paret (Princeton: Princeton
University Press, 1984); Liddell Hart, Strategy, 338-352 and 361-370; and Bernard
Brodie, War and Politics (New York: Macmillan Publishing Co, 1973) 1-11.
16
See U.S. Department of Defense, Joint Publication 3-0: Joint Operations (Washington,
DC: Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff, 11 August 2011), A-1- A-5; U.S. Department
of Defense, Joint Publication 3-5: Special Operations (Washington, DC: Chairman of the
Joint Chiefs of Staff, 18 April 2011); and U.S. Department of the Army, Training
Circular No.18-01: Special Forces Unconventional Warfare (Washington, DC:
Headquarters Department of the Army, 28 January 2011).
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capabilities of the UW forces selected. Generally, objectives should be strategic
in nature when the Central Intelligence Agency (CIA) or Department of Defense
is in the lead and special operations forces (U.S. Special Operations Command)
serve as the supported command. Objectives are likely to be operational in nature
when the UW campaign is led by the Department of Defense as a supporting
effort within a greater conventional war.17 Variance in the policy-strategy match
variable will generate four possible outcomes: feasible and suitable, not feasible
but suitable, feasible but not suitable, and not feasible or suitable.
The significance of aligning a state’s policy objectives with the strategy
implemented is a theme that is repeated in the theoretical and historical literature
on war, strategy, insurgency, counterinsurgency, and covert action.18 One of the
dominant assumptions in the literature is that strategy necessarily flows and is
dependent on policy objectives. It is important to note, however, that in practice,

17

As discussed in greater detail in the literature review, an unconventional warfare
campaign can be launched as an independent campaign or in support of a broader
conventional war. When it is a supporting effort to a conventional war, UW campaign
objectives are usually focused at the operational level of war.
18
The importance of the policy-strategy match is well articulated by Brodie, Clausewitz,
Liddell Hart, and other classical theorists, including Sun Tzu and Thucydides. Writers on
insurgency, counterinsurgency, and the U.S. experience in Vietnam also highlight the
essential nature of the policy-strategy match. See, for instance, John T. Fishel and Max
G. Manwaring, Uncomfortable Wars Revisited (Norman: University of Oklahoma Press,
2006); John A. Nagl, Counterinsurgency Lessons from Malaya and Vietnam: Learning to
Eat Soup with a Knife (Westport, CT: Praeger, 2002); and D. Michael Shafer, Deadly
Paradigms: The Failure of U.S. Counterinsurgency Policy (Princeton, NJ: Princeton
University Press, 1988). The literature on covert action and special operations also
highlights this point, including Roy Godson, Dirty Tricks or Trump Cards: U.S. Covert
Action & Counterintelligence (New Brunswick, NJ: Transaction Publishers, 2005); James
D. Kiras, Special Operations and Strategy (New York: Routledge, 2006); and Gray,
“Handfuls of Heroes on Desperate Ventures.”
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particularly when objectives are unclear or disputed, a strategy may be developed
and implemented independently from policy objectives.19

H3: Unconventional warfare is more likely to achieve U.S. national security goals
when there is unity of effort among the USG agencies charged with campaign
implementation.

Unity
A UW campaign is hypothesized to achieve U.S. national security
objectives when U.S. government (USG) agencies are unified in their approach
and conduct of the UW campaign. Unity is determined by the degree to which the
National Security Council members and advisers share common objectives and
align the actions of their agencies along those objectives. A UW campaign usually
requires coordination if not collaboration between two or more executive branch
agencies (with the CIA and the Departments of Defense and State generally at the
forefront). Therefore, unity of effort is essential to ensure that the means are
directed toward a common objective. For that reason, unity is closely related to
the existence of clearly articulated objectives and a grand strategy to guide
strategy implementation. Variance in the unity variable is measured along a
continuum with measurement based upon the degree to which the president and

19

The literature on strategy and grand strategy assumes that implementation in the field is
necessarily derived from a deliberate planning process that builds a strategy from policy
objectives. However, as subsequent case study chapters on Nicaragua and Iraq
demonstrate, in campaigns where the political objectives are not clear or are disputed,
implementers in the field will create a de facto strategy that may or may not be aligned
with long-term U.S. national security interests.
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applicable National Security Council principals (such as the Secretary of State,
Secretary of Defense, National Security Adviser, Director of Central Intelligence,
Vice President, and Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff) align the actions of
their agencies in accordance with a common set of political objectives.
The military’s joint and service doctrine codifies the classical strategic
theory on unity of command in the military concepts of “unity of purpose” and
“unity of effort” in the principles of war.20 The conflict resolution literature
additionally contributes numerous sources citing the importance of cooperation,
coordination, and a comprehensive approach to peacebuilding efforts, including
historical and case study observations of how well multiple agencies, states,
nongovernmental organizations, and intergovernmental organizations have fared
in conflict environments.21

H4: Unconventional warfare is more likely to achieve U.S. national security goals
when the campaign is embedded within a grand strategy.

Grand Strategy

20

Unity of effort is defined as “coordination and cooperation toward common objectives,
even if the participants are not necessarily part of the same command or organization -–
the product of successful unified action.” Unity of command is defined as “the operation
of all forces under a single responsible commander who has the requisite authority to
direct and employ those forces in pursuit of a common purpose.” See U.S. Department of
Defense, Joint Publication 3-0: Joint Operations, A-2.
21
See, for instance, Boutros Boutros-Ghali, Boutros, An Agenda for Peace, 1995: With
the New Supplement and Related UN Documents (New York: United Nations, 1995);
Lakhdar Brahimi, Report of the Panel on United Nations Peace Operations, A/55/305S/200 (New York: United Nations, 2000); and Andrea Strimling Yodsampa, “A New
Theory of Coordination and An Analysis of U.S. Civil Military Coordination in
Afghanistan 2001-2009,” (Ph.D. diss., Tufts University, 2011), 10-13.
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A UW campaign is hypothesized to achieve U.S. national security
objectives when there is a greater political-military national security framework
into which the campaign nests. Theorist B. H. Liddell Hart writes that “the role of
grand strategy is to coordinate and direct all the resources of a nation…towards
attainment of the political object of the war.”22 The variable of grand strategy
seeks evidence of a greater U.S. national strategy that guides U.S. foreign policy
in the state or region in which the UW campaign takes place. Additionally,
examination of this variable includes analysis on whether the strategy was
supportive of an indirect approach to war and the conduct of an UW campaign.
Variance in the grand strategy variable is measured by three possible outcomes: 1)
a grand strategy that is supportive of the indirect approach, 2) a grand strategy
that is not supportive of the indirect approach, and 3) no grand strategy.
The importance of a grand strategy to guide and regulate the instruments
of power is a theme repeated by the classical strategic theorists, modern theorists,
and historians alike.23

C. Questions for Analysis

22

Liddell Hart, 322.
For example, Charles Hill writes, “the first principle of statecraft: diplomacy and power
are indispensable and must be used, for best effect, in tandem.” Charles Hill, Grand
Strategies: Literature, Statecraft, and World Order (Ann Arbor, MI: Sheridan Books,
2010), 9. See also von Clausewitz, On War; Thucydides, The Landmark Thucydides: A
Comprehensive Guide to The Peloponnesian War, Richard Crawley translation, edited by
Robert B. Strasser (New York: Touchstone, 1996); Niccolo Machiavelli, The Prince,
translated by George Bull (New York: Penguin Press, 1999); Brodie, War and Politics;
and Williamson Murray, MacGregor Knox, and Alvin Bernstein, The Making of Strategy:
Rulers, States, and War (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1994).
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To conduct a controlled comparison, the following general questions
examine the elements of study for each of the three case studies. The questions
are not repeated within the text of each chapter. Topic headings introduce each
element of the study in an effort to comparatively describe and explain the
development and implementation of each UW campaign and its strategic effect on
the security environment.

Independent Variable 1: Objective
-

What were the stated (or implied) objectives of the UW campaign?

-

Do national security documents or primary source accounts identify:
1. The tasks to be performed
2. The desired end state and effects to be achieved
3. The lead and supporting U.S. government agencies
4. A timeline for completion
5. Metrics for success

-

Do campaign objectives seek a limited or comprehensive change in the
status quo? Do campaign objectives seek a military victory? Do the
objectives include goals applicable to the subsequent peace?

Independent Variable 2: Policy-strategy Match
-

Do the lead and supporting agencies have the necessary means (personnel,
equipment, and funding) available to achieve campaign objectives? Are
there time, space, or resource limitations upon the agency or military
command that hinder achievement of the objectives?

-

Are the chosen means suitable to achieving stated objectives?

-

Were the costs of war calculated accurately and managed effectively by
U.S. decision makers?

Independent Variable 3: Unity
-

To what degree was the UW campaign a unified effort among
participating agencies?
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-

What mechanisms were used to guide implementation and monitor
progress across agencies?

-

Is there a body of authoritative knowledge or guidance (such as military
doctrine or comparable literature of procedure) that guides campaign
execution?

Independent Variable 4: Grand Strategy
-

To what extent did a grand strategy for the United States exist to guide
U.S. foreign policy decision making and strategy implementation in the
state or region of the UW campaign? Is there evidence of a unifying
narrative?

-

If there is a grand strategy, is it supportive of an indirect approach and the
UW campaign, or are there points of tension? To what extent do campaign
objectives accord with the administration’s stated national interests?

-

For an operational UW campaign, is the campaign nested within an overall
war strategy to which it contributes? Does the war strategy support the
conduct of an UW campaign, or are there points of tension?

Dependent Variable: Strategic Effect of an UW Campaign
-

To what extent were stated (or implied) national security goals achieved
during the UW campaign? At the completion of the UW campaign? Five
years following completion of the UW campaign?

-

What systemic, regional, or local changes took place in the security
environment?

-

What were the costs to the United States (and its allies) in casualties,
material resources, military, and political advantage? What were the costs
to the U.S. adversary?

D. The Cases
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Case study examples of U.S. support to insurgencies are relatively few in
the modern era.24 Identifying cases in U.S. history is complicated by evolving
definitions of unconventional warfare in U.S. military doctrine and U.S. law.25 In
order to mitigate excessive differences and clearly define a consistent universe of
cases, cases were chosen on the basis of five criteria: timeframe, purpose, method,
target adversary, and actors. First, all cases for consideration take place after the
creation of the CIA in 1947, the U.S. agency with the authority to conduct covert
support to insurgent groups, and the creation of the U.S. Army Special Operations
Forces (ARSOF) in 1952, the U.S. military organization founded and organized
for overt and clandestine unconventional warfare.26 Second, the purpose of each
campaign is “to enable a resistance movement or insurgency to coerce, disrupt, or

24

Since WWII, the literature documents seventeen cases in which the U.S. has supported
insurgencies with moral, political, and/or material support or facilitated sanctuary:
Albania (1949-1954), the Baltic States (1950-1951), Tibet (1950-1958), Guatemala
(1953-1954), Indonesia (1957-1958), Cuba (1960-1961), Laos (1960-1975), North
Vietnam (1961-1972), Iraq (1972-1975), Afghanistan (1979-1991), Nicaragua (19811989), Cambodia (1981-1991), Angola (1983-1989), Iraq (1991-2003), Afghanistan
(2001-2002), al-Anbar Province Iraq (2005-2008), and Libya (2011).
25
As previously discussed in the literature review, the definition, purpose and tasks of
unconventional warfare in the United States has evolved since the creation of the Office
of Strategic Services (OSS) during World War II, its subsequent demobilization, and the
creation of the CIA and Special Operations Forces. The key component that has
consistently distinguished unconventional warfare from other intelligence and special
operations missions is its focus on exploiting situations of insurgency and popular
resistance against a regime or occupying power hostile to U.S. interests.
26
President Franklin D. Roosevelt created the OSS during World War II with the mission
to support resistance movements in German and Japanese occupied areas. After
disbanding the OSS and dividing its functions between the Departments of State and
War, President Truman reestablished many of the OSS functions in the CIA when it was
created in 1947. Thus, the CIA became the primary proponent for support of resistance
movements in peacetime environments that could be augmented as necessary with
military forces in the event of active hostilities. In 1952, the U.S. Army established the
10th Special Forces Group to exploit resistance movements within Soviet-held territory
in the event the Soviet Union invaded Europe. The special forces expanded during
President Kennedy’s administration with the war in Vietnam.
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overthrow a government or occupying power.”27 Third, U.S. personnel execute
their mission “through or with an underground, auxiliary, and guerilla force in a
denied area.”28 Fourth, a state is the primary target of the U.S. UW campaign (see
Chapter 2, Section I for a discussion of non-state and sub-state actors as targets of
a campaign). Fifth, the CIA and Department of Defense comprise the bulk of
personnel implementing the UW strategy.
Of the cases meeting these five criteria,29 I chose three to maximize
variation on the independent variables: Afghanistan and Nicaragua during the
Carter, Reagan, and Bush administrations and Iraq during the Bush and Clinton
administrations. Selection bias is mitigated through both geographic diversity
(Central Asia, Central America, and the Middle East) and longitudinal diversity
(1979–2001) across four presidential administrations (Carter, Reagan, Bush, and
Clinton). All three cases examine campaigns in which the CIA is the lead agency
and there is little or no conventional military force presence. These cases also
represent more recent history where the strategic impact of U.S. support to
insurgencies on U.S. national security have not yet been extensively analyzed
across cases in the literature.

27

U.S. Department of Defense, Joint Publication 3-05: Doctrine for Joint Special
Operations, II-9.
28
Ibid. Like the second, the fifth criterion originates from the military’s doctrinal
definition of UW. This does not preclude the possibility that some limited tasks within
the greater UW strategy such as sabotage, subversion, and intelligence activities may be
conducted unilaterally by U.S. personnel. This criterion eliminates cases in which the
United States supported regime change solely through a coup d’état and without the
support of insurgents or a popular uprising.
29
Albania (1949-1954), Tibet (1950-1958), Indonesia (1957-1958), Cuba (1960-1961),
Laos (1960-1975), North Vietnam (1961-1972), Angola (1975, 1986-1992), Afghanistan
(1979-1991), Nicaragua (1980-1989), Iraq (1991-2003), and Afghanistan (2001-2002).
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Afghanistan 1979–1991
Initiated by the Carter administration and escalated by the Reagan
administration, the U.S. UW campaign in Afghanistan sought to roll back Soviet
occupation. In July 1979, six months before the Soviet invasion of Afghanistan,
President Jimmy Carter signed the first presidential directive to support the
Afghan , a move that some speculate was an effort to draw the Soviets into a
costly proxy war. On 27 December 1979, the assassination of Afghan President
Hafizullah Amin marked the start of a full scale Soviet military intervention and
drew widespread international condemnation.
The CIA served as the lead agency coordinating the U.S. campaign.
Usually working through Pakistan’s Inter-Service Intelligence directorate (ISI),
the United States provided money, arms, and military assistance to the Pashtun
dominated mujahedin. 1986 marked a turning point in the war when congressional
supporters voted to supply the mujahedin with Stinger anti-aircraft systems to
weaken Soviet air superiority. Simultaneously Mikhail Gorbachev rose to
prominence as a reformist leader of the t Party, and by late 1986 he publicly
signaled his dissatisfaction with the Soviet intervention. On 13 September 1991,
after the complete withdrawal of Soviet forces, the United States and Soviet
Union agreed to discontinue military aid to combatants. The State Department
places the total cost in economic and covert aid at $3 billion beginning with $20
million in 1980 and increasing to $300 million annually from 1986 to 1991.30
30

Estimates of U.S. aid vary from $1 billion to $5 billion in the years 1980–1992. Saudi
Arabia was the next biggest contributor to the mujahedin cause at $4 billion with
unknown additional funds flowing through charities and NGOs. From 1980 to 1986,
congressional funding of $750 million was five times the amount spent on the
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The case of Afghanistan is the most direct military confrontation between
the two superpowers during the Cold War, with U.S.-sponsored mujahedin having
regularly engaged Soviet military forces.31 Additionally, this case study provides
an example of an UW campaign conducted both to overthrow the ruling regime
and to compel the withdrawal of an occupying force or state.

Nicaragua (1981–1989)
On January 10, 1978, the assassination of a widely popular and outspoken
critic of the Somoza government, Pedro Joaquin Chamorro, prompted the
unification of disparate opposition groups against the pro-American authoritarian
dictator, Anastasio Somoza Garcia. In 1979, the Sandinista National Liberation
Front (FSNL) deposed Somoza and immediately pledged solidarity with the proSoviet leadership of Cuba and other Marxist revolutionaries in El Salvador and
Latin American.
Nicaraguan contras during the same timeframe. See Ahmed Rashid, Taliban: Militant
Islam, Oil, and Fundamentalism in Central Asia (New Haven: Yale University Press,
2000), 18, 197; U.S. Congressional Research Service, Afghanistan: Post-War
Governance, Security, and U.S. Foreign Policy, by Kenneth Katzman (Washington, DC:
Office of Congressional Information and Publishing, 3 November 2006),
http://fpc.state.gov/documents/organization/76841.pdf; and Michael T. Klare and Peter
Kornbluh, eds., Low Intensity Warfare: Counterinsurgency, Proinsurgency, and
Antiterrorism in the Eighties, 1st ed. (New York: Pantheon Books, 1988), 184.
31
See Charles A. Briscoe et al., Weapon of Choice: U.S. Army Special Operations Forces
in Afghanistan (Combat Studies Institute Press, 2003); Steve Coll, Ghost Wars: The
Secret History of the CIA, Afghanistan, and Bin Laden, from the Soviet Invasion to
September 10, 2001 (New York: Penguin Press, 2004); George Crile, Charlie Wilson's
War: The Extraordinary Story of the Largest Covert Operation in History (New York:
Atlantic Monthly Press, 2003); Robert D. Kaplan, Soldiers of God: With Islamic
Warriors in Afghanistan and Pakistan (New York: Vintage Books, 2001); Klare and
Kornbluh, eds., Low Intensity Warfare; Rashid, Taliban; Barnett R. Rubin, The Search
for Peace in Afghanistan: From Buffer State to Failed State (New Haven, CT: Yale
University Press, 1995); and Barnett R. Rubin, The Fragmentation of Afghanistan: State
Formation and Collapse in the International System, 2nd ed. (New Haven, CT: Yale
University Press, 2002.
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Upon his arrival to the White House in 1981, President Reagan
condemned the ideology and actions of the new Sandinista government. On
March 9, he signed the first of several presidential findings authorizing the CIA to
conduct covert action to interdict arms shipments from the Sandinista regime to
Salvadoran guerrillas as part of a greater counterinsurgency (COIN) strategy for
the government of El Salvador. The president later signed a second directive on
December 1 approving the recruitment, organization, and training of a resistance
force largely drawn from the Fuerza Democratica Nicaraguense (FDN) and
Somocista (pro-Somoza) elements of the National Guard. Paramilitary support to
the contras quickly became the centerpiece of the UW campaign in Nicaragua.
The CIA continued to serve as the lead coordinating agency for UW operations in
Nicaragua as well as in Honduras and Costa Rica where the contras were granted
sanctuary.32
In contrast with the conflict in Afghanistan, U.S. actions in Nicaragua
were met with extensive skepticism by Congress and the American public.
Although initiated as a covert action, the United States could not maintain
deniability by March 1982 when Argentina publicly withdrew its forces
supporting the contras due to the Falklands War. The purpose of the UW
32
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campaign remained unclear throughout the war, shifting from a strategy for arms
interdiction to regime change to democratization. Finally, in an effort to bypass
the revised Boland Amendments in 1984 restricting U.S. aid “for the purpose of
overthrowing the Government of Nicaragua,” a small team within the National
Security Staff took over the coordination of UW activities, which later led to the
Iran-Contra affair. The ramifications of Iran-Contra in tandem with the 1986
Goldwater-Nichols legislation brought about extensive change to the U.S.
agencies and the institutions responsible for the conduct of UW. Secretary of
State George Shultz and his successor Secretary James Baker led efforts to align
the contras’ paramilitary campaign with U.S. diplomatic efforts in a regional
political settlement with Nicaragua and its neighbors.

Iraq (1991–2001)
When conventional troop withdrawals commenced following the formal
surrender of the Iraq regime and its withdrawal from Kuwait, the U.S. UW
campaign to disrupt and depose Saddam Hussein continued the war by
unconventional means. Although several personnel within the Bush and Clinton
administrations considered Hussein unfinished business, both the civilian and
military establishments proved risk-averse to extensive U.S. involvement in Iraqi
domestic politics. Leaders of Kurdish and Shi’a uprisings against the regime
sought support from the administration at the end of the U.S. invasion but were
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turned away due to a “no contacts” ban.33 Failure of the Kurdish uprising in the
north triggered the flight of over one million Iraqi Kurds across the borders into
Turkey and Iran. The U.S. responded to international pressure by initiating
Operation Provide Comfort with 21,000 troops, including Special Operations’
Forces (SOF) assets, which remained in place until 1996 long after the bulk of
conventional forces redeployed stateside in July 1991.34
On May 28, 1991, three months after the ceasefire and redeployment of
U.S. troops, President Bush initiated a formal finding authorizing the CIA to
conduct covert action to remove Saddam Hussein from power. When President
Clinton arrived at the White House in 1992, the CIA had developed contacts in
the Iraqi National Accord (INA), in the Iraqi National Congress (INC), and
among the leadership of the Patriotic Union of Kurdistan (PUK) and the
Kurdistan Democratic Party (KDP). The Clinton administration demonstrated
tentative support for the development and aid of Iraqi opposition groups
preferring to put greater emphasis on the enforcement of UN economic sanctions
and patrolling of no-fly zones in northern and southern Iraq. Disparate efforts
within the CIA, Department of Defense, and the Department of State resulted in
the defection of key opposition groups, several failed uprisings, and infiltration by
the Iraqi intelligence service.35
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The Iraq UW campaign came at a time when the United States struggled
to redefine its role in a world without an equal adversary. Humanitarian
operations and peacekeeping missions featured prominently on the list of military
interventions. Policy makers, conventional military leaders, and many special
operators questioned the need for controversial means like unconventional
warfare and covert action absent a conventional war context and definitive
adversaries. This case study serves as a bridge to examine the first instance in
post-Cold War of the United States supporting an insurgency against a noncommunist regime.

E. Limitations of this Study
The choice of the heuristic case study method necessarily limits the
applicability of the study’s generalizations to similar indirect political-military
policy instruments on the low intensity end of the conflict spectrum. For instance,
this research can inform policy decisions for other types of covert action that
attempt to influence the political balance of power or public opinion within
another state. It may also inform defense policy and strategy for activities that
pursue an indirect approach (working through partners) to conduct foreign
internal defense, security force assistance, information operations, and civil affairs
operations.

Policy (Westport, CT: Praeger Publishers, 1999); Thomas W. Lippman, Madeleine
Albright and the New American Diplomacy (Boulder, CO: Westview Press, 2000);
Jonathan C. Randal, After Such Knowledge, What Forgiveness: My Encounters with
Kurdistan (New York: Farrar, Straus and Giroux, 1997); and Bob Woodward, The
Agenda: Inside the Clinton White House (New York: Simon & Schuster, 1994).

64

When studying a phenomena as complex as “success” or “victory” in a
situation of insurgency, it is difficult, if not impossible, to isolate causal variables
and assess their relative weight on the outcome. The literature on war and
strategy, limited wars, intelligence studies, military, and special operations offer
numerous variables for consideration in the development of a framework for
judging state support of an insurgency. This study focuses on policy, strategy
development, and implementation by the President and his National Security
Council in order to inform future decision making in this arena. It therefore does
not provide detailed analysis of variables that consider the environmental context,
tactical and operational mission execution, and institutional (or agency) decision
making.
The choice of historic cases requires reliance upon primary and secondary
accounts of the events rather than direct observation. Where there are conflicting
accounts of events, every effort is made to characterize prevailing arguments
while noting points of dissention. Given the complexity of each case, follow-on
research is required to test the variables offered here and to determine the
framework’s relevance for other contexts.
The next chapter provides an overview of the history and context leading
up to the U.S. interventions in Afghanistan (1979–1991) and Nicaragua (1981–
1989).
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CHAPTER 4: The Strategic Context of the U.S. Interventions in Afghanistan
and Nicaragua

I. Introduction
The Soviet invasion of Afghanistan and the overthrow of the U.S.-allied
Somoza regime in Nicaragua came at a time of great change in the international
political system of states and in U.S. domestic politics. The Cold War framework
of détente was unraveling as the Soviet Union pursued rapid arms growth and
increased its commitments to Marxist-inspired movements in the Third World.
Islamic revivalism was just beginning to demonstrate its effect on the
international stage with the Islamic revolution in Iran and attacks on American
diplomats and U.S. embassies across Southwest Asia. After Vietnam, U.S. foreign
policy competed with pressing domestic economic troubles, resulting in declining
resources for national defense, intelligence, and foreign assistance programs.
Declining confidence in the presidency after Vietnam and Watergate led Congress
to take an increasingly activist role in national security and foreign relations
decision making. Within this international and domestic context, senior U.S.
decision makers launched covert programs to support political opposition groups
and armed insurgents in Afghanistan and Nicaragua as a means to first challenge
communist expansionism and to later roll it back.
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II. The International System
In the 1970s, the East-West superpower competition remained central to
state action, but new leaders and grand strategies emerged to guide their
interactions. U.S. foreign policy was dominated by the U.S. withdrawal from
Vietnam and an antimilitarist American public reluctant to support any overseas
interventions. With the Nixon Doctrine, as it would come to be known, the United
States honored its treaty obligations and was committed to deterring the Soviet
nuclear threat but significantly reduced its military presence overseas.1 Under
President Nixon, a commitment to détente was motivated in part by a desire to
settle the terms of the U.S. withdrawal from Vietnam while at the same time
addressing the Soviet arms buildup, reducing the threat of a superpower
confrontation, and corralling Western allies who sought separate accommodations
with the Soviet Union.2

Détente
In the early 1970s, the Brezhnev regime sought increased engagement
with the United States and Europe through détente motivated by several factors:
U.S.-China reconciliation, a failing Soviet economy, frequent uprisings in Eastern
Europe, and U.S. technology advances in strategic defense. The U.S. diplomatic
breakthrough with China in 1972 greatly unsettled the Soviet leadership
concerned with direct and indirect confrontation to its Asian interests while facing
1
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new challenges in Europe and a stagnant Soviet economy. President Nixon’s
visits to Moscow and Beijing marked the first for a U.S. president and helped
maintain America’s prestige in the international arena despite the loss of Vietnam,
the withdrawal of U.S. forces worldwide, and an economy in decline. Détente
enabled both superpowers to increase economic cooperation and limit the
strategic arms advantages of their competitor through a renewed mutual strategy
of containment.3
The benefits of the détente regime for the U.S. were largely limited to the
European theater. Détente most certainly avoided direct superpower confrontation
and kept the North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO) alliance intact and
largely unified. The resulting agreements, such as the 1971 Quadripartite
Agreement on the status of Berlin and nuclear arms regulation, under the first
strategic arms limitation talks agreement (SALT I) had limited impact on Soviet
arms expansion and granted the Soviet Union legitimacy by recognizing that they
had achieved strategic parity with the West.4

Soviet Expansion
After the withdrawal of Soviet missiles from Cuba in 1962, the Soviet
Union commenced a twenty-five-year arms buildup. By 1968, Soviet
intercontinental ballistic missiles (ICBM) numbered 850 and grew to more than
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1,500 by 1972 compared with a static 1,054 in the U.S. inventory.5 The Soviets
continued to expand their blue water navy, doubling the numbers of surface
warfare ships, cargo ships, tankers, troop carriers, freighters, and amphibious
assault ships from 1960 to the late 1970s. They also expanded their expeditionary
capacity by creating long-range military transport, expanding bilateral agreements
for ports usage throughout the Middle East and South Asia, and quadrupling the
number of overseas advisors from 4,000 in 1965 to nearly 16,000 in 1979.6
The Soviet Union resisted efforts to create linkages between arms control
and Soviet political interference beyond Europe. In a 1968 speech, Leonard
Brezhnev articulated a doctrine that asserted the USSR’s right to protect fellow
communist and socialist regimes and to suppress the rise of democratic liberal
parties. Initially interpreted as an attempt to justify the brutal Soviet crackdown in
Czechoslovakia in August of that year and threats to similarly interfere
throughout Eastern Europe, the USSR would repeatedly assert the right of
interference to aid socialist and communist movements in Asia, Africa, and Latin
America.7 In October 1977, these principles were enshrined in Article 28 of the
Brezhnev Constitution: “The USSR’s foreign policy is aimed at ensuring
favorable international conditions for….strengthening the positions of world
socialism [and] supporting the peoples’ struggle for national liberation and social
progress.”8
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Success throughout Indochina and in Angola led the Soviet leadership to
infer that Third World expansion would yield victories with a limited investment
in proxy forces. The Soviets’ strongest ally, Cuba, increasingly demonstrated its
willingness for expeditionary military support of proxies in other states, which
allowed the USSR to incur “less of a propaganda penalty than the direct use of
Soviet combat personnel” would have otherwise assured.9 The Soviet Union
chose to underwrite Cuba’s extensive military modernization and expand
intelligence cooperation programs. Military and foreign assistance to communistfriendly regimes in Africa, the Middle East, and Latin America doubled from the
previous five years’ spending of an estimated $8.7 billion from 1967 to 1973,
which then quadrupled to $34 billion from 1974 to 1979.10 The Ford, Carter, and
Reagan administrations had numerous countries from which to choose to
challenge the Soviet Union’s influence, but they would do so with varying levels
of commitment, assertiveness, and effectiveness.

American Foreign Policy in Flux
By 1975, the dramatic downfall of the Nixon presidency and the loss of
South Vietnam dealt a tremendous blow to American credibility and inhibited
U.S. foreign policy momentum gained from rapprochement with China and
structured negotiations with the USSR. American influence was on the decline:
from Thailand’s turn toward Vietnam and the refusal to help Laos and Cambodia
resist communist takeovers, to the rise of the left in Portugal, the embargo on
9
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Turkey over the conflict in Cyprus, and concerns about U.S. commitments to all
parties in the Middle East peace process. Compounding these losses, the United
States and Europe were years into an oil embargo stemming from the U.S. support
of Israel in the 1973 October War, which increased tensions among the NATO
allies while granting a windfall of oil profits to the Soviet Union. One of the U.S.
journalists traveling with Secretary of State Kissinger in the Middle East in March
1975 described a “sense of almost fatalistic gloom” with “an appraisal of the
overall world situation that was the most pessimistic [the reporter] had heard in
some time.”11 Because the U.S. failed to prevent what it perceived to be the great
communist conspiracy to take over Asia, “Moscow drew the conclusion which the
advocates of the Domino theory so feared – the historical correlation of forces had
shifted in its favor.”12
If Soviet adventurism brought into question the value of détente’s
predictable East-West engagement, human rights advocacy marked détente’s end
and the beginning of internal Soviet fragmentation. President Carter would usher
in and President Reagan would solidify the return of human rights as a driving
force in American foreign policy. Running on a platform of renewed commitment
to human rights, Carter criticized the realpolitik negotiations led by Kissinger
under Presidents Nixon and Ford. In its place, Carter envisioned securing
dramatic arms control agreements that would allow for a reduction in defense
spending while insisting on human rights improvements within the Soviet regime.
Building upon the frustrations of U.S. liberal and conservative opponents alike
11
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frustrated by the U.S. compromise positions in the Trade Reform Act and SALT
II, Carter surprised the Soviets by insisting on dramatic cuts in strategic arms
while engaging Soviet dissidents and human rights activists.13
One of the underlying assumptions of détente was the premise of
noninterference in the internal politics of the other; the détente process, while
granting legitimacy through the mutual recognition of power parity, neither
recognized injustice nor sought justice from its competitors. The call to
reinvigorate the role of human rights in U.S. foreign policy helped to elect
President Carter, but in its application to negotiations with the USSR, it frustrated
his efforts to complete the SALT II agreement. In the summer of 1979, liberals
and conservatives publicly united in their passion against SALT II, delaying
Senate passage. In August, a spurious argument between the two superpowers
over the stationing of a Soviet brigade in Cuba forced the President to withdraw
the treaty from consideration. In the process, détente collapsed, bringing an end to
structured East-West engagement just as the USSR adventurism was accelerating
and U.S. hard power remained on the decline.14
Perceiving the rise of the USSR at the expense of the Western world,
populations across Europe and in the United States elected leaders committed to
challenging Soviet expansionism and returning to conservative economic policies:
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Margaret Thatcher in Great Britain, Francois Mitterrand in France, Helmut Kohl
in West Germany, and Ronald Reagan in the United States.15 Détente brought
stability to the East-West relationship but failed to halt Soviet adventurism into
Third World conflicts or curb their strategic arms production and proved
unsuitable for addressing issues of justice stemming from Soviet expansion. By
the time the Soviets invaded Afghanistan in December 1979, Cuban assistance
had helped oust the U.S.-friendly Samoza regime in Nicaragua, Moscow had
signed a Treaty of Friendship and Cooperation with the military junta in Ethiopia,
new Soviet-friendly regimes emerged in South and North Yemen, and Marxist
political parties and resistance forces emerged in Asia, Africa, and Latin
America.16

The Rise of Political Islam
Beyond the Western-Communist superpower competition, the 1970s
revival of political Islam across the Islamic world was just beginning to take
shape when the Soviets invaded Afghanistan in 1979. Afghanistan was one of
several states in Southwest Asia where the United States sought common cause
with Islamic movements, seeing them as natural allies against the atheist Soviet
Union in order to frustrate local Marxist- and Socialist-inspired parties. Professor
Stephen Humpreys contends that, “by the 1970s, every reputable political scientist
and sociologist in the West, including many who had been born and educated in
15
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the Middle East, had concluded that religion was a rapidly declining force in the
politics of the Muslim world.”17 Significant events in the Middle East, such as the
1973 October War, the peace process, and particularly the Iranian Revolution,
impacted the dynamics between the U.S. and the USSR. U.S. national security
decision making remained focused, however, through the lens of the bipolar
structure. While the staying power and the threat of Islamist movements to
Western states’ interests would be recognized with key events in the 1980s, its
impact on great power politics remained subordinate to nuclear policy and
European security in the Western capitals. In the United States, full public
consciousness of the movement’s global impact would not come until after the
attacks of 11 September 2001. Ultimately, the war in Afghanistan became a
powerful generating force for a global community of Islamic militants and a
potent symbol for resistance groups seeking the defeat of a powerful state
opponent.
The 1967 War between Israel and the combined forces of Egypt, Syria,
and Jordan is seen by many scholars as a turning point in motivating Islamic
political and resistance movements to action.18 The crushing defeat of Arab forces
by the tiny state of Israel exemplified the humiliation felt by the region’s people
long frustrated by the failure of their leaders to create strong, productive nation-
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states capable of competing against Israel and the West. In six days, Israel
doubled its territory and gained control of East Jerusalem, home to the third
holiest site in Islam. Searching for alternatives to Nasserism and Arab
nationalism, the Islamic revival’s leaders and writers called for independence
from the West and rejection of Western secular governance and economic
development models. The war brought broader Muslim awareness of the
Palestinian cause and increased the centrality of the Arab-Israeli conflict in
relations with the West.19
In 1973, the October War and resultant oil embargo renewed Muslim pride
after “The Disaster” of 1967 War. Despite tactical losses on the battlefield, Egypt
and Syria secured a strategic win by forcing a negotiated settlement with Israel
brokered by the United States. Unlike the 1967 War fought in the name of panArabism, President Sadat declared this a jihad against Israel, choosing the
invasion code name of Badr after the prophet’s victorious battle in Mecca. The
Gulf States’ oil embargo quadrupled oil prices, compounding inflation in the
American and European economies, and demonstrated the collective power of the
Middle East’s oil industry over dependent Western economies.20
The most influential event in the ascendance of political Islam was the
1979 Iranian Revolution. Disparate opposition parties were united in their desire
to overthrow the monarchy and eliminate foreign influence in Iranian affairs. A
broad alliance of religious groups under the leadership of Ayatollah Ruhollah
19
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Khomeini moved quickly to consolidate power and “secure the Islamic character
of the revolution.”21 For the United States, the overthrow of the Shah, the ensuing
hostage crisis at the American embassy, and the failure of the U.S. military
response resulted in the loss of the U.S. strongest regional ally of thirty-five years
and profound embarrassment.22 The success of the revolution has since motivated
two generations of Muslims to seek political change at home and challenge
Western interests in the Middle East, often through the use of violent terrorist
attacks.23 The revolution sparked renewed competition between Shi’a and
conservative Sunni leaders. After exporting its ultraconservative Wahhabi brand
of Islam to counter secular Arab nationalism and socialism in the 1960s, Saudi
Arabia sought to counter Shi’a influence in the Gulf region through alliances with
Islamist leaders and parties in Pakistan, Palestine, and Egypt.24 For the Soviet
Union, Islamist calls against America and the West proved initially useful, but the
movement soon revealed itself to be equally anti-communist – viewing it as a
derivative of Western secularism – as well as potentially destabilizing in the
Central Asian republics.25
Two weeks after the taking of U.S. hostages at the American embassy in
Tehran, the United States would be similarly shocked by demonstrations and
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attacks against seven of its embassies in the Muslim world, including the
destruction of the U.S. embassies in Islamabad and Tripoli. On November 20, a
group of militants seized the Grand Mosque in Mecca, calling for the overthrow
of the Saudi regime, eradication of Western influence, and an end to U.S. oil
exports.26 Regional rumors, amplified by Ayatollah Khomeini, linked the United
States and Israel to seizure of the holiest site in Islam and drew attention to U.S.
deployment of U.S. Navy ships in the Indian Ocean there in response to the
hostage crisis. In Islamabad and Libya, hundreds of rioters stormed the gates of
the embassies, looting and burning all of buildings beyond repair.27 It took Saudi
authorities two weeks to route the militants, but the incident would serve as “a
precursor of the changes that would be become apparent in the Soviet-Afghan
war, the globalization of jihad movements with holy warriors drawn from many
parts of the ummah coming to the ‘defense of Islam,’”28 and the rise of antiAmericanism across the region.

III. The U.S. Domestic Context
No issue loomed larger in U.S. domestic politics than the conflict in
Vietnam. “For the first time since the Civil War, the effectiveness of [U.S.]
foreign policy has come to hinge on domestic conciliation.”29 Public hostility to
the war, the military, the conduct of the draft, and defense spending had a
26
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profound effect on domestic and foreign policy decision making well into the
1980s. In 1970, the United States experienced an economy with zero real growth,
5.7 percent inflation and interest rates of almost 8 percent. There was a pervasive
belief that excessive government spending on defense had been a significant
driver of the economic crisis and had hampered investment in domestic social
programs. Determined to retain control over national security spending and stave
off his critics, President Nixon offered his first defense budget with a reduction of
$5 billion or 6.4 percent for fiscal year 1971. Over time, the Nixon Doctrine’s
balancing of détente and U.S. alliance obligations coupled with the withdrawal of
forces from Vietnam convinced Congress to retain funding for most of the U.S.
strategic weapons programs and European force presence with modest defense
cuts – a trend that would continue into the Carter administration. The Nixon
Doctrine expressed the superpower’s desire to pull back from military
commitments, particularly unconventional conflicts, outside the scope of the
NATO alliance.30

A Credibility Gap
The strategic accomplishments of the Nixon administration in foreign
affairs were overshadowed by the President’s failure to recognize the limits of his
power in the domestic sphere. The “credibility gap” between President Johnson
and the American populace over the conduct of the Vietnam War continued under
Nixon with public disclosure of the military campaigns in Laos and Cambodia
30
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and the slow pace of American troop withdrawals. But it would be the disclosure
of misconduct in the Watergate scandal that proved disastrous for executive
branch credibility. After a landslide reelection victory, detailed allegations
surfaced, followed quickly by arrests and Congressional hearings that forced the
President to resign on 8 August 8, 1974.

The Central Intelligence Agency
Concurrently, the Central Intelligence Agency (CIA) came under intense
scrutiny for its actions in Vietnam, covert action in Chile, and domestic
surveillance programs. In December 1974, a rising tide of investigative journalists
exposed CIA covert activities to an outraged public, including details from the
“Family Jewels” report commissioned by CIA Director James Schlesinger in 1973
to examine illegal activities. In his testimony to the CIA subcommittee of Senate
Appropriations, subsequent CIA Director William Colby admitted to the agency’s
illegal domestic activities and agreed to cooperate with the Church and Pike
Committees in the Senate and House, respectively, to investigate all covert CIA
operations since the agency’s creation in 1947.31
Despite a willingness to endorse domestic secrecy and covert methods of
diplomacy and military operations, the Nixon White House was suspicious of the
CIA’s leadership and methods. After replacing Director of Central Intelligence
Richard Helms with political appointee James Schlesinger, in his short fourteenweek tenure, Schlesinger cut 7 percent of the personnel from the agency, with the
31
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greatest percentage coming from the Directorate of Operations. Having staved off
all previous legislative attempts to limit or provide oversight, Langley had no
political protection from Congressional scrutiny.32 In a decade of stringent
budgets, the 1970s brought about a reduction in the CIA’s overall budget by 40
percent and manpower by 50 percent. With the succession of five directors in ten
years, the importance of covert action and, more broadly, human intelligence
capabilities declined dramatically relative to intelligence analysis and technical
collection, a trend that would continue well into the 1990s.33
By 1980, U.S. covert action capabilities had begun to atrophy as senior
leaders became more risk-averse, experienced personnel were downsized, and the
network of contract agents (full- and part-time operatives) were let go for both
budgetary and political reasons during the previous decade. The ability to conduct
complicated covert political operations using deep cover had largely disappeared.
New recruits were often generalists lacking in practical field experience and
without experienced mentors. Most of the paramilitary infrastructure had been
eliminated, and the personnel who remained in place were often drawn from
retired intelligence and military ranks, some of whom had minimal understanding
of the current domestic and international context in which they were operating.
The CIA became increasingly reliant upon a contract workforce of former
intelligence and military officers. Where the presence of U.S. uniformed military
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was politically acceptable and necessary, the CIA integrated military manpower
within its organization to augment paramilitary operations and support resistance
forces. U.S. SOF were particularly well suited to organize, train, and equip
insurgent forces given their historical experience, training, and doctrine in low
intensity conflicts but the political ramifications of CIA-SOF integration during
the Vietnam War would hinder extensive SOF involvement over the next two
decades.34

Reductions in Defense Spending
1969 was the first time since the end of the Korean War that Congress
substantially challenged Cold War defense spending. “The division over the
Vietnam War rekindled the traditional American antimilitarist tendency and
called into question the assumptions that supported the peacetime military buildup
since World War II.”35 The transition to a volunteer force resulted in “unguided
free fall in army strength” from 1.5 million in 1969 to 800,000 in 1972 and
stabilized with end strength of 785,000 in 1976, which remained constant
throughout the 1980s.36 After Vietnam, conventional Army leaders left behind the
lessons of counterinsurgency and returned back to the active defense of Europe
and improvements to mechanized warfare concepts such as “AirLand Battle.”37
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For Special Operations Forces (SOF), Vietnam marked a high point of
their operational capabilities and experience, particularly in their conduct and
training of unconventional warfare (UW). But as public support for the war
plummeted and allegations surfaced of Army Special Operations Forces’
(ARSOF) collusion with CIA-led programs, the bad conduct of a few quickly
overshadowed all special operations accomplishments and led to a backlash from
conventional military and political leaders. The familiar “pattern of buildup
during crisis followed by quick and dramatic cuts at the conclusion of a conflict
[that] began in World War II and continued until its reorganization in 1986”
resulted in the “near-eradication of an American special operations ability during
the 1970s.”38 For the remainder of the decade, the chief of naval operations
considered several times whether to decommission naval special warfare groups
but chose in the end to retain them with minimal resourcing within the fleet. In
1979, only one special operations air force remained, ARSOF numbered 3,000
(from a high of 13,000 in 1969), and there was a decline from seven to three
groups. Although special operators contributed personnel and expertise, the CIA
continued to lead U.S. government efforts to support resistance groups until
2001.39

Rising Congressional Oversight
The decline of the “imperial presidency” coupled with public outrage led
Congress to curb the power of the executive branch, ushering in significant
38

Susan Marquis, Unconventional Warfare: Rebuilding U.S. Special Operations Forces
(Washington: Brookings, 1997), 13 and 35.
39
Marquis, Unconventional Warfare, 20; and Adams, 172.

82

structural changes to the American foreign policy process. “[T]he idea that the
president should have unrestricted discretion to conduct foreign affairs was
dead.”40 In 1973, Congress passed the War Powers Resolution, requiring
Congressional approval for military interventions longer than sixty days. In
December 1974, the Hughes-Ryan Amendment to the Foreign Assistance Act
required that a president issue a written “finding” for all covert activities to eight
Congressional committees in order to justify funding. Compounding
Congressional assertiveness, President Ford’s popularity and domestic political
influence was hindered by his immediate pardon of President Nixon, the fall of
Saigon in 1975, and the failure to deliver a negotiated settlement for SALT II.
“During and after 1975, CIA would move from its exclusive relationship
with the President to a position roughly equidistant between Congress and the
President – responsible and accountable to both.”41 From 1970 to 1976,
Congressional intervention in foreign and national security affairs specified the
terms of U.S. involvement in Indochina, Chile, Angola, Turkey, and El Salvador
and sought to control executive branch decisions on economic sanctions, export
controls, arms transfers, the sharing of nuclear materials and technology, and the
reprogramming of funds.
In his review of congressional oversight, James Van Wagenen contends
that although the exposure of civil rights abuses shocked Congress, it was
“equally impressed” by the intelligence community’s capabilities and its
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importance to national security.42 Thus Congress sought to remedy domestic
abuses while streamlining oversight processes. As a result of the
recommendations from the Church and Pike Committees, Congress created a
Senate and House permanent select committee for intelligence oversight in 1976
and 1977, respectively. While many of the changes reflected more of an attitude
rather than a substantive change in the regulations, the increased scrutiny and
oversight particularly of military and intelligence operations raised the stakes for
the Ford, Carter, and Reagan administrations providing support to resistance
groups, particularly if conducted covertly.43

The Carter Administration
In a narrow victory, President Carter was elected to office with the highest
public approval ratings since President Johnson and a two-thirds Democratic
majority in Congress. Slight increases in defense spending by President Ford
continued under Carter, but the administration quickly developed a reputation for
being weak on defense and unassertive in its foreign policy. Robert Gates argues
that this perception is overstated given President Carter’s support of strategic
modernization programs, the deployment of Pershing II missiles and commitment
to the European alliance, the Camp David Accords, the creation of the Rapid
Deployment Force (the precursor to U.S. Central Command), cooperation with
China and Japan, and support of CIA covert action. Gates contends that it was his
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rhetoric of grudging acceptance of policy choices in the defense arena, “deepseated ambivalence toward the Soviet Union,” and public disagreements between
National Security Advisor Zbigniew Brzezinski and Secretary of State Cyrus
Vance that gave the Carter administration a reputation for timidity in foreign
policy.44
Congressional pressure on foreign affairs decision making continued to
play a major role in supporting or limiting aid to resistance groups. In Church
Committee hearings prior to his appointment as Secretary of State, Cyrus Vance
proposed a “threshold doctrine” to determine under what exceptional conditions
covert action may be considered. Director of Central Intelligence Stansfield
Turner agreed, stating that “once or twice during in an administration covert
action might be useful.”45 Although initial indications pointed to limited tolerance
for covert activities, the Carter administration initiated several programs in
response to Soviet and Cuban interventions. Robert Gates recalls National
Security Advisor Brzezinski’s frustration with what he perceived was a lack of
creativity and enthusiasm for developing options to act against the Soviet Union
and its allies across the globe.46
With Carter’s domestic approval ratings in decline, Republicans made
modest gains in midterm elections that cancelled the Democrats’ two-thirds’
majority in Congress. Indicating the conservative resurgence to come, electoral
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debates focused on domestic policy and calls to decrease government spending
and inflation and reduce high taxes. In January 1979, the CIA was asked to
develop several options for covert action and support of resistance groups in
Afghanistan, Nicaragua, Grenada, and El Salvador. When briefed on each of the
findings in turn, Congressional response varied widely from wholesale support in
the case of Afghanistan to “strong displeasure” in Grenada, which resulted in the
CIA ceasing all activity there until a policy reversal under President Reagan.
Although the new Congressional intelligence committees had no legal authority to
halt a particular covert action, the administration (and CIA leadership in
particular) was reluctant to push back. Congressional reluctance to the U.S. initial
intervention in Afghanistan and Nicaragua was minimal – by the end of the
decade, the CIA would be the foreign policy instrument of choice for combating
the Soviet Union in the Third World.47

The Reagan Doctrine
Elected to office with a 10% margin of victory, President Reagan’s win
marked a resurgence in American conservatism, delivering the first Republicancontrolled Senate in twenty-eight years and thirty-three additional seats in the
Democratic-controlled House of Representatives. In optimist campaign rhetoric,
Reagan had focused heavily on improving the domestic economy and rejecting
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the Carter administration’s “guilt complex” in foreign policy by ridiculing failures
such as the Iran hostage crisis. Once elected and with a supportive Congress,
Reagan sought a reduction in both taxes and government spending but pushed for
greater defense spending. “To a large extent, the Republican victory in 1980 was
seen as both a product of [recent] foreign policy defeats and a mandate for a more
active foreign policy.”48 Once the full extent of the Soviet arms buildup and their
overreach into the Third World conflict became well known early in the
administration, Congress supported dramatic increases to national security
spending particularly for the conventional military force.49
Henry Kissinger contends that “there was no significant conceptual
difference among the various assessments of the international environment by the
Nixon, Ford, and Reagan administrations.”50 Robert Gates concurs, adding the
Carter administration as well.51 Each administration differed greatly, however, in
its international and domestic strategies, tactics, and public engagement.
Secretary of State John Foster Dulles of the Eisenhower administration
was the first to articulate a policy of rolling back communism but the Reagan
administration was the first to strategically implement it. Numerous are the
volumes detailing the lack of foreign policy experience and disorganized national
strategic decision-making process in the Reagan administration. In Henry
Kissinger’s opinion, however, “[a] president with the shallowest academic
background was to develop a foreign policy of extraordinary consistency and
48
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relevance” and a “doctrine of great coherence and considerable intellectual
power.”52
President Reagan rejected the conventional wisdom of both détente and
containment as sufficient to challenging the power of the Soviet Union and
embraced a more aggressive approach to challenging the spread of Soviet
influence. In Planning Reagan’s War: Conservative Strategists and America’s
Cold War Victory, Dr. Francis Marlo argues that the Reagan Doctrine was the
product of nearly forty years of conservative thinking on U.S. foreign policy visà-vis the Soviet Union. Despite deep divisions among Reagan’s cabinet members
on the implementation of the Reagan Doctrine particularly in the Nicaragua
campaign, the administration’s senior leaders shared a largely united and coherent
worldview of U.S. foreign policy going forward.53 Building on the
declassification of NSC documents in the 1990s, personal memoirs of senior
administration officials, and the publication of President Reagan’s papers and
letters, Marlo details five underlying assumptions of the Reagan Doctrine’s grand
strategy:
a rejection of both détente and containment as useful frameworks for
U.S.-Soviet relations; a belief that Soviet aggression was rooted in the
internal nature of the Soviet state; a conviction that power, not
accommodation, was critical to dealing successfully with the Soviet
Union; an understanding that the Soviets had important weaknesses
that could be effectively targeted; and a belief in the moral and
political superiority of democracy and capitalism.54
52

Kissinger, 765.
In the case chapters that follow on Afghanistan and Nicaragua, Section II.C. Unity in
Chapters 5 and 6 detail the areas of policy convergence and divergence among the
Reagan administration’s senior leaders and how that impacted implementation of covert
support to insurgent groups.
54
Francis H. Marlo, Planning Reagan’s War: Conservative Strategists and America’s
Cold War Victory (Washington, DC: Potomac Books, 2012.
53

88

In his foreign policy pronouncements against the Soviet Union, President
Reagan’s rhetoric was simple and consistent: halt Soviet expansionism and
rebuild America’s strategic defense. The new administration defined national
security threats broadly from “acts of terrorism and violence against our
diplomats and citizens up to and including possible attacks on the nation itself”
while at the same time declaring that the commitment of conventional military
forces would be limited to specialized circumstances codified within the
“Weinberger Doctrine.”55
National Security Decision Directives (NSDD) 32 “U.S. National Security
Strategy” and NSDD 75 “U.S. Relations on the USSR” were the first formal
policy documents codifying the Reagan doctrine and the U.S. intent to use covert
action and propaganda campaigns in concert with military, economic, and
diplomatic efforts to counter Soviet influence in the Third World. Both directives
remained the primary conceptual framework within which covert support to
55
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insurgencies and resistance movements nested as one of five pillars of the overall
grand strategy. The case chapters that follow detail the central influence of the
Reagan Doctrine on the development of policy objectives, a UW campaign
strategy, and its implementation in Afghanistan and Nicaragua.56
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CHAPTER 5: U.S. Support for the Afghan Mujahedin, 1979–1991

I. Introduction
On Christmas Eve of 1979, two Soviet Mechanized Divisions crossed the
Amu Darya River, followed quickly by two more. By December 27, 50,000
Soviet military forces joined thousands of Soviet mentors within the Afghan
national ministries to successfully seize control of Afghanistan’s capital, Kabul,
and key population centers. Regional specialists within U.S. intelligence and
senior policy circles were well informed of the disorder within the Afghan
communist regime and the military buildup on the Soviet’s southern border with
Afghanistan. Nonetheless, the brashness of the invasion shocked the Carter
administration and the international community, which quickly responded with
near universal condemnation.
The local Afghan context into which the U.S. support arrived was a
complex one. Afghanistan was at the beginning of a long downward spiral in
which the traditional balance of political and social power between the Durrani
kings, centered in Kabul, and regional and local power brokers was disrupted by
Mohammed Daoud’s centralization of power and then destroyed by the Soviet
occupation and civil war. The Afghan resistance groups were extremely diverse
and only nominally united by their common desire to oust the Soviet occupiers.
The United States consciously elected to funnel the majority of military and
nonmilitary support through neighboring Pakistan, which favored the better
organized but more radical Islamist groups.
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In his initial finding for covert action in Afghanistan, President Reagan
largely continued the Carter administration framework of support of the Afghan
mujahedin. Congress would prove to be an amenable partner but continued to
exert budgetary and political pressure to shape executive branch foreign policy
choices.1 Ultimately, the resistance’s lack of a viable political strategy
complicated efforts by external supporters, including the United States, to shape a
long-term political solution after they succeeded in ousting the Soviet military.
For the United States, focused on targeting the Soviet Union as part of the greater
Cold War competition, the resident political difficulties uniting the resistance was
one of the many factors that shaped the U.S. strategy of support.

II. The U.S. Campaign to Support the Afghan Resistance
The U.S. campaign of support for the Afghan mujahedin remains the most
extensively resourced covert campaign led by the Central Intelligence Agency
(CIA) since its creation in 1947. Initiated in July 1979 by the Carter
administration and terminated in September 1991 by the Bush administration, the
campaign contributed to the achievement of two U.S. national security objectives:
increasing the costs of the war for the Soviet Union and compelling the
withdrawal of Soviet military forces from Afghanistan. Considered by many to be
the CIA’s most successful covert campaign in support of an insurgency, this case
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provides valuable insights on the most direct confrontation between the United
States and Soviet Union through the use of proxy forces.2

A. Objective
Throughout the twelve-year effort, the objectives of the campaign
remained remarkably consistent across three administrations: increase the costs of
war for the Soviet Union in Afghanistan, compel the withdrawal of Soviet forces,
and support the establishment of a neutral Afghan government. On balance, the
historical record indicates that the U.S. objectives for the Afghanistan campaign
were fairly well defined. There was, however, minimal detailed guidance
provided for the first four years of the Reagan administration, leading senior
intelligence operatives and several of their colleagues in the Departments of State
and Defense to question U.S. policy objectives and the CIA’s strategy of support
for the mujahedin. During the Bush administration, U.S. support to the mujahedin
continued but without clear direction for how the campaign would be linked to the
Department of State’s multilateral efforts to secure a negotiated settlement for
representative Afghan governance. The National Security Council (NSC)
documents broadly articulated the tasks to be accomplished and the desired end
state but left the specifics of the implementation strategy to the lead agency – the
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CIA. There were no timelines or interagency mechanisms specified to assess the
outcomes of the implemented strategy or to review the policy.
The Carter administration set the foundations for the formal policy on
Afghanistan that would remain in place four years into the Reagan administration.
Clarity in campaign objectives developed late into the first Reagan administration
with the publishing of National Security Decision Directives (NSDD) 166 in 1985
when key leaders, led by DCI Casey, generated sufficient consensus to expand the
unconventional warfare (UW) campaign. The Soviets’ departure from
Afghanistan in 1989 shifted the U.S. focus to establishing a stable Afghan
government while maintaining the covert campaign of lethal support to the
mujahedin. Dramatic international events such as the demise of the Soviet Union
and Iraq’s invasion of Kuwait turned U.S. attention away from Afghanistan,
resulting in minimal policy guidance and an end to U.S. support in 1991 during
the Bush administration.

Carter Administration
On July 3, 1979, President Carter signed the first finding for covert
support of the Afghan resistance and taking the first steps to create a pipeline for
assistance six months prior to Soviet invasion. During the NSC deliberations,
Under Secretary of State for Political Affairs David Newsom described the U.S.
strategic objectives:
-

To reverse the current Soviet trend and presence in Afghanistan;
To demonstrate to the Pakistanis our interest and concern about Soviet
involvement; and
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-

To demonstrate to the Pakistanis, Saudis, and others our resolve to stop the
extension of Soviet influence in the Third World.3

In his assessment of the initial campaign objectives shortly after the Soviets’
invasion, Brzezinski described the desired end state: “Our ultimate goal is the
withdrawal of Soviet troops from Afghanistan. Even if this is not attainable, we
should make Soviet involvement as costly as possible.”4
The initial finding authorized a $500,000 budget for three lines of effort:
-

-

Financial and nonlethal material assistance, including medical supplies,
communications equipment, training, and logistics support for Afghan
insurgent groups to be funneled through Pakistan;
A propaganda campaign aimed at discrediting Soviet political interference
in internal Afghan politics, and;
Financial assistance to Afghan expatriates conducting anti-Soviet and antiregime demonstrations.5
As the primary federal agency responsible for covert action, the CIA was

directed to lead all assistance efforts for the Afghan resistance. Within weeks, the
initial funds had been spent and calls came from within the administration,
Congress, and key leaders within Pakistan and Saudi Arabia for the United States
to provide lethal military aid, training, and more sophisticated communications
equipment.6
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Two days after the Soviet invasion, President Carter signed a second
finding. The stated purpose of the campaign was to harass occupying Soviet
military forces. The finding included the authorization to provide lethal assistance
and thus expanded the task list to include the purchase and distribution of arms to
the mujahedin.7

Reagan Administration
For the first four years of the Reagan administration, the NSC did not
publish any formal policy documents on the Afghan campaign to reinforce,
clarify, or alter the policy objectives set by the Carter administration findings.8 It
took a little over a year for the first Reagan administration to solidify its foreign
policy team and decision-making processes. DCI Casey, however, owing to his
close relationship with the President, preferred direct verbal guidance from him
and verbal exchanges with key Cabinet members to the NSC’s formal process for
policy deliberation. As a result, little documentation or deliberation took place to
guide CIA senior leaders, inform NSC members about CIA changes to the Afghan
campaign strategy, or assess its effectiveness in implementing U.S. policy. For
example, John McMahon, Deputy Director of Central Intelligence from 1982 to
7
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1986, repeatedly raised concerns about the lack of clear foreign policy objectives
for the Afghan campaign:
My objection was that we didn’t have a foreign policy to back it up. I
made it clear at the highest levels throughout 1983 and afterward that I
felt we had to have a political settlement. If a covert action is not based
on foreign policy objectives, it’s pure fun and games, it’s no basis for
achieving anything.9
Political objectives defining the desired conditions after the Soviet
occupation did not rise to prominence until after the withdrawal of Soviet
forces and the arrival of the Bush administration.
In January 1985, DCI Casey led an extensive interagency review of the
U.S. strategy toward Afghanistan that included meetings with Pakistani, Chinese,
and other regional leaders. A CIA source obtained substantial intelligence
confirming the Soviet Union’s decision to escalate the war against the mujahedin
which included increases of 2000 Spetsnaz special forces, Komitet
gosudarstvennoy bezopasnosti (KGB) operatives, mobile communications
centers, and sophisticated air attacks. The intelligence proved influential to the
U.S. interagency deliberations. Having developed a consensus policy for the
President, DCI Casey, in concert with senior Department of Defense (DOD) and
Department of State (DOS) leaders, recommended a dramatic expansion of the
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Afghan campaign. The President called on his national security team to “do
whatever you have to to [sic] help the mujahedin not only to survive, but win.”10
NSDD 166, signed by President Reagan on 27 March 1985, was the
administration’s first of two policy documents to specify the U.S. objectives,
ways, and means for its support to the Afghan resistance. In place of the Carter
administration’s goal to “harass” or bleed Soviet forces, the “ultimate goal of our
policy is the removal of Soviet forces from Afghanistan and the restoration of its
independent status.”11 The three-page document acknowledged a two-pronged
strategy of covert action and diplomatic and political pressure. It outlined five
interim policy objectives focused on deterring and denying the Soviet Union a
base of support in the Third World. National Security Directive (NSD) 166 did
not identify lead and supporting government agencies; however, in practice, the
CIA remained the lead agency directing support to the mujahedin, supported by
the DOD, DOS, and United States Agency for International Development
(USAID) for weapons procurement, negotiations and public diplomacy, and
humanitarian assistance, respectively. NSD 166 identified eight tasks that
encompassed: intelligence gathering on Soviet forces in Afghanistan; intelligence,
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military, political, and humanitarian support for the mujahedin; cooperation with
Pakistan; and international political pressure on the Soviet Union. This document
is the first to mention the importance of “setting performance goals and measures
of effectiveness” to determine the military effectiveness of the Afghan
resistance.12

Bush Administration
As the Soviets’ completed their withdrawal from Afghanistan, the Bush
administration published new policy guidance which both endorsed the previous
administration’s covert campaign and shifted the policy focus to the
“establishment of a stable Afghan government, representative of and responsive
to the Afghan people.”13 To achieve this new policy objective, NSD 3 directed
four broad actions that read less as tasks than as a description of the desired end
state:
1) Promote resistance cohesion; 2) promote peaceful political
succession, rather than support any individual or faction; 3) avoid a
civil war; and 4) prevent the emergence of a new Afghan government
that is pro-Soviet, pro-Iranian, or messianic-Islamic.14

In contrast to previous Afghanistan documents with the CIA in the lead, the
Secretary of State, “in coordination with the DCI and the Assistant to the
President for National Security Affairs,” was charged with developing and
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informing all appropriate personnel and committees on the strategy moving
forward.15
NSD 3, and its companion document NDS 5 on USAID humanitarian
assistance, provided minimal NSC guidance for future DOS, CIA, and USAID
actions in Afghanistan or their coordination. By Steve Coll’s account, DOS’ midlevel negotiators were very committed to a new policy focus on Afghan
governance, but United Nations (UN)-led efforts lacked the commitment of senior
U.S., Pakistani, or Soviet leaders to a united political solution. Meanwhile, the
CIA’s covert campaign continued on autopilot with the Inter-Services Intelligence
(ISI) and CIA influencing the mujahedin to undertake more conventional military
operations against the communist-supported Afghan regime. As Afghanistan fell
to “a third-tier foreign policy issue,” there were few NSC meetings on the topic.16

B. The Policy-strategy Match
From 1979 to 1991, the United States selected a strategy that was both
feasible and suitable for achieving two of three stated U.S. policy objectives in
Afghanistan. The United States implemented a strategy of covert lethal and
nonlethal material support for the Peshawar-based Afghan mujahedin coupled
with overt moral and political support. The chosen strategy was suitable to CIA
capabilities given the political and environmental constraints on U.S. military
action. The U.S. strategy was feasible for accomplishing two of three U.S. policy
objectives – increasing the costs of war for the Soviet Union in Afghanistan and
15
16
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hastening the withdrawal of Soviet forces from Afghanistan. The CIA-led
campaign of support for the mujahedin did not however contribute effectively to
the third U.S. objective -- the development of a stable, neutral Afghan
government in Kabul.

Initial Finding
In July 1979, the United States initiated a covert action campaign to
provide nonlethal material support to the Afghan mujahedin, conduct a
propaganda campaign against the Soviet occupation, and provide financial
assistance to Afghan expatriates actively demonstrating against the occupation. In
keeping with congressional requirements under the Hughes-Ryan Amendment of
1974, President Carter signed a formal finding and informed Congress’ new
intelligence committees of his decision to initiate covert action led by the CIA.
Extremely limited in scope and resources, the initial strategy was neither
capable nor expected to achieve the primary U.S. objective: “to reverse the
current Soviet trend and presence in Afghanistan.”17 The campaign, however,
would begin to fulfill secondary U.S. objectives by demonstrating to Pakistan,
17
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Saudi Arabia, and others the U.S. commitment to challenging Soviet influence in
the region. At a cost of $500,000, Brzezinski viewed the operation as an
opportunity to find new avenues for embarrassing the Soviets and building
regional alliances.
The operation was not without its risks, however. In interagency
deliberations, intelligence analysts expressed concerns about possible Soviet
retaliation toward the United States or Pakistan if they discovered U.S.
involvement. If U.S. actions contributed to further destabilizing the communist
Afghan regime, the Soviets would be more likely to invade. With limited
investment and few American personnel at risk, the administration agreed that the
campaign was a necessary step for staying abreast of Soviet intervention in a
region increasingly more important to the United States.18
As the primary federal agency with the statutory authority to conduct
covert action, including paramilitary operations, covert propaganda, and
assistance to resistance groups, the mission was both feasible and suitable for the
CIA given its limited scope. The CIA had ample personnel experienced on
building propaganda programs targeting the Soviet Union. Although its capacity
for paramilitary and human intelligence activities had been reduced by
approximately 50 percent during the decade, only the CIA possessed the
institutional knowledge and funding mechanisms to quickly initiate a covert
pipeline of material support. Intelligence operatives approached Pakistani, Saudi,
and Chinese leaders to gauge their interest in providing sanctuary and material
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support to the Afghan opposition. Within weeks, the bulk of the funds had been
spent on medical supplies, radios, and local currency purchased largely through
third parties in Europe to hide the U.S. signature and routed to Pakistan for
distribution to mujahedin groups. It was a foundational first step in what would
become a twelve-year, multibillion-dollar campaign.19

Lethal Support
After the Soviet invasion, the second Carter finding reinforced the same
principal U.S. objective – to increase the costs of the invasion for the Soviet
Union. The finding authorized a “large-scale paramilitary support campaign,”20
including arms, technical advice, and a budget of about $30 million for fiscal year
1980 and $60 million for 1981. Within weeks, .303 Enfield Rifles, a weapon first
introduced to the region by British forces at the turn of the twentieth century,
were sent to Pakistan for distribution to the Peshawar-based mujahedin.21
The two Carter findings would remain the guiding NSC documents until
the Reagan NSC published NSDD 166 in 1985.22 Accounts differ as to the
19
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willingness (or resistance) of the CIA’s leadership and within Directorate of
Operations to undertake the campaign’s expansion. Gates recalls that DCI Turner
was supportive and authorized planning for arms purchases and distribution.
Brzezinski, Gates, Woodward, and Prados offer critiques of the operations
directorate as overly bureaucratic, slow, and risk-averse following the purges of
the 1970s. The strategy of covert support to Afghan resistance forces was seen as
the only way to militarily challenge the Soviet Union with far less risk than a
conventional military confrontation, which was politically out of the question.23
In interviews with the CIA’s Islamabad station chief (1981–1984) Howard
Hart, Steve Coll writes, “The CIA had no intricate strategy for this war.” Hart
described his orders as “[G]o raise hell…just go there and kill Soviets, and take
care of the Pakistanis and make them do whatever you need to make them do.”24
The CIA strategy, as it was implemented, proceeded along three tracks: a pipeline
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of arms and other material support for the mujahedin; assistance to Pakistan to
facilitate Afghan sanctuary; and an alliance of regional partners.
In the first four years, the CIA gradually expanded and managed the
extensive logistical supply line but had little direct military or political
involvement over the conduct of the war. Pakistani President Zia and ISI Director
Akhtar Abdur Rahman were insistent upon the ISI’s control of all aid flowing to
the Afghan resistance within Pakistan and the concealment of other nations’
support in order to maintain the guise of Muslim-only support for their jihadist
brethren and to avoid prompting Soviet retaliation. U.S. officials, wary of
complex local politics and shadowed by Vietnam’s failures, had few options and
limited regional capabilities and resources. John McMahon, the Deputy Director
for Operations at this time, explained that, “The Agency years and years ago lost
its paramilitary capability…we let the Mujahideen fight the war. We relied
heavily on the Pakistanis to be the interface to run it, and we were the
implementers of the supply chain.”25 In the initial years of the campaign, the
choice to support the mujahedin meant working through Pakistan.26
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Even as the campaign’s funding and network of foreign nationals
expanded, the American footprint remained very small. All operations were run
by CIA operatives working in the Islamabad embassy. Several accounts put the
total number of CIA operatives responsible for the entire program between two
and five personnel.27 According to Robert Gates, funding levels remained at $60
million annually for fiscal years 1982 and 1983. Congressional supporters, led by
Congressman Charles Wilson (D-TX), pushed for increased funding and more
sophisticated military material support, approving a budget of $120 million in
1984. The CIA continued to spend most of the money on small arms (AK-47s,
heavy machine guns, and land mines), 82-mm mortars, SAM-7 missiles, and
ammunition.28
With the demise of the U.S. strategic partnership with Iran, it remained a
top U.S. priority to ensure the security of its sole regional ally, Pakistan. Pakistani
President Zia al-Haq pressed repeatedly for public assurances of the U.S.
commitment to Pakistan’s defense and for increased economic aid. To increase
Pakistani leverage, Zia agreed to the relocation of American electronic signals
monitoring stations from Iran. Invoking a 1959 security agreement between the
U.S. and Pakistan, President Carter telegraphed the U.S. intent to support
Pakistan: “We will provide military equipment, food, and other assistance to help
Pakistan defend its independence and its national security against the seriously
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increased threat it now faces from the north.”29 In 1980, Congress approved an
initial package of $400 million of military equipment and economic assistance.
President Zia, citing the $3 billion in aid the United States had promised to Egypt,
publicly rejected the overture, hoping for a better deal.30
The Reagan administration moved quickly to offer Pakistan a significantly
more generous military and economic aid package in the hopes of gaining
increased leverage. In June, the United States and Pakistan agreed to a five-year
package of $1.5 billion military aid (including 40 F-16s) and $1.7 billion in
economic aid with the single condition that Pakistan halt its nuclear weapons
development program. The United States hoped the aid would lend weight to U.S.
requests to reduce Pakistani favoritism toward the most extremist Islamic Afghan
resistance leaders and to support the formation of a broad, representative Afghan
coalition. But given its limited regional presence, few allies, and recent history of
tensions with Pakistan’s leaders, the United States gained little ground despite the
large aid increase. In April 1982, Casey met with President Zia for the first time
to renew the U.S. commitment to Pakistan’s security and the Afghan resistance.
In both Robert Gates’ and Bob Woodward’s accounts, the two men formed a
strong relationship and Casey became the point man for the administration’s
dealings with Pakistan until he resigned in 1987.31
On the diplomatic front, the United States aligned CIA efforts with
support from Saudi Arabia, Egypt, and China. In February 1980, Saudi Arabia
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committed to matching U.S. funds for the resistance. In April 1981, the DCI
reaffirmed Saudi Arabia’s promise of matching U.S. funds in return for the sale of
five Airborne Warning and Control (AWAC) planes. Egypt agreed to provide
Soviet arms from their stores and serve as trainers alongside the Pakistani
military, but CIA leaders repeatedly engaged with Egypt’s senior leaders to
improve the quality of arms. In January 1980, the state visit of Chinese Premier
Deng Xiaoping served to further security cooperation efforts between the two
countries framed by their shared fears of Soviet expansion to the Persian Gulf and
the Straits of Malacca. Washington recommended to its European allies that they
collectively loosen controls on Western arms sales to China and on the sale of
certain military and private sector technologies. Already an ally of Pakistan,
China and Egypt became the most significant suppliers of Soviet weapons,
including surface-to-air and rocket-propelled missiles. China permitted overflight
of its territory and the staging of arms shipments on Western bases. Its geographic
proximity also enabled unilateral support to Afghan groups other than the
Peshawar-based resistance groups.32

The Campaign Expands Under NSDD 166
By late 1984, there was increasing concern that Soviet forces were gaining
ground militarily, particularly after a new series of offensives in spring 1985
increased Soviet special operations forces and devastating air attacks. In March,
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the administration published NSDD 166 with the primary U.S. objective to
“pressure the Soviet Union to withdraw its forces from Afghanistan.”33 A
classified 16-page annex authorized a significant expansion in military support
and funding to procure more sophisticated weapons, communications equipment,
and assistance to the Pakistani military, as well as the sharing of satellite
intelligence. While it recommended expanding U.S. partnerships with Pakistan
and China to aid mujahedin groups, it also sanctioned the development of
unilateral agents and direct support to Afghan resistance groups outside of the
Pakistani training pipeline for the first time. The annex also “endorsed direct
attacks on Soviet military officers in order to demoralize them.”34
A supportive Congress doubled funding for CIA operations in 1985 to
$280 million, redoubled it to $600 million in 1986 and 1987, and initiated a
modest decline to $400 million as the Soviet’s began withdrawal in 1988. The
quantity and quality of arms, technical assistance, and intelligence collaboration
expanded rapidly. The bulk of U.S. and Saudi funds were spent on arms and
ammunition, while Pakistan continued to exert near-total control over the
distribution of aid to the Peshawar-based Afghan resistance forces and managed
the bulk of institutional training, personnel sustainment, and operational logistics
costs. Weapons continued to flow primarily from Egypt, China, and, later, Israel,
a fact not well known among the Pakistani leadership. Brigadier Mohammed
Yousaf, the commander charged with mujahedin operations from 1983 to 1987,
estimates that Pakistan received 10,000 tons of weapons in 1983, which rose to
33
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65,000 tons by 1987. As CIA operatives gathered more independent contacts and
knowledge, they began to distribute aid unilaterally to more moderate Afghan
leaders, beginning with Ahmed Shah Massoud in late 1984. Arms shipments
included newer and more reliable machine guns, mortars, grenade launchers, antitank, and anti-aircraft weapons systems as well as dozens of sniper rifles whose
distribution was sharply contested within Washington by policy makers fearful of
tying the equipment’s acquisition to legal restrictions on assassination.35
It was the quest for a portable, reliable anti-aircraft missile to combat the
Soviets’ increasingly destructive aerial search-and-destroy missions that touched
off the most heated debates both within Washington and with Pakistani allies. In
late 1984, the CIA sent forty Swiss-made 20-mm Oerlikon 1,200-pound guns, but
their weight impeded deployment in the harsh terrain – only eleven were known
to have made it through the pipeline into mujahedin hands. Oerlikons were
followed by a British Blowpipe missile that had been mothballed after an abysmal
record of performance in the 1982 Falklands War. In spring 1986, U.S. and
Pakistani leaders agreed to field hundreds of Stinger anti-aircraft missiles to the
mujahedin - a state-of-the-art shoulder-fired missile weighing only 34 pounds – at
a cost of $30,000 each. On 30 March, a Washington Post article confirmed the
new development, removing the guise of deniability.36
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The bar to achieve success in “harassing Soviet forces” was not high. As
the mujahedin demonstrated their survivability in the face of enormous odds,
senior U.S. leaders including President Reagan and DCI Casey increasingly
believed the UW campaign capable of securing the Soviets’ withdrawal. As first
conceptualized by Brzezinski during the Carter administration and gradually
expanded under DCI Casey in the Reagan administration, the covert campaign
was both feasible and suitable to CIA authorities and capabilities. The reliance on
Pakistan to supply sanctuary and the guise of deniability required a minimal U.S.
presence with only a handful of U.S. military and contract trainers. Brigadier
Yousaf asserts, “The foremost function of the CIA was to spend money.”37
Increasing numbers of arms were getting into the hands of mujahedin
commanders. By 1987, seven training camps near Peshawar and Quetta trained
over more than a thousand fighters a month. Yousaf estimated that during his
four-year tenure, more than 80,000 mujahedin received training along with
thousands more in Afghan training camps. Afghan commanders, such as Ahmed
Shah Massood and Abdul Haq, were increasingly able to launch small scale
tactical raids, ambushes, and terrorist attacks on military targets. Despite several
accounts to the contrary, Yousaf contends that, “No American or Chinese
instructor was ever involved in giving training on any kind of weapon or
equipment to the mujahedin. ... The U.S. did, however, have a role in training our
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Army instructors” and were particularly important to training on the anti-aircraft
weapons systems that were not in the Pakistani military inventory.38
But minimal U.S. presence and the lack of control over arms distribution
clearly had its failings as well. Pakistani leaders continued to resist any direct
American interaction with mujahedin groups in their territory and U.S. insistence
on a more equitable distribution of arms for more moderate Islamist and
nationalist groups. Media accounts emerged about corruption in the pipeline by
Pakistani allies and intelligence estimates disagreed on the percentage of arms
making it to mujahedin commanders in the field.39
The CIA no longer had a deep bench of personnel with experience
supporting a resistance movement or managing large-scale material support for
paramilitary operations. Gates writes that DCI Casey was “[a]lways frustrated by
a [Directorate of Operations] he found too sluggish, too timid, too business-asusual.”40 Brigadier Yousaf praises the strategic acumen of senior CIA leaders but
repeatedly criticizes the Islamabad-based CIA staff’s “total ignorance of military
logistics” and lack of battlefield context and experience.41 He contends that if
there was waste and corruption within the pipeline, U.S. operatives were as much
to blame for failing to plan basic logistical requirements properly (such as
accurate projections of the right type and amount of ammunition needed for
resupply month by month). He contends that the CIA’s biggest contributions were
in the areas of technical intelligence and training. After 1985, the CIA provided
38
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extensive satellite imagery of Soviet targets for the Afghan resistance via their
Pakistani trainers and increased their collection and dissemination of intelligence
on Soviet tactics, force posture, and order of battle. Yousaf asserts that there were
no better experts on target exploitation, demolition, and battle damage assessment
than the operatives with whom he worked after 1985.42

After the Soviet Withdrawal
As the Soviet Union completed its withdrawal from the country, the Bush
administration conducted an initial review of the UW campaign in February 1989.
For the first time, U.S. objectives focused primarily on the issue of Afghan
governance. NSD 3 directed continued support for the mujahedin resistance’s
military campaign and advised that the United States “should take no action
limiting U.S. options prior to the fall of the Soviet-imposed government of
Afghanistan.”43 Responding to congressional pressure, the Bush administration
created a U.S. special envoy to the Afghan Resistance in the Department of State
to secure a political settlement favorable to the mujahedin. Peter Tomsen was
named to the post but immediately faced bureaucratic opposition to the post’s
creation within the State Department, in the U.S. embassy in Islamabad, and at the
CIA. Despite the title of ambassador, Tomsen and his interagency Afghan
Coordination Committee (ACC) were relegated to the working level; his policy
recommendations were forwarded to the “Kimmit Group,” an informal Afghan
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Policy Group led by Robert Kimmit, the Under Secretary of State for Political
Affairs.44
Bureaucratic competition and a lack of senior leader engagement resulted
in two conflicting strategies in the field. First, the CIA program of support
through the ISI continued on autopilot. Congress approved $350 million for 1989,
$300 million in 1990, and $250 million in 1991 to maintain the UW campaign
until September 1991. As the mujahedin made territorial gains inside Afghanistan,
the CIA provided some unilateral aid to commanders in the field, but more
moderate mujahedin commanders, including Abdul Haq and Ahmed Shah
Massood, received minimal support in comparison to the ISI’s favored mujahedin
Gulbuddin Hekmatyar, Burhanuddin Rabbani, Yunus Khalis, and Abdul Rasoul
Sayyaf.45
In his recent book, The Wars of Afghanistan, Tomsen contends that after
ten years of subordinating the U.S. support of covert assistance to the ISI, CIA
operatives and the U.S. embassy leadership in Pakistan and the CIA’s Washington
leadership resisted any policy changes aimed at negotiating a political solution
with Afghan resistance leaders. “Clandestinely, they pursued a contradictory
policy, working with Pakistan’s military intelligence for a military solution.”46
While Pakistan’s official position was supportive of a negotiated settlement, the
44
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Pakistani military and the ISI actively worked to subvert its own civilian
leadership and continued its campaign of covert support to extremist elements of
the mujahedin. In 1989 and 1990, Pakistan drew over $500 million in U.S.
military and economic aid.47
Tomsen details the extensive policy divisions within the administration
and the complexities of the conflict dynamics among the Afghan resistance and
within Pakistan. He describes a deep disagreement in U.S. circles between
optimists in the CIA, Department of Defense, Department of State’s Near East
Affairs Bureau, and Islamabad embassy – who believed the Afghan government’s
collapse was imminent and the United States could influence a positive outcome –
and pessimists within the NSC and the Department of State’s Soviet desk, the
Policy Planning office, and the Intelligence and Research Office, which argued
for a cessation of U.S. assistance in order to improve relations with the Soviet
Union. The pessimist viewpoint, which doubted the ability of the United States to
secure a political solution, gained increasing prominence in Washington as the
Soviet threat began to subside.
From 1991 to 1992, no senior leader meetings at the NSC were held on
Afghanistan. Without any mechanism for accountability, U.S. diplomatic efforts
remained disconnected from the CIA’s UW campaign. Backed by the CIA,
Pakistan and Saudi Arabia thwarted the UN negotiations process in favor of
pursing a conventional military victory against the communist regime with their
preferred proxies. Barnett Rubin contends that multilateral efforts in the late
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1980s designed to expand the political arena for Afghans while simultaneously
arming individual commanders inside Afghanistan “promoted ethnic conflict.”48
Tomsen insists that the UN plan had a reasonable chance of transferring Najib out
of power peacefully in 1992 if the United States had not relinquished its role as a
guarantor.49
While Afghanistan is a receding issue in U.S. global interests, how the
conflict ends ought to be important to the U.S. because of our heavy
involvement and investment over the years…Our strategy…should be
principally aimed at preventing a victory by the minority but wellorganized and funded Islamic extremists Hekmatyar and Sayyaf.50

As the Soviet Union began its rapid dissolution and Russian leaders
distanced themselves from past Soviet interventions, U.S. senior leaders became
less concerned about Soviet interference in Afghanistan and more willing to
negotiate an end to external aid. When Soviet and Russian leaders indicated a
willingness to end their support of the communist regime, the United States
similarly agreed to end the UW campaign in September 1991. U.S. foreign policy
priorities turned toward European political and economic stability as well as the
defense of Kuwait and Saudi Arabia against Iraqi aggression. U.S. senior leaders
were content to allow the issue of Afghan governance to revert to a local
problem.51
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C. Unity
There was considerable unity of effort in the U.S. campaign to support the
Afghan mujahedin from 1979 until 1989, owing to broad consensus amongst
senior U.S. policy leaders, strong support in Congress, and the placement of the
campaign solely in the hands of one agency, the CIA. During the Reagan
administration, DCI William Casey took a highly active role in the campaign’s
prosecution and in deliberations with key allies. Due to his relationship with the
President, Casey was granted sole control of the campaign largely outside of
formal NSC processes. In 1985, the Department of Defense, with State support,
advocated for an expansion in the covert campaign and its alignment within the
broader U.S. government strategy toward the Soviet Union. After the Soviet
withdrawal and the Bush administration’s arrival in early 1989, consensus on the
covert campaign began to break down. The CIA campaign of military support for
the Afghan mujahedin became increasingly disconnected from U.S. diplomatic
efforts encouraging the creation of an Afghan coalition government. In 1991, the
United States ended its support of the mujahedin and the issue of Afghan political
governance remained unsolved.

The Carter Administration
Foreign policy development in the Carter administration oscillated
between National Security Advisor (NSA) Zbigniew Brzezinski and Secretary of
State Cyrus Vance. As their differing world views played out in public disputes,
Brzezinski came to be seen as one of the most activist NSAs, having secured a
greater position of influence with the President. In spring 1979, Brzezinski
117

initiated discussion in the Special Coordination Committee (SCC) asking the CIA
to develop options for aiding the Afghan mujahedin. Chaired by Brzezinski, the
committee included Secretary Vance, Secretary of Defense Harold Brown, and
DCI Stansfield Turner as its primary decision makers.52 Robert Gates, then a
senior staff member on Brzezinski’s NSC, explains that “because Vance was
unwilling to use diplomatic leverage against the Soviets, and Brown and others
wanted no part of U.S. military involvement in the Third World,” Brzezinski
generated SCC consensus and then secured the President’s approval for a covert
campaign to counter the Soviets in Afghanistan.53
Although the first steps in developing the covert campaign were tentative,
the Soviet invasion brought renewed consensus and enthusiasm for expanding
U.S. material support, including arms, to the mujahedin. Congress readily
concurred with administration’s strategic approach, increasing the budget from an
initial allocation of $500,000 to $30 million in 1980 and $60 million in 1982.
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Broader issues of foreign policy, defense policy, and international economics were
addressed in the Policy Review Committee, chaired by the appropriate Cabinet Secretary,
usually the Secretary of State, the Secretary of Defense, or occasionally the Secretary of
the Treasury. Additionally, Brzezinski emphasizes President Carter’s dominance and
acumen in the national security decision-making process. See Brzezinski, 57-63, 513529.
53
Gates writes, “[C]ontrary to conventional wisdom, the Carter administration turned
almost from the outset to CIA to carry out covert actions” however, “the CIA’s covert
action capability had been weakened significantly before the Carter administration by
decisions and events of the preceding four years.” Gates, 142-3 (emphasis in the
original).

118

Given the covert nature of the campaign, Secretaries Vance and Brown were
content to play minor supporting roles reinforcing U.S. policy in private with key
allies and publicly offering broad statements of moral support for the Afghan
people and their resistance to the Soviet occupation.
Unity of effort was facilitated by its singular execution through the
Directorate of Operations in the CIA. DCI Turner agreed with his staff’s
intelligence estimate that Soviet aggression was on the rise: “How assertive the
Soviets will be in the future will very likely depend upon how ‘successful’ the
Soviet leadership views their intervention in Afghanistan to have been.”54 He
worked to bring skeptics in the Directorate of Operations around to the necessity
and acceptable risk of the covert campaign. After the public condemnation of the
Church and Pike Commissions and a number of personnel purges, including those
led by DCI Turner, the directorate was understandably cowed and risk-averse.
Under the umbrella of support granted by Brzezinski, Turner worked to
regenerate the CIA’s paramilitary capability.55

The Reagan Administration
In the opening years of the Reagan presidency, the CIA maintained its
unitary hold on U.S. policy and the campaign strategy in support of the
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mujahedin. DCI William Casey, a longtime campaign advisor to the President,
was arguably the most powerful DCI in the history of the office. As one of few
remaining Office of Strategic Services (OSS) veterans in government service,
Casey went beyond the traditional DCI role as intelligence advisor to advocate
changes to U.S. policy. As an activist director, he became the agency’s point man
for operations in Afghanistan and Pakistan, often aggravating relationships within
the Directorate of Operations when he would interface directly with agency action
officers or field operatives, skipping the leadership chain to issue guidance or
receive their assessments directly. Throughout his tenure from 1982 to 1987,
Casey’s approach brought unity to the CIA’s efforts as the dominant driver of
U.S. policy in Afghanistan and Pakistan as well as other covert campaigns across
the Third World.56
The new administration’s foreign policy team also included Secretary of
State Alexander Haig (followed by George Shultz in July 1982), NSA Richard
Allen (followed by William Clark in January 1982 and Robert McFarlane in
October 1983), Secretary of Defense Casper Weinberger, and Vice President
George H.W. Bush. The Secretaries of State and Defense and the DCI each
chaired one of three Senior Interdepartmental Groups (SIG) on foreign, defense,
and intelligence policy, the latter of which was responsible for covert action. With
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the exception of some covert support to the Nicaraguan contras, the CIA
continued to plan and resource all covert activities.57
Robert Gates maintains that Casey had a cordial relationship with most of
the senior leaders. Woodward asserts, however, that both Casey and Ambassador
to the UN Jeane Kirkpatrick were frustrated by “the ignorance about foreign
affairs among senior policymakers, including most definitely the President.”58
Policies were often incoherent and contradictory. Despite efforts to centralize the
process during Clark’s tenure as NSA or various weekly breakfast or lunch
meetings, national security decision making continued to be of limited value in
solving policy disagreements.59 Casey sought to fill the vacuum within the foreign
policy leadership. Early on, Casey secured the support of Haig and Weinberger on
his proposal to expand U.S. support of resistance movements across the Third
World “because Haig, who preferred overt steps, reluctantly acquiesced in this as
57
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better than nothing, while Weinberger … saw covert action as a way to forestall
U.S. military involvement.”60
Following a landslide reelection victory in November 1984, President
Reagan’s foreign policy team remained largely intact. Casey continued to drive
policy and program momentum for U.S. efforts challenging the Soviet Union in
the Third World. Casey, Secretary of State George Shultz, and Secretary of
Defense Caspar Weinberger (followed by Frank Carlucci in November 1987)
remained the primary implementers of the Reagan Doctrine. The office of the
NSA continued to be challenged by rapid turnover.61 Under the two-year tenure of
Robert “Bud” McFarlane (October 1983 to December 1985), the President
approved a number of pivotal national security documents that codified U.S.
policy toward the Soviet Union, covert action, and U.S. operations in
Afghanistan.
1985 marked a dramatic escalation of U.S. support to the Afghan
resistance. At the insistence of Under Secretary of Defense for Policy Fred Ikle,
the administration conducted a comprehensive review of Afghanistan policy. Ikle
and his deputy, Michael Pillsbury, pushed for the creation of a NSDD that would
clarify U.S. policy in Afghanistan but, more broadly, would align the covert
campaign with overt efforts both regionally and more broadly against the USSR.
NSDD 166 directed Afghan program management through an interagency
subcommittee within the NSC, the Planning and Coordination Group (PCG),
60
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subjecting CIA actions to interagency review and coordination for the first time.
As detailed in NSDD 159, the PCG was “established to review covert action
proposals and implementation for their purpose of ensuring their effectiveness and
their integration with other aspects of U.S. national security policy.”62 NSDD 159
recognized “a need to review fully and integrate covert with overt activities.
Covert action must be consistent with and supportive of national policy and must
be placed within a national security policy framework.”63 According to DOD
official Michael Pillsbury, the new management structure brought together
Defense, State, USAID, the U.S. Information Agency (USIA), and the U.S.
mission to the UN together to “[initiate] a new model of interagency cooperation
under which ‘everybody gets to do what everybody wants to.’”64
As the administration struggled to contain internal disputes and external
exposure of the Iran-Contra Affair within the NSC, Secretaries Shultz and
Weinberger’s influence rose after Casey’s resignation in January 1987. After a
failed bid to nominate Robert Gates (the acting DCI) for the position, Director of
the FBI William H. Webster replaced William Casey as DCI in May.
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The Bush Administration
Both the motivation and the mechanisms to maintain unity of effort for a
consistent, coherent strategy largely dissolved with the changing of the guard. At
the start of President George H.W. Bush’s administration, the withdrawal of
Soviet forces from Afghanistan in February dramatically altered the political
context of the conflict in Afghanistan and Pakistan. As the U.S. policy shifted to
deposing Najib and supporting the creation of a stable, neutral Afghan
government, the State Department reorganized its support of the UN negotiations
process. Disagreements mounted between the U.S. special envoy to the Afghan
mujahedin and CIA operatives in Pakistan working with the ISI to secure a
military victory for the mujahedin.
The Bush foreign policy team of Secretary of State James Baker, Secretary
of Defense Richard Cheney, NSA Brent Scowcroft, and DCI Webster had little
time to devote to unifying the U.S. strategy in Afghanistan. With the withdrawal
of the Soviet military, Afghanistan had become a third-tier foreign policy priority,
and none of the administration’s senior leadership remained engaged to ensure
alignment U.S. government efforts. With the Soviet Union in rapid decline, both
countries agreed to end material support to their proxies. The CIA-led UW
campaign of support ended in September 1991 when the United States withdrew
its money and influence from the region.65
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D. Grand Strategy
The Carter administration did not develop a regional grand strategy for
guiding U.S. foreign policy in the greater Persian Gulf region until the Soviets
invaded Afghanistan and the U.S. lost Iran as a significant regional ally in late
1979. It took the Reagan administration about two years to formally codify a
grand strategy to guide U.S. policy with the USSR and U.S. support of
insurgencies in Afghanistan and elsewhere. That strategy placed particular
emphasis on indirect ways of challenging the Soviet Union through economic and
technical competition, defense growth, and – particularly in the Third World –
political warfare. By the start of 1983, the principal architect of the UW
campaigns in Afghanistan, Nicaragua, and Angola, DCI William Casey,
succeeded in getting U.S. support to resistance movements in the Third World as
one of five pillars in President Reagan’s first statement of policy toward the
USSR. Throughout the Reagan administration and into the Bush 41
administration, the U.S. strategic framework was not only supportive, it was
reliant upon several indirect approaches, including UW, as a means of challenging
the Soviet Union with significantly less risk than conventional or nuclear conflict
would necessarily incur.

The Carter Doctrine
With deep divisions among his principal advisors on foreign policy,
President Carter failed to articulate a consistent, clear policy toward the Soviet
Union – the principal foreign policy issue of the day – until the fourth year of his
presidency. Instead, the administration emphasized the importance of human
125

rights and the plight of the oppressed across the Third World. It was not until the
collapse of the Iranian regime coupled with the Soviet invasion that President
Carter agreed to the development of grand strategic framework centered on the
defense of the Persian Gulf against the USSR.
Working through the crisis management structure of the NSC, NSA
Brzezinski, Secretaries Vance and Brown, and others developed a series of
immediate political, economic, and military responses to the Soviet invasion.
These immediate efforts were by no means a grand strategy but a series of
mutually reinforcing efforts across the U.S. government. Direct military
confrontation was not considered a viable political option; however, NSA
Brzezinski, with other senior CIA leaders, developed sufficient interagency
consensus to expand the campaign of lethal support to the Afghan mujahedin as
one policy response. While the administration reacted quickly, several of these
immediate efforts were criticized as inadequate, tepid responses to a Soviet
incursion threatening the security of the Persian Gulf. Taken together, however,
the greater diplomatic and military initiatives formed the foundation of what
would come to be known as the Carter Doctrine – a regional security framework
among U.S., Western, and Middle Eastern allies to defend the Persian Gulf from
Soviet intervention. It also marked the beginning of a gradual shift away from the
defense of Europe toward the defense of the Persian Gulf and its resources. The
U.S. campaign of support to the mujahedin, imbedded within this nascent
framework, contributed to the expansion of political, intelligence, and military
cooperation between the U.S. and critical Middle Eastern allies.

126

In his State of the Union address less than one month after the invasion,
President Carter described the threat of the Soviet invasion to U.S. interests:
The implications of the Soviet invasion of Afghanistan could pose the
most serious threat to the peace since the Second World War …. Any
attempt by any outside force to gain control of the Persian Gulf region will
be regarded as an assault on the vital interests of the United States of
America, and such an assault will be repelled by any means necessary,
including military force.66
U.S. support to Afghan resistance took place within the context of greater
U.S. diplomatic, economic, and military initiatives targeted against the Soviet
Union.67 After extensive personal deliberation, President Carter withdrew the
Strategic Arms Limitation Talks II (SALT II) treaty from the Senate for
ratification, considering it to be the principal policy casualty of the Soviet
invitation. On 23 January, the president announced the recall of the U.S.
Ambassador to Moscow, a boycott of Moscow’s summer Olympic Games, and a
freeze on most U.S.-Soviet political, economic, and cultural exchanges. The
administration led efforts in the United Nations Security Council and the General
Assembly to denounce the USSR’s intervention. On 14 January, 104 countries
(with eighteen against and eighteen abstaining) passed a resolution calling for the
“immediate, unconditional, and total withdrawal of foreign troops from
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Afghanistan.”68 On the economic front, President Carter approved of embargos on
the sale of advanced technology to the USSR and on U.S. grain shipments to
Russia and curtailed Soviet fishing rights in U.S. waters.
The administration proposed and Congress authorized a 4.9 percent
increase in defense spending (as a percentage of gross domestic product) for fiscal
year 1981 and a 5.2 percent increase for 1982.69 As part of a “Persian Gulf
Security Framework,” the DOD brokered access agreements with several African
and Gulf States, increased naval and marine force presence in the Persian Gulf
and Indian Ocean, and added new contingency planning exercises with regional
partners. Senior leaders encouraged North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO)
allies to consider contingency plans for responding to regional threats, and the
President approved a plan to create a U.S. Rapid Deployment Force (RDF), the
precursor to today’s U.S. Central Command. Finally, the defense department
streamlined the Foreign Military Sales (FMS) process to improve regional allies’
military arsenals.70
In its remaining year in office, the Carter administration conceptualized
and commenced a substantial redirection of U.S. foreign policy and its defense
posture against the USSR. Détente was dead, and in its place economic and
political sanctions guided the bilateral relationship. Presidential Directives (PD)
62 and 63 were the Carter administration’s final word on the necessity of
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increasing military force projection to the Persian Gulf region and its coupling
with political and economic sanctions and assistance to countries in the region “to
contribute to deterring and resisting Soviet penetration – political, economic, or
military.”71 In addition, the administration initiated several covert actions to
support regimes and resistance groups in Third World conflicts against Soviet
proxies with the support of key regional allies. In large part, the Reagan
administration chose to retain the Carter approach as a starting point to guide its
foreign policy and defense posture in the greater Persian Gulf region and the
campaign in Afghanistan.

The Reagan Doctrine
In 1985, columnist Charles Krauthammer was one of the first political
commentators to coin the phrase “Reagan Doctrine.” In his book on the doctrine,
James Scott describes it as “a guide for U.S. policy when containment failed.”72
Based upon a longstanding conservative critique of containment, “it offered a
remedy to the problem of Soviet expansionism.”73 Scott and author Francis Marlo
dismiss claims by Rodman and others that no such strategy existed or was created
after the fact to justify the campaign of support to the Nicaraguan contras.74
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DCI William Casey was one of the principal architects of the strategic
framework that promoted the indirect approach, largely through covert action, to
challenging the Soviet Union in the Third World. He orchestrated a supportive
policy space for political warfare primarily against the USSR but also against
terrorist groups and other threats to national security using covert action,
paramilitary operations, human intelligence, psychological operations, and
support of resistance movements and insurgencies. In addition to the UW
campaign, a number of parallel humanitarian and diplomatic initiatives in
Afghanistan also took place. As the next section details, however, there was
limited policy coordination between the U.S. government agencies with
Afghanistan programs.
The first documents to formally codify the Reagan administration’s
foreign policy approach were NSDD 32 and 75. Issued by the NSC under the
leadership of the administration’s second NSA William Clark, the strategic
concept was heavily influenced by DCI William Casey. Together, these
documents created a framework within which support for anti-communist
resistance movements became a significant line of effort. Published in May 1982,
NSDD 32 “U.S. National Security Strategy” broadly described the
administration’s objectives, threats to U.S. interests, and the administration’s
and coherence of any grand strategy include Lou Cannon, President Reagan: The Role of
a Lifetime (New York: Simon & Schuster, 1991); Raymond W. Copson and Richard P.
Cronin, “The ‘Reagan Doctrine’ and its prospects,” Survival 29, no.1 (1987): 40-55;
Daaldar and Destler; Gates; Rodman, More Precious than Peace; Shultz, Turmoil and
Triumph; and Fareed Zakaria, “The Reagan Strategy of Containment,” Political Science
Quarterly 105, no.3 (Fall 1990): 373-95. See also Scott, 4; and Francis H. Marlo,
Planning Reagan’s War: Conservative Strategists and America’s Cold War Victory
(Washington, DC: Potomac Books, 2012) on the coherence of and the centrality of
President Reagan’s leadership in the Reagan Doctrine.
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vision for challenging those threats along five lines of effort: defense
modernization, increased allied spending for their regional defense, Western
economic pressure on the Eastern bloc, information and propaganda campaign,
and covert support to Third World anti-communist movements.75 Of the eleven
global objectives listed, two are of particular importance to U.S. interventions in
the Third World. The third called upon the United States “to contain and reverse
the expansion of Soviet control and military presence throughout the world, and
to increase the costs of Soviet support and use of proxy, terrorist, and subversive
forces.”76 The tenth global objective required that the United States “encourage
and strongly support aid, trade, and investment programs that promote economic
development and the growth of humane social and political orders in the Third
World.”77 It was the first NSC document to acknowledge a “covert offensive
against the Soviet Union”78 in the Third World. By 1983, President Reagan
publicly acknowledged and consistently mentioned Cold War competition in the
Third World as a pillar of his foreign policy.79
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NSDD 75 “U.S. Relations on the USSR,” published on 17 January 1983,
was the administration’s grand strategy “to contain and over time reverse Soviet
expansionism.”80 Largely seen as a reaction against the policies of containment
and détente, NSDD 75 sought the integration of all U.S. elements of national
power to challenge the Soviet Union’s influence beyond its borders and to
promote “evolutionary change within the Soviet Union itself.”81 The document
provided substantial guidance on the conduct and purpose of U.S. political,
economic, and military operations in the Third World with the objective to
“weaken and, where possible, undermine the existing links between [Third World
nations] and the Soviet Union.”82 It suggested programs such as security
assistance and military sales to allies and friends, diplomatic initiatives to reduce
regional crises, economic assistance and private sector investment, and support to
democratic movements. More specifically in Afghanistan, the objective was to
maintain intense pressure on Moscow to withdraw and to ensure that the Soviets’
political, military, and other costs stayed high as the occupation continued while
at the same time supporting a negotiated settlement for Soviet withdrawal.83
In addition to the covert campaign of paramilitary support to the
mujahedin, there were also parallel diplomatic and humanitarian efforts. During
the first four years of the administration, the President and key foreign policy
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leaders stepped up their rhetoric and symbolic public gestures of U.S. moral
support for the Afghan resistance. The United States introduced numerous UN
resolutions in both the Security Council and the General Assembly.
Administration statements reinforced the U.S. solidarity with other countries and
international organizations calling for the Soviet withdrawal including the Islamic
Conference, the European Parliament, and the United Nations nonaligned
movement. President Reagan gave speeches every year on the anniversary of the
Soviet invasion, and in 1982, he declared the Afghan New Year, March 21,
Afghanistan Day as testimony “to America’s deep and continuing admiration for
the Afghan people in the face of brutal and unprovoked aggression by the Soviet
Union.”84 His foreign policy mantra, echoed by Secretary of State George Shultz,
UN Ambassador Jeane Kirkpatrick, and other administration spokespersons,
included frequent calls for Soviet withdrawal, praise for the mujahedin and a U.S.
commitment to Afghan self-determination.
Early diplomatic initiatives seeking to bring the Soviet Union to the table
were halting but served an important role in identifying the key issues and
establishing a structure for negotiations. In November 1981, the UN General
Assembly formally endorsed three-sided talks between UN mediators and the
Afghan and Pakistani governments. By the start of the Geneva talks in early 1982,
the outlines of a negotiated settlement acceptable to the UN and the United States
progressed along four lines: withdrawal of Soviet forces from Afghanistan,
termination of external assistance to the Afghan resistance, international
84
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guarantees for the final settlement, and the return of Afghan refugees. The initial
negotiations did not include formal participation by the Soviet Union, the United
States, or any representatives of the Afghan resistance. Several accounts,
including that of lead UN negotiator Diego Cordovez, contend that the Reagan
administration displayed little interest in the negotiations until 1985, preferring
instead to rely upon the Pakistani Ministry of Foreign Affairs to represent U.S.
interests.85 Undersecretary of State for Political Affairs Lawrence Eagleburger
characterized the U.S. position toward the UN-sponsored process as one of
“indifference and skepticism, but not hostility.”86 Journalist Selig Harrison took a
more critical view, arguing that the United States may have worked against a
possible settlement in 1983 during the brief leadership of General Secretary Yuri
Andropov; however, after Andropov’s hospitalization in August, talks stalled
until the arrival of Mikhail Gorbachev in March 1985.87
From 1981-1984, the administration established and expanded a
significant humanitarian assistance program with most of the aid flowing through
Pakistan, the World Food Program, and the UN High Commissioner for Refugees.
In the first two years, assistance reached $200 million, including $21.3 million in
food. Congress became increasingly involved. In 1984, they reallocated $4
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million for USAID‘s Disaster Assistance office and $2 million to “Cash for Food”
programs administered by the UN and non-governmental organizations (NGO)
operating in Afghan refugee camps and safer areas of the country. Additionally,
the administration provided $2 million to the International Committee of the Red
Cross in 1984, which established its Afghan program on the ground in 1986.88
The release of NSDD 166 in March 1986 was the administration’s first
formal policy guidance on the covert campaign of support for the mujahedin.
While expanding the covert campaign, it also called for military support for that
campaign, the alignment of overt diplomatic and political efforts, humanitarian
assistance, and economic development programs. By 1985, the State Department
played an increasingly active role in the Geneva Accords. The issue of external
aid to the parties became pivotal. After inconsistencies emerged between U.S.
negotiators and senior administration officials, U.S. senior leaders closed ranks to
insist that the United States would not cease support to the mujahedin without a
reciprocal agreement from the USSR. Rodman contends that holding the line on
U.S. support contributed to President Gorbachev’s breakthrough announcement in
February 1988 of a Soviet withdrawal within the year. Afterward, all parties
agreed to the terms of withdrawal that April, with the U.S. and USSR retaining
the right to support their proxies.89
The administration, with congressional support, expanded USAID’s
humanitarian assistance annually from $15 million to $30 million to $45 million
from 1986 to 1988. “By helping the Afghans to develop networks of resistance
88
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social services, our assistance will help the mujahedin to protect and take care of
the people who support them.”90 Humanitarian aid was often distributed through
the same Pakistani military networks used to distribute arms and was therefore
subject to corruption and politicization by rival Afghan leaders and military
commanders. The aid was also an attempt to unify the disparate Afghan parties
and “to develop an institutional capability to perform the civil functions of
government.”91

The Bush Administration
The simultaneous arrival of the Bush team to the White House and the
Soviet troop withdrawal from Afghanistan resulted in few changes to the strategy
on the ground in Afghanistan. In contrast to the opening years of the Reagan
White House, foreign policy was the driving interest to President Bush. Within
the first year, the administration published several NSDs superseding Reagan
administration policies, such as NSD 20, “U.S. Policy Toward South Asia;” NSD
23 “U.S. Relations with the Soviet Union;” and NSD 26 “U.S. Policy Toward the
Persian Gulf.”92 These documents, while providing broad guidance for regional
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political and military actions with regards to the Soviet Union, provided no
guidance to implementers of U.S. policy vis-à-vis Afghanistan or augmentation to
the minimal policy direction in NSD 3 “U.S. Policy Toward Afghanistan.” Yet,
U.S. policy objectives in Afghanistan had shifted away from the Soviet military
toward deposing Najib and facilitating the emergence of a coalition government.
Both the President and National Security Advisor Brent Scowcroft
remained deeply skeptical of Gorbachev and the Soviet Union’s intentions. Their
shared approach to foreign policy was a cautious realism guided by prudence.
One Scowcroft aid explained that in the NSC, they were motivated toward
maintenance of the status quo, “to preserve what is working, not embracing
departure for departure’s sake. …This is not an administration hell-bent on
change.”93 The administration continued the previous administration’s campaign
of support to the mujahedin and other similar efforts challenging Soviet influence
in the Third World in order to keep political and military pressure on Soviet
proxies. With the President’s previous experience as DCI, the administration
remained open to the use of covert action in ongoing conflicts. As the Soviet
Union’s declining influence and power became more apparent, however, the
administration took advantage of the new favorable power imbalance and
increasingly turned to its conventional military leadership to respond to threats to
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national security. Having succeeded in compelling a Soviet withdrawal, the
administration removed Afghanistan from its list of foreign policy priorities.94
Deep disagreements emerged both within the administration and within
Congress about whether the UW campaign as crafted under the Reagan Doctrine
was capable of meeting U.S. goals. In 1990, Representative Solarz charged that
“some of the fundamental assumptions which had constituted the foundation of
our [Afghanistan] policy are coming into question, we need a comprehensive
review of where we are, where we are going, and how best to achieve the desired
results.”95 No comprehensive review or clarification of U.S. policy took place.
With the local political context in Afghanistan and Pakistan becoming further
complicated by the Soviet’s withdrawal and Pakistan’s policies of interference,
the administration turned to higher priorities, such as the transformation of the
Soviet Union, the opening of Eastern Europe, and defense of the Persian Gulf. In
September 1991, the United States ended its support of the Afghan mujahedin.

III. The Outcome: the Strategic Effect of the U.S. Campaign
By the close of the U.S. UW campaign in September 1991, the top two
U.S. objectives – to increase the costs of war for the Soviet Union and to force the
withdrawal of Soviet forces – had been achieved. The secondary goal to replace
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the communist-backed Afghan government with a stable, moderate regime was
not realized as Afghanistan devolved into civil war in spring 1992.

Objective: Compel the Withdrawal of Soviet Forces
As early as 1979, the Carter administration expressed the ultimate desire
to compel a Soviet withdrawal from Afghanistan without an expectation of
success given the limited means it applied. In 1985, NSDD 166 made the goal to
oust Soviet forces explicit. A growing contingent of senior policymakers, led by
President Reagan himself, increasingly thought the goal possible with the
introduction of more sophisticated weapons systems, military trainers, and a
quadrupling of financial support.96
In early 1985, prior to the expansion of U.S. support to the mujahedin,
Gorbachev expressed the inevitability of a Soviet withdrawal in a small group
meeting of the Politburo, the central governing body of the Communist Party.
Fearing a backlash domestically and from Third World clients, the party
leadership redoubled security, economic, and political efforts in Afghanistan in an
attempt to protect Soviet prestige. However, a stable, friendly Afghan regime
continued to elude them.
Seeking to bolster economic relations with the West, Gorbachev took a
series of steps to demonstrate the Soviet commitment to a diplomatic solution to
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the conflict.97 In July 1986, he announced the immediate withdrawal of 8,000
Soviet forces, emphasized the Soviets’ commitment to the United Nations–led
Geneva Accords, and insisted that the Soviet Union did not seek “access to warm
waters.”98 On 13 November, the Politburo agreed to withdraw the Soviet military
“in one or a maximum of two years.”99 After negotiations stalled for a year over
efforts to form an Afghan coalition government, Gorbachev stated publicly in July
1987 that “in principle, the Soviet withdrawal from Afghanistan has been decided
upon …. We favor a short time frame for the withdrawal. However, interference
in the internal affairs of Afghanistan must be stopped and its nonresumption
guaranteed.”100
The Soviet leadership ascribed a great deal of political significance to the
U.S. campaign in support of the mujahedin throughout the negotiations process.
The Soviet media were encouraged to highlight America’s imperial, anti-Soviet
strategy that is “strangling the Afghan revolution and replacing the people’s
government in Kabul … [to] provide themselves with bases there, and …
reconstitute the electronic reconnaissance centers that Washington lost in Iran.”101
Once Soviet leaders declared a willingness to withdraw, the central issue delaying
political settlement was support to the warring parties – U.S. and Pakistani
support for the mujahedin and Soviet support for Najib’s government.
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By the start of 1988, Gorbachev’s plan to justify the Soviets’ withdrawal
to its domestic audience, with its Afghan client, and to its other Third World
clients hinged on getting the United States to end aid to the mujahedin so that the
USSR could declare an end to the conflict. Despite rising support within the
second Reagan administration for direct negotiations with the Soviets on this
issue and others, President Reagan refused to grant the Soviets this concession
without a reciprocal promise to end support for the Afghan regime. DCI Casey,
Deputy DCI Gates, and the DOD leadership remained unconvinced of the
Soviets’ intent to withdraw, citing the expansion of Soviet military operations in
1985 and 1986 and then-current Soviet aggression in Operation Magistral.
Secretary of State Shultz described the U.S. commitment to the mujahedin as an
insurance policy to keep the Soviets moving toward the exits. Doubts over Soviet
sincerity, coupled with continued U.S. domestic pressure to maintain support for
the mujahedin, gave U.S. leaders little incentive to alter the U.S. position.102
On 8 February 1988, stalled political negotiations prompted President
Gorbachev to announce that the Soviet military withdrawal would commence on
15 May with over half of the 100,300 forces departing by August. He committed
to their complete withdrawal by 15 March 1989 pending agreement at the Geneva
Accords in March. The Soviets’ repeated emphasis on U.S. support to the
mujahedin, along with their unilateral declaration of withdrawal, “devalued the
position of [the Soviet] delegation at the talks … and gave the opposite side extra
motivation to pressure Moscow in the hope that the Soviet leadership would agree
102
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to further concessions.”103On 14 April 1988, representatives from the Afghan and
Pakistani governments, with Foreign Minister Shevardnadze and Secretary of
State Shultz serving as the Soviet and American guarantors, agreed to the
principles of mutual relations (including noninterference and nonintervention) and
the voluntary return of refugees. The U.S. and Soviet guarantors did not similarly
commit to noninterference.
The United States has advised the Soviet Union that the U.S. retains
the right, consistent with its obligations as a Guarantor, to provide
military assistance to parties in Afghanistan. Should the Soviet Union
exercise restraint in providing military assistance to the parties in
Afghanistan, the U.S. similarly will exercise restraint.104

Six years after the start of negotiations, the Geneva Accords offered a
minimal political guise for a Soviet withdrawal from Afghanistan and enabled
international verification of the results. The Soviets withdrew within the agreedupon timetable, completing the first phase of 50,000 forces by 15 August and full
withdrawal on 15 February 1989. From a height of 115,000 forces, the Soviets
claimed to retain fewer than ten military advisors in the Soviet embassy in Kabul.
Professor Larry Goodson asserts that thousands of military advisors and
technicians remained behind to field new technology and maintain the Afghan
forces military training programs.105

103

Kalinovsky, 135-6.
Cordovez and Harrison, 363.
105
Goodson, 70. Retired Army Lieutenant Colonel Lester Grau catalogs the Soviet order
of battle with the Russian General Staff. He concludes that just over half of the Soviet
forces (50,100) remained by the start of the second phase of withdrawal in October 1988.
See Russian General Staff, The Soviet-Afghan War: How a Superpower Fought and Lost
ed. Lester W. Grau, and Michael A. Gress (Lawrence, KS: University Press of Kansas,
2002), 322. See also Bill Keller, “Last Soldiers Leave Afghanistan,” New York Times, 16
February 1989; and Tomsen, 229-233.
104

142

Objective: “Bleed” the Soviet Union
For the first five years of the Soviet intervention, the U.S. primary goal
was to increase the costs of war for the Soviet Union. Even after NSDD 166
refocused U.S. aims on accelerating the Soviets’ withdrawal, key leaders
including DCI Casey, Deputy DCI Gates, Secretary of Defense Weinberger, and
Secretary of State Shultz agreed to expand the UW campaign in order to keep
military and diplomatic pressure on the Soviet Union. Larry Goodson contends,
“Without the sanctuary and arms pipeline provided by Pakistan, the assistance of
the US and other countries, and the support of the refugees, the mujahedin would
have been defeated by the mid-1980s.”106
The Soviet leaders began to openly discuss the costs of war by 1985. The
head of the Soviet’s Defense Ministry contingent in Afghanistan, General
Valentin Varennikov, reported that Soviet and Afghan “military successes had no
long-term effect on the opposition, which continued to grow …. ‘Combat
operations for stabilizing the situation in the country can have only a temporary
character.’”107 During his keynote speech at the Twenty-seventh Party Congress
in March 1986, President Gorbachev referred to the war as a “‘bleeding wound,’
thus telling the assembled delegates, the nation, and the world that the Soviet
leadership saw the war as a drain on the country.”108 Russian scholar Artemy
Kalinovsky offers new insights into the Soviets’ “New Thinking in Afghanistan”
such as this memorandum from a Gorbachev aide in 1987: “Our military presence
in Afghanistan places an enormous financial burden on the USSR …. It damages
106
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our relations with the Muslim world, and gives the Americans an ideal
opportunity to exhaust us by forcing us to wage an endless war.”109
While Kalinovsky and others argue that the casualties and economic
expenditures were well within the limits of Soviets’ capacity to absorb, the
insurgency exacted a sizable toll in personnel, economic investment, and Soviet
prestige. On the day after the Soviets’ withdrawal, the Soviet Central Committee
was presented with Soviet casualty figures for the war: 13,826 dead (of whom
1,977 were officers) and 49,985 wounded (with 7,281 unfit for further duty). In
2002, the Russian General Staff estimated the Soviets’ military dead at greater
than 26,000 (including 3,000 officers) but offered minimal explanation or
references to support their calculations. According to Lester Grau, 67 percent of
the fighting force (about 400,000 Soviet soldiers) was incapacitated by disease
from 1980 to 1988 due to inadequate medical support, poor diet, and a lack of
basic field sanitation and clean water. While Soviet censorship ensured that the
public’s realization and outrage over personnel losses and the psychological
impact of the war would be minimal in the near term, the war contributed to the
domestic debate calling into question the legitimacy of the Communist Party. In
Lieutenant General William Odom’s study of the Soviet military, he asserts that
one of the aftereffects of the Afghan war was to encourage “widespread draft
evasion” during the military’s decline from 1989 to 1991.110
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From 1979 until 1986, the Afghan intervention cost the USSR about $5
billion a year in economic and military aid including the deployment of over
100,000 Soviet forces. After 1986, aid decreased gradually decreased to $3–$4
billion a year (or about $300 million per month), where it remained after the
withdrawal of forces until 1992.111 In Politburo meeting notes from January 1987,
Foreign Minister Eduard Shevardnadze expressed frustration over the rising
economic costs of the war and the lack of accurate cost estimates. He
acknowledged, “The sum is enormous, and we have to take responsibility for
that.… I am not even talking about human lives.”112 Minister of Defense Marshal
Sergei Sokolov agreed with the rising costs of the war: “The Afghan army costs
us 3.5 billion rubles. And 1.5 [billion rubles] more is planned for this year. … The
40th army … lost 1,280 men in 1986.”113 Gorbachev concluded the meeting by
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stating, “The comrades are right in saying: it is better to pay cash than the lives of
our men. [Let us] push Najib and finish it all in two years.”114
In the year following withdrawal, Soviet economic and military support
included the fielding of “54 military airplanes, 380 tanks, 865 armored personnel
carriers, 680 antiaircraft guns, 150 R-17 rocket launchers, and thousands of tons
of fuel” as well as over 500 Scud missiles valued at $1 million each. Both Soviet
and Afghan forces relied upon the heavy equipment – tanks, armored personnel
carriers, and field artillery – to defend key bases and cities. It was Soviet forces’
dominance of the air, however, that supporters of the mujahedin saw an
opportunity to influence the tactical fight and Soviet strategic decision making.115
The impact of American Stinger missiles on the Afghan remains a hotly
debated topic. In contrast to the heavy Soviet force, the mujahedin relied upon
small arms fire, mortars, mines, and anti-aircraft weapons that were transportable
on foot or by pack mule. Both Western and Soviet sources detail the dramatic
impact that new antiaircraft weapons systems had on Soviet (and Afghan) aerial
tactics after their introduction in September 1986.116 In a 1999 article, political
scientist Alan Kuperman provides detailed analysis of downed aircraft estimates,
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noting that from 1986 to 1989 Soviet and Afghan forces lost 310 aircraft.117
Whether the rate of downed aircraft increased as a result of American Stingers or
other weapons systems, the new weapons demonstrated the American, Pakistani,
and other countries’ willingness to intensify their support to the mujahedin.
Coming at a critical time in the escalation of force by Soviet and Afghan forces,
the new technology boosted the morale of insurgent forces, forced the Soviets into
new aerial tactics and likely influenced the ongoing debate within the Soviet
leadership. In the minutes of the 13 November Politburo session, Gorbachev
declares, “We have been at war for 6 years already.… If we carry on like that, it is
going to go on for another 20 or 30 years…. This is casting doubt on our military
capability. Our strategic goal is to complete this war and pull our forces out in one
or, at most, two years.” Chairman Andrei Gromyko agreed: “The situation is
worse now than it was 6 months ago…. Time is not on our side.”118

Objective: Establish a Stable, Neutral Afghan Government
Given the U.S. primary focus on the Cold War competition with the Soviet
Union and the difficulty uniting the Afghan opposition, U.S. senior leaders
devoted less attention to local Afghan political reconciliation. Documents from
the Reagan administration generally express support for “a negotiated settlement
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of the [Afghan] conflict,” “active efforts to encourage democratic movements and
forces to bring about political change inside these [Soviet-backed] countries,” and
“the restoration of its independent status” without directing a political and
diplomatic strategy for implementation.119 As Soviet forces completed their
withdrawal from Afghanistan, the new Bush administration refocused U.S.
objectives on the “establishment of a stable Afghan government” through “a
peaceful political succession.”120 U.S. goals were not realized, however, due to a
lack of Afghan political unity, a divergence in U.S. domestic support, and
faltering superpower commitment to securing a local peace.
After the completion of the Geneva Accords, UN Negotiator Diego
Cordovez returned to the issue of national reconciliation, working extensively
with the Soviet Union, Pakistan, the United States, and the various Afghan
factions to develop a plan for a power-sharing, coalition government. The Bush
administration focused more heavily than its predecessor on the development of
the Afghan interim government (AIG) as an alternative to the Najib regime but
simultaneously continued to arm the mujahedin factions during and after the
Soviet withdrawal. While there was general agreement on the UN’s plan among
the external parties by the summer of 1991, the Peshawar Seven mujahedin
factions resisted efforts to improve military and political unity. In Cordovez’s
account, President Zia was the only leader capable of brokering an alliance of the
parties, but his death in August 1988 significantly curtailed external influence
over the Peshawar Seven. According to Olivier Roy, “[T]he Soviet withdrawal
119
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undermined the common ground among the Mujaheddin. No longer were they
waging jihad coupled with a war of national liberation against non-Muslim
invaders, but civil war.”121
The regime in Kabul also suffered from increasing fractionalization, but as
extensive Soviet military support continued, the regime successfully beat back
mujahedin military offensives in Jalalabad, Kandahar, and other major cities for
two years after the Soviet withdrawal. Najib grew increasingly reliant on local
commanders, and when Soviet aid ceased, he no longer had the capacity to
demand or buy loyalty. Facing internal competition and widespread desertions, he
stepped down from power on 16 April 1992 before any substantive agreements
had been reached on the process for a political transition.122
The withdrawal of Soviet forces fractured U.S. domestic support for the
mujahedin cause. Intelligence estimates predicting the imminent fall of the
Afghan regime lost credibility over time as the regime held on for one year, then
two years following the Soviets’ withdrawal. When Soviet forces departed in
1989, previous moderate and liberal supporters in Congress called on the
administration to conduct a fundamental review of U.S. policy in light of
improved relations with the USSR. Conservatives insisted on staying the course to
maintain pressure on the Soviet Union and its clients. They criticized the Geneva
Accords and subsequent UN negotiations as a sellout of the mujahedin meant to
appease the Soviet Union. More media stories emerged highlighting mujahedin’s
121

Olivier Roy, The Lessons of the Soviet/Afghan War, Adelphi Paper No. 259 (London:
Brassey’s/International Institute of Strategic Studies, Summer 1991) 24, as quoted in
Rodman, 351; Cordovez, 368-87; and Scott, 74.
122
Rodman, 350-7.

149

involvement in drug smuggling, violent infighting, and the anti-Western rhetoric
of Gulbuddin Hekmatyar – one of the leading recipients of U.S. aid. The decline
in U.S. domestic consensus translated into repeated vacillations by the
administration both in the flow of arms into Pakistan and in its commitment to a
political solution.123
Consensus with regional allies also began to erode. U.S. leaders grew
increasingly frustrated with Pakistan and Saudi Arabia’s continued sponsorship of
the most extreme Islamist mujahedin groups. In Pakistan, conflict between Prime
Minister Benazir Bhutto, President Ghulam Ishaq Khan, and the military led to
the dismissal of the Bhutto government in August 1990, four months after a
potential nuclear stand-off between India and Pakistan over Kashmir. In
September 1990, the Bush administration, unwilling to certify Pakistan’s status as
a nonnuclear state, terminated all military and economic aid in order to meet the
requirements set by the Pressler amendment.124
International events turned the attention of the two superpowers away
from Afghanistan even as hundreds of millions of dollars of arms continued to
flow into the country. In response to Saddam Hussein’s invasion of Kuwait in
1990, the United States led a large international coalition of states to defend Saudi
Arabia and compel Iraq’s withdrawal. Soviet cooperation during the Gulf War
coupled with its rapid disintegration convinced many of the West’s cold warriors
that the bipolar competition had come to a favorable end.
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After rebuffing Gorbachev’s efforts to resume the Afghan reconciliation
talks in 1990, the Bush administration returned to the table in August 1991. On 13
September 1991, the two states agreed to end external aid to the Afghan parties
and secure “the withdrawal of major weapons systems” as part of an effort to
establish an Afghan transitional authority through UN offices.125 U.S. aid ended
later that month, but neither the United States nor the USSR demonstrated the
interest or the capability to secure the arms they had introduced to Afghanistan.
Barnett Rubin estimates that by 1992 Afghanistan’s warring parties had
accumulated one of the largest stockpiles of personal weapons in the world –
more than Pakistan and India combined.126 The availability of arms, superpower
disengagement, and rising ethnic tensions amongst the factions undermined
subsequent international mediation efforts and ignited a civil war that continues to
rage across portions of Afghanistan today.

IV. Conclusions
In the universe of U.S. unconventional warfare cases since the creation of
the CIA in 1947, U.S. support of the Afghan mujahedin is often considered by
those who prosecuted the campaign to have been the most successful U.S.
unconventional warfare campaign since the end of World War II.127 Of the three
cases examined in this dissertation, this case demonstrates the greatest success in
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the achievement of U.S. national security objectives with minimal costs or risks to
U.S. interests.
All four independent variables were present during the development and
implementation of the U.S. campaign. Although each variable evolved during the
course of the twelve-year campaign, these four variables taken together offer a
framework for understanding why this campaign contributed to a positive
strategic effect for the United States.

Objective
From the first presidential finding supporting the Afghan mujahedin in
1979 until the end of U.S. material support in 1991, U.S. objectives remained
consistent across three administrations: increase the cost of war for the Soviet
Union, compel the Soviet military’s withdrawal from Afghanistan, and establish a
neutral, coalition Afghan government. Taken as a whole, the UW campaign
sought to restore the status quo in pre-1978 Afghanistan before the emergence of
the Soviet-supported People’s Democratic Party of Afghanistan regime and the
invasion of the Soviet’s 40th Army in 1979.
U.S. objectives included goals applicable to securing a subsequent peace,
but the United States did not emphasize the importance of this political goal until
the last three years of the campaign. After the withdrawal of the Soviet military in
1989, however, U.S. senior leaders lost focus on the Afghanistan campaign when
it declined as a foreign policy priority. U.S. leaders, along with their Soviet
counterparts, were not committed to spending the time and resources necessary to
negotiate and enforce a peaceful transition of power. Instead, the United States
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and the Soviet Union withdrew from their active roles in the conflict, leaving
Pakistan to manipulate an outcome favorable to its interests. Local communist and
mujahedin leaders battled over the control of Kabul and Afghanistan’s key
regions from 1992 until 1996, when the Taliban successfully subdued a majority
of the country under their control. Although senior leaders were informed by
intelligence estimates and diplomatic cables of rising Islamic extremism, U.S.
senior leaders provided little guidance and few resources to residual U.S.
diplomatic efforts.

Policy-strategy Match
From 1979 until 1989, the U.S. strategy of support for the Afghan
mujahedin was well matched to the U.S. objectives to harass the Soviet military
and compel their withdrawal. The NSC charged the CIA with conducting a
limited war of attrition using Afghan mujahedin as U.S. proxies to wage guerrilla
warfare against the Soviet military. Supporting efforts by the Departments of
State and Defense and USAID provided political and diplomatic support to
encourage opposition unity and challenge Soviet prestige internationally, military
support to provide weapons and training, and humanitarian assistance to improve
the conditions for displaced Afghans.
The U.S. strategy of providing lethal and nonlethal support to the
mujahedin was both feasible and suitable for CIA implementation. The CIA is the
only U.S. government agency with the statutory authority to conduct covert
operations. Its flexible funding mechanisms are well suited to standing up a
program of covert support to resistance or insurgent groups. Although the
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Directorate of Operations faced widespread personnel cuts and program scrutiny
in the 1970s, CIA operatives, along with U.S. special operations forces, were the
only entities within the U.S. government with the training and historical
experience of supporting insurgent groups.
The CIA campaign was not without challenges or risks, however.
Throughout the campaign, the CIA was necessarily reliant upon the Pakistani ISI
to facilitate sanctuary for the mujahedin and to funnel material support to the
strongest military mujahedin parties. The United States heavily resourced both
lethal and nonlethal material assistance with the goal to produce a hurting
stalemate for the Soviet military. The rapid growth in congressional funding from
1985 onward likely contributed to corruption at all levels of the arms pipeline.
U.S. material support was not able to bring unity to the Afghan parties due to
Pakistan’s preference for the extremist Islamic parties and lack of support for a
UN-negotiated political settlement.
Once campaign objectives shifted away from focus on the Soviet military
and toward Afghan governance, NSC and CIA leadership failed to realign U.S.
support for the mujahedin with U.S. political objectives. After the Soviets’
withdrawal, CIA and ISI operatives encouraged a strategy of a limited
conventional war against the Najib regime, but mujahedin forces failed to secure
any significant tactical victories against the communist-backed government. A
lack of senior leader guidance resulted in conflicting strategies between the CIA
UW campaign and State-led diplomatic support to the UN negotiations.
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Unity
For the first nine years of the campaign, the Carter and Reagan
administration maintained U.S. government unity of effort in its campaign of
support to the mujahedin, largely owing to the CIA being the only implementing
agency. The chosen strategy of funneling arms through the Pakistani ISI required
a small number of personnel operating from the U.S. embassy in Islamabad and in
the CIA’s Directorate of Operations Washington offices to create and maintain
the network. The presence of a powerful and activist DCI William Casey with
close ties to the President reinforced the belief that the CIA was acting in
accordance with President Reagan’s approval and guidance.
In 1985, DOD and DOS succeeded in widening the scope of the campaign
and interagency integration at senior levels of the NSC to ensure CIA compliance
with U.S. policy and assess the campaign’s effectiveness. Unity in the U.S.
campaign was also facilitated by broad-based congressional support, which
mirrored U.S. public opinion and pushed unprecedented resources to the CIA.
The articulation of a grand strategy coupled with interagency mechanisms
for strategic planning and assessment contributed to unity of purpose within the
administration. Gates argues that in the end, “the Reagan administration – so riven
with conflict and division – so effectively combined overt and covert power with
diplomacy to bring an end to the ‘Third World’ war.”128
Once U.S. objectives shifted to local Afghan governance, however, the
U.S. strategy bifurcated along military and diplomatic lines of effort that were
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neither linked nor resourced to meet the U.S. stated objectives in the campaign’s
final three years. During its first month in office, the Bush administration
conducted its only strategic review of the Afghan campaign. For the next twoand-a-half years, the administration failed to align the UW campaign with U.S.
diplomatic efforts in support of a UN-negotiated political settlement. “The ISI and
CIA increasingly shifted military aid from the exiled parties to specific
commanders inside Afghanistan…. This military policy contradicted the political
policy of strengthening the [Interim Islamic Government of Afghanistan].”129 As
unity in the U.S. strategy declined, so did the probability of achieving U.S.
political objectives. The U.S. and Soviet Union agreed to cut all external aid in
September 1991, and the United States largely withdrew its active participation
from the region.

Grand Strategy
Within the first two to three years of the Reagan administration, a grand
strategy emerged to guide U.S. foreign policy toward the USSR’s and U.S. covert
assistance to the mujahedin. The U.S. campaign in Afghanistan became one of the
cornerstones of the Reagan Doctrine that sought to roll back Soviet aggression in
the Third World through an indirect approach. “Despite the muddling and
infighting, the ideological tenor of the administration gave its policies a certain
consistency.”130
129
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While the military campaign fought by the Afghan mujahedin exacted
significant economic costs for USSR, it was the campaign’s nesting within a
broad framework of mutually retributive actions – such as economic and
technology sanctions, a continuing arms race with the United States, and defense
increases by Western Europe, China, and Japan – which compounded the
economic impact of the Soviet’s invasion of Afghanistan. The invasion prompted
a decline in trade and technology sharing with Western Europe and the United
States at a time of Soviet economic decline. Perceptions of Soviet aggression also
spurred defense increases in the West, China, and Japan and hampered relations
with the Muslim countries and the nonaligned movement. The Soviets’
continuation of the Brezhnev doctrine in Afghanistan united America and other
significant world powers into a coalition against the USSR that was far beyond its
military and economic ability to challenge.131
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CHAPTER 6: U.S. Support for the Nicaraguan Contras, 1981–1989

I. Introduction
On 17 July 1979, Anastasio Somoza Debayle, the last of three Nicaraguan
dictators in a forty-two-year Somoza dynasty, fled to Miami as his regime
disintegrated. A broad coalition of opposition parties led by the Sandinista
National Liberation Front (Frente Sandinista de Liberacion Nacional, FSLN)
came to power with a promise to create a constitutional government, a mixed
economy, and social welfare programs to alleviate widespread poverty. Within
one year, however, the FSLN, an openly Marxist party, had alienated or
eliminated most of the non-communist leaders of the ruling junta and declared
national elections postponed until 1985. In an effort to consolidate power within
Nicaragua and support revolutionary movements in neighboring countries, Soviet
and Cuban advisers and military equipment began to flow into the country. In
January 1981, Salvadoran revolutionaries supported by Nicaragua launched a
final but failed offensive against the U.S.-backed regime in El Salvador.
Subsequently, the new Reagan administration cut all aid to the Sandinista
government of Nicaragua and increased its military aid to the right-wing military
junta in El Salvador by $25 million. Journalist Christopher Dickey argued that
“the hardliners on both sides had begun to fulfill each other’s fantasies.”1
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A lack of consensus about the threat posed by the 1979 Sandinista
takeover in Nicaragua and concerns about the United States being drawn into
another Vietnam led to disagreement over U.S. policy objectives and the means to
achieve those objectives. While there was broad agreement across the Carter and
Reagan administrations, Congress, and the American public that the communist
gains in Central America threatened U.S. regional interests, there was intense
disagreement about the extent to which the regime posed a clear and present
danger to the United States and regional allies. Executive and legislative branch
competition over U.S. policy objectives led to a minimally resourced and
intermittent strategy that lacked U.S. government unity and coherence.
More than any other foreign policy issue in the 1980s, the conflict in
Nicaragua split American government. The White House made end
runs around Congress. Speakers of the House opposed the war in the
most personal terms, and lawmakers plunged into their own
diplomacy, meeting with the very Sandinistas [Central Intelligence
Agency (CIA) operatives] saw as ‘the enemy.’2
Ultimately, the U.S. unconventional warfare (UW) campaign contributed
to achieving U.S. objectives to contain the Sandinista revolution and to bringing
about the creation of a representative government. However, it did so with great
costs to the Nicaraguan people and to the American presidency. For the
Nicaraguan people, the decade of war resulted in the loss of 30,000 lives, or
almost 1 percent of the total population. Domestic economic mismanagement
coupled with U.S. economic warfare rendered Nicaragua the poorest country in
the Western Hemisphere by 1990; two decades later, the country has only
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surpassed Haiti. Nicaragua continues to be plagued by rival political caudillos
(strongmen), corruption, and weak institutions. Daniel Ortega returned as
President in January 2007 and won his third reelection bid in November 2011.
The debate continues between former Reagan administration officials and
their critics over whether U.S. objectives might have been achieved more readily
had President Reagan committed to the coupling the UW campaign with U.S.
diplomatic, economic, and military initiatives prior to 1987. By itself, military
support to the contras was not sufficient to contain or to overthrow the
Sandinistas. Ultimately, however, the campaign contributed to the hurting
stalemate that resulted in the Sandinistas’ acquiescence to elections and the ouster
of Daniel Ortega from power in one of the most heavily monitored elections in
history.

II. The U.S. Campaign to Support the Contras
Two weeks after the Sandinista takeover in Nicaragua, President Carter
signed a series of findings on Nicaragua and El Salvador in July 1979. The
findings initiated covert propaganda efforts against the Sandinistas’ regime
highlighting Cuban and Soviet support, increased assistance to the government of
El Salvador against their growing communist insurgency, and expanded
intelligence collection across the region. The objective was to prevent El Salvador
from becoming a “second Nicaragua.” In November of that year, President Carter
added a broader finding for expanded political action and propaganda efforts
across Latin America to counter Soviet and Cuban influence. The Department of
160

Defense (DOD) concurrently initiated planning for a series of regional
contingencies to respond to further communist takeovers and stockpiled military
weapons and supplies at U.S. bases in Panama. Simultaneously, the
administration opted to continue economic and humanitarian aid in the hopes of
establishing positive ties and influence with the new Nicaraguan regime. While
modest and limited, the Carter administration’s initiation of covert political
action, intelligence collection, and propaganda gave the incoming Reagan
administration a running start from which to expand a campaign of support for
Nicaraguan opposition groups.3
In no other conflict did President Reagan play such an active role in
supporting insurgent groups than Nicaragua. In his diary, the President writes on
16 October 1981: “An NSC meeting that has left me with the most profound
decision I’ve ever had to make. Central American is really the world’s next
hotspot. Nicaragua is an armed camp supplied by Cuba and threatening a
communist takeover of all of Central America.”4 In December, he notes the start
of the covert campaign and two months later concludes that “we have problems
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with El Salvador – the rebels seem to be winning. Guatemala could go any day &
of course Nicaragua is another Cuba.”5
Director of Central Intelligence (DCI) William Casey played a significant
role in National Security Council (NSC) decision making on Nicaragua owing to
his close relationship with the President and the President’s support of covert
action. Biographer Joseph Persico documents an exchange in which Casey
explains why Nicaragua was so important: “I’m looking for a place to start rolling
back Communism…. The stakes in Central America are huge and historic.”6
Robert Gates details the importance of Central America to his former boss: “For
reasons I never fully comprehended, Bill Casey became obsessed with Central
America…. In virtually every covert action other than Central America, Casey
was reasonably prudent.”7

A. Objective
Throughout the Reagan administration’s campaign of support for the
contras, U.S. policy objectives were publicly unclear due to the internal debate
among senior leaders within the administration. Although there were many efforts
inside the administration and in its engagement with Congress and the American
public to define and clarify U.S. objectives, key senior leaders were divided from
the beginning as to whether the administration sought to contain the Sandinista
regime or overthrow it as part of a greater effort to roll back communist advances
5
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in the Third World. In 1984, then Deputy Director of Intelligence Robert Gates
writes, “Our policy has been to muddle along in Nicaragua with an essentially
half-hearted policy substantially because there is no agreement within the
Administration or with Congress on our real objectives.”8 The administration’s
internal divisions led Congress to doubt the administration’s true intent and to
take an activist role to limit the administration’s policy objectives and strategic
options.

First Finding
In March 1981, President Reagan signed the first covert action finding to
expand the Carter administration’s programs in Nicaragua. It authorized nonlethal
political action and propaganda programs and the authorization to engage,
organize, and train paramilitary forces opposed to the regime in the United States
and Central America. The campaign’s purpose was “to counter foreign-sponsored
subversion and terrorism.”9 In his briefings to Congress, Casey explained that the
objective of the campaign was to reduce the flow of arms from Nicaragua to
Salvadoran guerrillas and to contain Nicaraguan – and by extension Cuban –
aggression in the region.10
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The first substantive policy debate over the political objectives of the
covert campaign took place in November 1981. DCI Casey’s proposal to provide
covert support to the contras operating in Nicaragua and neighboring countries
met the agreement of all key leaders as the only viable option for acting against
the Sandinista regime without the risks of overt military intervention. Gates
contends that the administration’s increasingly “alarmist view” of the situation in
Central America in the summer of 1981 fractured consensus within the
administration over the campaign’s purpose. Hardliners led by Casey viewed the
revolutionary conflicts in the Third World not only as a threat to U.S. interests but
also as an opportunity.11

President Reagan Authorizes Lethal Military Assistance
On 1 December 1981, President Reagan signed a brief seven-line finding
for Central America that included the “support and conduct of political and
paramilitary operations against the Cuban presence and Cuban-Sandinista support
infrastructure in Nicaragua and elsewhere in Central America.”12 The finding was
11
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accompanied by National Security Decision Directive (NSDD) 17 on Cuba and
Central America. Together the documents authorized the CIA to organize and
train 500 resistance fighters with the tasks to interdict weapons heading to El
Salvador and “start killing Cubans.”13 According to Bob Woodward, the CIA
campaign included the possibility of “unilateral paramilitary action – possibly
using U.S. personnel – against special Cuban targets” and a focus on economic
targets.14 NSDD 17 articulated two U.S. objectives: “to assist in defeating the
insurgency in El Salvador and to oppose the actions by Cuba, Nicaragua or
others”15 to militarize the region. Congress approved $19 million for the
campaign in the fiscal year 1982 DOD Appropriations Act.16
The rapid expansion of paramilitary forces coupled with a new front
operating from Costa Rica called into question the administration’s argument that
it was focused predominantly on the protection on El Salvador. In his testimony
before the House Intelligence Committee, Casey emphasized the limited nature of
the U.S. campaign and stated, “Nobody was talking about overthrowing
anybody.”17 On 12 July 1982, President Reagan signed a new finding to inform
Congress of the expanding campaign of paramilitary operations based in
Honduras, Nicaragua, and Costa Rica to target the Sandinista regime and its
Cuban sponsors. The finding emphasized the campaign’s political objective: “to
13

Clarridge, 197.
Tyler and Woodward, “U.S. Approves Covert plan in Nicaragua: U.S. Plans Covert
Operations to Disrupt Nicaraguan Economy.”
15
Ronald Reagan, National Security Decision Directive 17: National Security Decision
Directive on Cuba and Central America, 4 January 1982 (Washington, DC: The White
House), http://www.fas.org/irp/offdocs/nsdd/index.html, 1. See also Simpson, National
Security Directives of the Reagan and Bush Administrations, 18 and 53-4.
16
U.S. Congressional Research Service, Contra Aid, FY 82-FY88, 3.
17
Persico, The Lies and Secrets of William J. Casey, 274-5.
14

165

restore the original principles of political pluralism, non-alignment, a mixed
economy, and free elections to the Nicaragua revolution.”18 To accomplish this
robust political outcome, the CIA scope of activities outlined a limited campaign
of political action and paramilitary support combined with international
diplomatic efforts “to restore freedom and democracy to Nicaragua.”19 In
September, Congress agreed to the administration’s request for $19 million for the
contras’ campaign in the fiscal year 1983 Intelligence Authorization Act. The CIA
used an additional $10 million for the campaign in 1983 from its contingency
funds.20
Ambiguous U.S. political objectives were equally confusing to the contras
leadership:
Under President Ronald Reagan, it ignored [the Sandinistas]. Then it
supported the contras, secretly. Then it said it did not. Then it
supported them openly, but said this was to stop the flow of arms to
communist guerrillas in El Salvador. This came as news to the contras,
which could care less about El Salvador. Then the United States
dropped the contras.21
In the end, as long as U.S. money and material support continued to flow to the
contras, the contras’ military leaders agreed to work with its U.S. sponsors to
attack Sandinista military and industrial targets regardless of the stated political
objectives. Their common cause – to hurt the Sandinista regime – was sufficient
to keep the partnership intact.
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Unlike the campaign in Afghanistan, the Nicaraguan contras did not have
steadfast sponsors in Congress. The rapid escalation of personnel joining the
contra ranks (from 500 in 1981 to well over 7,000 in 1983) raised congressional
suspicions that the administration sought to overthrow the Sandinista government
using military force and fears that cross-border strikes from Honduras or Costa
Rica would ignite a regional war. As unilateral attacks by CIA operatives grew
increasingly spectacular and effective in harming the Nicaraguan economy,
Congress took a more critical look at the campaign for which they had provide
authorization and funding. On 8 December 1982, the House voted 411–0 in favor
of the first Boland amendment, “prohibiting the use of U.S. funds for the purpose
of overthrowing the Government of Nicaragua.”22

The Administration Emphasizes Political Objectives
In 1983, the House attempted a cut-off of all covert aid to the contras after
the U.S. military conducted a series of show-of-force exercises off the coast of
Nicaragua and in Honduras without the knowledge of the Secretary of State. As
the debate heated up in Congress, DCI Casey agreed to “repackaging the Central
America program to gain congressional support”23 by emphasizing political and
diplomatic objectives. The September 1983 finding provided the greatest level of
detail to date explicitly restating U.S. objectives: to hamper the export of arms
and revolutionary activities in the region and to bring the Sandinistas to the
negotiating table with their neighbors. In addition, the accompanying “Scope of
22
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CIA Activities” reinforced the July 1982 political objective to push the
Sandinistas toward a more democratic form of government. The finding walked
the CIA back from a leadership role to a supporting role and placed the contras in
the lead of all paramilitary operations. In addition, it repeatedly emphasized that
the United States would work in cooperation with other governments to raise
support for the contras’ cause.24
The 19 September 1983 finding placed far more emphasis and detail on
political and diplomatic efforts and outcomes. It was the first finding since the
start of the U.S. campaign to articulate the desired end state and the conditions to
be achieved for the termination of U.S. military support to the contras:
[A] constructive, verifiable agreement with [Nicaragua’s] neighbors on
peace in the region… U.S. support to paramilitary activities in
Nicaragua will be terminated at such a time as it is verified that: (a) the
Soviets, Cubans, and Sandinistas have ceased providing … support to
military or paramilitary operations in or against any other country in
Central America, and (b) the Government of Nicaragua is
demonstrating a commitment to provide amnesty and
nondiscriminatory participation in the Nicaraguan political process by
all Nicaraguans.25
After extensive debate, Congress agreed to cap spending at $24 million for fiscal
year 1984, and it prohibited further funding through CIA contingency funds.
The revised findings in July 1982 and September 1983 did little to assure
congressional skeptics of the administration’s commitment to contain rather than
militarily overthrow the Sandinista regime. Despite the administration’s public
support for a negotiated settlement, hardliners such as Casey, National Security
24
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Advisor William Clark, and U.S. Ambassador to the United Nations Jeanne
Kirkpatrick emphasized the criticality of the contras’ campaign for putting
military pressure on the Sandinista regime as a precursor to successful
negotiations. They repeatedly called into question the efficacy of the negotiations
process to deliver an acceptable outcome given the Sandinistas’ previous behavior
at the negotiating table. In congressional testimony, Casey and others admitted
that the contras themselves sought the Sandinistas’ overthrow but adamantly
denied that they were capable of doing so.26
The most publicly debated objective – the overthrow of the Sandinista
regime – became embedded within the administration’s calls to restore the
principles of the Nicaraguan revolution and establish democracy in Nicaragua. In
1983, the administration for the first time expressed moral and public support for
Nicaraguan opposition groups. In an address before a joint session of Congress,
the President described the threat and the U.S. policy in response:
The Sandinista revolution in Nicaragua turned out to be just an
exchange of one set of autocratic rulers for another, and … it is
helping Cuba and the Soviets to destabilize our hemisphere…and
sponsors a guerrilla war against El Salvador.… [W]e will support
democracy, reform, and human freedom. Elections in El Salvador and
also in Nicaragua must be open to all, fair and safe.…We do not view
security assistance as an end in itself, but as a shield for
democratization, economic development, and diplomacy…. We want
to help opposition groups join the political process in all countries and
compete by ballots instead of bullets.27
26
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Within the administration, the call for democracy in Nicaragua became
increasingly the dominant argument for confrontation between the United States
and Nicaragua. Whether through overthrow or democratic transformation, the
core issue for the administration was the structure of the Nicaraguan regime – the
Sandinistas’ ability to consolidate power internally and willingness to export the
revolution to their neighbors externally. In February 1985, Peter Rodman, the
Assistant Secretary of State for Policy Planning, recalled a press conference in
which President Reagan “said the goal of the contras was to ‘remove’ the
Sandinista regime, ‘in the sense of its present structure, in which it is a communist
totalitarian state’ – not to overthrow it but to make it ‘say “Uncle”’ and open up
the government.”28 Such rhetoric did little to persuade congressional critics that
the administration was not bent on a military solution to overthrow the
government.
Thus by 1983, the administration had articulated three objectives for the
U.S. campaign of support for the contras that would remain in force until the
campaign’s end in 1990:
-

Contain the Sandinista regime;29
Establish democracy in Nicaragua (and by extension halt the
Marxist/Leninist transformation); and
Restore peace through a negotiated settlement with regional neighbors.
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At its core, the congressional and internal administration debate centered on how
the United States would best influence structural political change in Nicaragua. At
the start of the campaign, the limited and largely military objective of interdicting
arms satisfied Congress as well suited to a limited paramilitary response. As
conservative rhetoric escalated, however, Congress grew increasingly
uncomfortable with the use of force to displace the regime, whether through
unilateral, direct or indirect CIA and DOD support to the contras’ paramilitary
operations. Thus Congress attempted first to restrict the executive’s policy
objectives and later to limit executive action with the blunt instrument of
legislation. When the administration reshaped its objectives to comply with
congressional restrictions, political and diplomatic goals took the forefront rather
than military ones but only on the surface. In 1987, the Central American
countries’ regional negotiation initiatives achieved sufficient momentum that the
U.S. diplomatic efforts, economic sanctions, and contras’ paramilitary campaign
finally aligned, contributing to a hurting stalemate that delivered all parties to the
negotiating table.

B. The Policy-strategy Match
The U.S. campaign of support for the Nicaraguan contras was largely
feasible and suitable to meeting the U.S. initial, limited military objectives – to
force the Sandinistas to turn their security posture inward in order to disrupt their
export of arms and revolutionary activities to its neighbors, in particular El
Salvador. The rapid increase of the contra forces, coupled with congressional
restrictions on the covert use of force in 1984, rendered the campaign neither
171

feasible nor suitable for achieving U.S. political objectives – to overthrowing the
regime by force or democratization – particularly as operational control for the
campaign nominally shifted from the CIA to the NSC from 1984 until 1987.
In 1987, after the disclosure of the Iran-Contra affair, the President finally
agreed to subordinate the paramilitary campaign to a political and diplomatic
strategy of regional diplomatic negotiations coupled with political support for the
Nicaraguan opposition led by the Secretary of State. From that point onward, the
U.S. strategy, led by Secretary of State George Shultz and continued by Secretary
James Baker under President George H.W. Bush, sought to harness the gains
made by the contras in the security and economic environment to U.S. advantage
through a negotiated regional settlement and the Nicaraguan national elections.

The Reagan Administration’s Initial Covert Campaign
The Carter administration initiated a modest covert action campaign two
weeks after the Sandinista takeover of Nicaragua in late July 1979. The
presidential finding authorized political support for democratic opposition forces
in Nicaragua and propaganda efforts to highlight the pro-Marxist Sandinista
agenda and expose Cuban and Soviet assistance. The CIA established the Central
American Task Force to manage the campaign and expand intelligence collection
efforts throughout the region. The Carter strategy spent an estimated $1 million to
provide financial support to moderate political groups to keep them alive while
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the Sandinistas attempted to consolidate the regime, but it did not engage in
military-related activities.30
In March 1981, President Reagan affirmed his support for expanding the
U.S. campaign of political action and propaganda in Nicaragua. The CIA
continued its information gathering on opposition groups and invited military and
paramilitary leaders to the United States and other bases in the region to facilitate
planning for future organization and training of paramilitary forces. Initially, the
U.S. support remained nonlethal, meaning that the United States did not supply
arms or ammunition to paramilitary groups. U.S. operatives and contract
personnel were for the first time authorized to use force for the purposes of
interdicting weapons flowing into El Salvador.31

The Covert Campaign Embraces the Use of Force
In November 1981, DCI Casey recommended and President Reagan
approved an expansion of the covert campaign in a meeting of the National
Security Planning Group (NSPG), a subset of the NSC that included the President,
Vice President, Secretaries of State and Defense, and DCI. Although support to
the contras took center stage, the CIA’s planned campaign encompassed a far
broader scope of activity than other UW campaigns in Afghanistan and Angola
undertaken by the Reagan administration but with far fewer resources than those
authorized for the Afghan mujahedin. Linked to a robust U.S. grand strategy for

30

Peter Kornbluh, “The Covert War,” in Reagan Versus the Sandinistas: The Undeclared
War on Nicaragua, ed. Thomas Walker (Boulder, CO: Westview Press, 1987), 21-22.
31
Clarridge, 196-7; and Gates, 242-3.

173

Central America,32 the CIA’s line of effort integrated political action, military,
paramilitary, and intelligence activities across Central America and the
Caribbean.
The CIA-led UW campaign was both feasible and suitable to achieve the
initial limited military objectives agreed upon by the NSPG – to force the
Sandinistas to turn their security posture inward and disrupt their ability to export
arms, particularly into El Salvador. For the first two years of the war, the CIA had
the personnel and resources to implement the military and paramilitary portions of
the campaign, but it faced numerous hurdles to doing so, including institutional
shortfalls, difficulty forming the contras into a cohesive and effective fighting
force, and an increasingly critical Congress.

The CIA Team and Strategy
The Latin American Division of the CIA had been one of the hardest hit
after the Church and Pike Commissions of the 1970s exposed controversial CIA
operations in Chile, Cuba, and Guatemala, among others. Duane “Dewey”
Clarridge, the CIA’s Latin America Division Chief, writes, “I was amazed to find
that despite the 1978 reduction in force, resignations, and retirements, we still had
a substantial cadre of experts in political action, paramilitary operations, and the
logistics support for such.”33 Increasingly, however, that cadre included full- and
part-time contract personnel, often former intelligence or military personnel, to
32
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fulfill short-term requirements. Robert Gates repeatedly documents his concern
about poor leadership in the Directorate of Operations, particularly in the CIA’s
Central American operations, from 1982 to 1984 and the criticality of
accountability and oversight over rising numbers of contract personnel during the
push to rebuild regional intelligence operations.34
The CIA’s Central American Task Force managed all agency operations in
the region. It continued the political action and covert propaganda efforts in
Nicaragua and El Salvador, initiated during the Carter administration to promote
democratic political leadership and institutions. The CIA increased its training
and intelligence support for security forces in El Salvador, Honduras, and
Guatemala to interdict weapons to insurgent groups and engage both insurgent
and terrorist groups. In addition, the CIA stood up a team of ten to twelve
personnel augmented by temporary CIA staff and contracted personnel and
headquartered in Honduras to lead paramilitary operations and support to the
contra guerrilla forces. The team initiated unilateral paramilitary operations to
target Cuban support to the regime and to target terrorist groups operating either
independently or in collaboration with the Sandinistas. But it was CIA assistance
and material support to the Nicaraguan guerrillas that quickly evolved into the
campaign’s main effort and subsequently became the most politically contentious
aspect of the U.S. grand strategy.35
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Command and Control of the Contras
Support to the contras was a tripartite arrangement between the United
States, Honduras, and Argentina to organize and train the various
counterrevolutionary groups trickling over the border into Honduras. The overall
strategy was to have the contras, backed by Honduras, Argentina, and the United
States, exploit neighboring sanctuaries and the mountainous terrain to launch
raids against government targets, in much the same way that Augusto Cesar
Sandino in the 1920s and the Sandinista revolutionaries in the 1970s destabilized
the ruling regime. The CIA provided lethal and nonlethal material support and
training for the Honduran and Argentinean military forces in guerrilla tactics and
demolitions. The Argentinean military took the lead in training contras in the
northern front, a diverse group of former Somoza National Guard members, exSandinistas, and peasants from the rural highlands that eventually organized under
the military wing of Fuerza Democratica Nicaraguense (FDN).36 The Hondurans
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led training of Miskito Indian guerrilla forces that had fled across the northeast
border to join fellow Miskito tribes in Honduras.37
Initially, the CIA planned to organize a 500-man commando force that
might join with an additional 1,000 already working with the Argentineans. The
Argentineans were initially responsible for command and control of all the
contras forces, but within months, U.S. operatives increasingly began taking over
direction of planning and operations. 38 Clarridge documents the creation of a
train-the-trainer program for the Argentinean and Honduran militaries on rural
guerrilla warfare in an effort to shift the contras and their advisors away from
urban warfare and its increased risk of civilian casualties:
[T]he Argentines had no appreciation for or understanding of rural
guerrilla warfare; the same was true for the Hondurans and …former
troopers in the Nicaraguan National Guard. As a result their concept of
operations tended to follow conventional warfare lines, which was
useless given the mountainous terrain of our operational area…I
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opposed the concept [of urban guerrilla warfare]. [It] can quickly
become terrorism.39
The flow of U.S. money, arms, and equipment with that of regional allies
formed quick but uneasy alliances between disparate groups of Nicaraguan expatriot businessman and politicians, former National Guard military leadership,
highland peasants, and coastal Indians. Clarridge says there was pressure at the
highest levels of government to “provide a significant ‘bang’ in Nicaragua
soon.”40 Within ninety days of the initial finding, the CIA planned and
orchestrated contra strikes on two bridges close to the Honduran border to mark
the start of the campaign on 14 March 1982. In the first year, the CIA’s $19
million program had grown to support a force of about 3,500 in three fronts –
2,300 in Honduras, 900 Miskito Indians operating inside Nicaragua, and another
500 under the leadership of former Sandinista guerrilla commander Eden Pastora
in a southern front with sanctuary in Costa Rica.41

Economic Warfare
In addition to the contras, the CIA built a team of “unilaterally controlled
Latino assets,” or UCLAs, recruited from countries around the region for more
complex attacks. In late 1983, frustrated with the limited tactical success of the
contras in the field, CIA operatives took the offensive in an economic warfare
39
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campaign targeting both government and private sector infrastructure. One of the
Honduran operatives described their task: “Our mission was to sabotage ports,
refineries, boats, bridges and try to make it appear that the contras had done
it.”42A CIA after-action report published in the Wall Street Journal sited twentytwo major attacks by agency operatives from September 1983 to April 1984.43
Clarridge explains that the goal of the selective attacks on economic infrastructure
was to target the wealthiest minority of the country and increase the pressure on
the Sandinista regime to reach a political settlement with its neighbors with
limited risk of civilian casualties. That April, the mining of the Nicaraguan
harbors by the CIA’s UCLAs resulted in a firestorm of criticism from the U.S.
media, Congress, and a number of U.S. allies.44

Campaign Resources
Congress approved the CIA’s requested budget for the first two years of
the campaign, $19 million each in 1982 and 1983, though it restricted the CIA’s
use of its contingency funds after the CIA spent an additional $10 million in 1983.
The rapid expansion of the contra forces, coupled with the administration’s
contradictory justifications for the campaign, led to increasing debate over the
administration’s policy and strategy. In 1983, Congress agreed to allocate $24
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million, which Robert Gates states was well below the administration’s budget
request.45
The CIA struggled to stretch the funds available as the paramilitary
campaign increased exponentially. By the end of 1983, estimates of the contra
forces ranged from 7,000 to 15,000 and stated they were now capable of
operations deep inside Nicaragua. “FDN training facilities were turning out one
new company of one hundred men every two weeks, and volunteers were
flooding in at an alarming rate, given our limited funds.”46 Contra operations
continued to be limited by logistics: supply lines over long distances and difficult
terrain, a lack of secure communications, and undisciplined and corrupt
commanders. Competition and rivalries between commanders hampered
command and control. By 1983, Clarridge declared the contras’ southern front,
under the leadership of the well-known and unreliable Eden Pastora, “in danger of
becoming a joke.”47

DOD Support to the Contras
CIA and NSC leaders increasingly requested DOD financial, personnel,
and equipment support to overcome resource shortfalls. Journalists Steven
Emerson and Tim Weiner detail DOD funding and operational support to the
45
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Nicaraguan campaign through official and unofficial channels for related
operations in the United States, Nicaragua, El Salvador, and Honduras, among
others. In addition to previously established security assistance missions
throughout the region, DOD support of the CIA-led campaign developed in
earnest after the December 1981 finding. DOD personnel and contractors
conducted intelligence and aviation operations, procured and delivered weapons,
and provided intelligence and communications for contra and unilateral CIA
operations.48
Under President Reagan, the special operations community underwent
extensive revitalization after the failures of Desert One. Under the leadership of
Army Chief of Staff General Edward “Shy” Meyer, the Army combined all of its
special operators under a new command, 1st SOCOM. In the Army Staff, he
created the Special Operations Division, through which much of the DOD support
to the CIA was funneled for the contras. By 1983, Secretary of the Army John
Marsh questioned the suitability, scale, and scope of DOD support funneled to the
contras through the CIA. He was increasingly uncomfortable with “the lack of a
formal interagency review process for scrutinizing CIA requests”49 and the lack of
oversight of the new Special Operations Division who was similarly operating in
Central America and elsewhere with limited oversight and accountability. Marsh
formally documented his complaint in a letter to Secretary of Defense
Weinberger. A subsequent review by General Counsel of the Department of
48
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Defense, William H. Taft IV, concluded that while the CIA “has insufficient
funds to support such activities on its own,” the DOD could not provide support
for special activities as requested by National Security Advisor Clark without the
approval of the Office of Management and Budget and informing six committees
in Congress.50 Nonetheless, DOD support to the CIA continued during Boland
Amendment prohibitions and later in collaboration with the NSC network run by
Oliver North.51

Congress Cuts Funding
The spring of 1984 led to increased media coverage of unilateral CIA
operations to mine the Nicaraguan harbors followed by exposure of a
psychological operations “murder manual” edited by a CIA contractor.
Congressional critics were also increasingly concerned about senior
administration leaders soliciting funds from other nations and private groups for
contras’ funding as well as the CIA’s expanding reliance upon DOD support,
which bypassed congressional notification requirements. Together these events
convinced a majority of Congress to vote in favor of a third Boland amendment,
signed by the President into law on 21 October 1984, which cut all funding for the
contras in 1985.52
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As the Boland amendment took effect in January, the CIA officially
withdrew from any role in support of military or paramilitary operations for
contras. Operational control of all Nicaraguan operations shifted to a small cell
within the NSC staff under National Security Advisor Robert McFarlane and
staffer Oliver North. In the wake of the Boland prohibitions, President Reagan
called upon McFarlane “to do whatever you have to do to help these people [the
contras] keep body and soul together” while the administration reengaged with
Congress to restore authorization and funding to the covert campaign.53

NSC Assumes Operational Control
In close collaboration with DCI Casey, North took over management of
the CIA’s network of bank accounts, arms dealers, and contract trainers to ensure
continuity of support to the contras. The administration raised an estimated $70–
$80 million from Saudi Arabia, Taiwan, private donations, and the sale of arms to
Iran, of which about $40 million was delivered to the contras from 1984 to
1986.54
Seeking to shield the CIA from any accusations of wrongdoing, Casey
developed a compliance code for all CIA activities in the region that restricted the
CIA stations to intelligence and counterintelligence collection and dissemination
only. Former Attorney General Edwin Meese argues that the CIA overreacted to
the Boland restrictions and withdrew more than was necessary from the daily
53
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conduct of all operations related to Nicaragua. This left a vacuum of leadership
knowledgeable in the conduct of covert action and paramilitary operations that
was only marginally filled by NSC staff. “Reagan’s national security advisers
wielded insufficient influence and excessive power…. Their authority on day-today operational decisions was often enormous and unchecked because Reagan
provided them with minimal guidance and even less supervision.”55 North’s
network, nicknamed “the Enterprise” and made up of former military and semiofficial, private sector contract personnel, kept the resistance alive without any
oversight or method of accountability.56
Numerous commissions and studies in the wake of the Iran-Contra affair
have highlighted the unsuitability of the NSC as an operational arm of the U.S.
government. For example, the Tower Commission offered one of the first formal
critiques of the administration’s faulty decision making:
The arms transfers to Iran and the activities of the NSC staff in support
of the contras are case studies in the perils of policy pursued outside
the constraints of orderly process…. The NSC staff assumed direct
operational control. The initiative fell within the traditional
jurisdictions of the Departments of State, Defense, and CIA. Yet these
agencies were largely ignored. Great reliance was placed on a network
of private operators and intermediaries. How the initiative was to be
carried out never received adequate attention from the NSC principals
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or a tough working-level review. No periodic evaluation of the
progress of the initiative was ever conducted.57
That the President and his closest advisors remained so singularly focused on
ensuring the feasibility of the paramilitary campaign, despite intense internal and
congressional opposition and the NSC’s demonstrated inability to provide
effective support, indicates how support to the contras became by itself the cause,
the ends, to achieve with little regard for how it would achieve the political
objectives it was initially set up to accomplish.

Limited Political and Intelligence Activities
The CIA’s campaign of political and paramilitary support to the contras
was neither feasible nor suitable for meeting the U.S. ambitious political goals in
the absence of a greater political and diplomatic strategy. Within a year of the
campaign’s start, U.S. paramilitary and military support to the contras dominated
U.S. efforts in Nicaragua until 1987. Despite a large number of recruits and the
creation of paramilitary organizations on three fronts – in the north, the south, and
with the Miskito and other indigenous peoples along the Atlantic coast – the
organization of a viable political opposition was far more challenging. “The
United States started backing the contra forces … without carefully planning how
these forces could actually integrate anti-Samozitas and anti-Sandinistas
politically, or how they could achieve victory.”58 The naming and image of the
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counterrevolutionaries with links to former Nicaraguan dictator Anastasio
Somoza supporters proved difficult to overcome, particularly among urban and
middle-class Nicaraguans. Hearing criticism from Congress and ambiguous
rhetoric from the Reagan administration, the contras’ opposition leaders were
unsure of the U.S. true political objectives and commitment to the cause. Finally,
the CIA’s covert campaign of political action, as well as the paramilitary
campaign, was disconnected from any diplomatic or political strategy for
advancing the cause of Nicaraguan democracy and peace with its neighbors until
1987 when the administration integrated the paramilitary campaign with
negotiation efforts.
The lack of a U.S. political strategy during the first five years of the
conflict compounded the difficulties of bringing together numerous but diverse
opposition groups into a coherent political force:
The chronic problem was disunity, manifested in a cluster of rebel
military commands … not to mention the inchoate galaxy of political,
labor, youth, religious, ethnic, and other civic bodies that embraced the
armed resistance with greater or lesser fervor.… The largest faction,
the FDN, seemed at best a blind, ill-disciplined force, with only pro
forma civilian control. The contras seemed to devote more energy to
quarrels among themselves than to fighting the Sandinistas.59
Military groups and opposition leaders were highly dependent upon the United
States for its financial support leading to competition for scarce U.S. resources.
The CIA tended to favor more conservative, military-oriented contra leaders,
while DOS leaders sought to empower reformists. Five years into the U.S.sponsored campaign and one year after the creation of the United Nicaraguan
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Opposition (UNO) party, Robert Owen, a consultant to the NSC, wrote, “FDN is
now driving UNO, not the other way around. UNO is a creation of the USG to
garner support from Congress.”60
Casey repeatedly instructed the Central American Task Force to increase
its political action, propaganda, and civic action efforts to coalesce and assist the
development of a contra political leadership and increase civic opposition within
the Nicaraguan population. The CIA was the only entity within the U.S.
government with both the institutional history and the authority to engage in these
types of covert activities. Professor Roy Godson contends that the cadre of case
officers hired by the CIA in the 1970s and ‘80s for operations such as Nicaragua
“was not chosen with political action work, overt or covert, in mind…. Few were
versed in the business of influencing politics or working with labor, business,
ethnic and religious movements, the media, youth, and intellectual leaders to
reinforce American goals abroad.”61 In his comprehensive volume on the CIA,
writer John Ranelagh learned that in 1985, “there are fewer than thirty covertaction specialists in the agency.”62 The CIA’s Nicaraguan operation remained
highly dependent upon a small number of intelligence personnel to identify,
analyze, and conduct political action and civic support for a diverse,
decentralized, and fragmented resistance. William Leogrande characterizes these
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efforts as “an ancillary part of the contra war … a sideshow,”63 to Reagan
administration officials. After Congress cut military aid to the contras, covert and
overt civic assistance grew in importance, particularly after the creation of UNO.
Congress scrutinized the CIA’s methods, arguing that its support of violent
protests against the government were a deliberate effort to derail the regional
peace process. In addition, CIA was unable to develop an independent
intelligence network due to limited resources and a minimal capability for
expanded human intelligence operations within the region. Instead, it relied
heavily upon its contacts largely within the FDN and other contra forces operating
within Nicaragua, which left both the U.S. and its proxy forces blind to the
Sandinistas’ military movements and political intent and with limited capability to
exploit the broader Nicaraguan opposition.64
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A reshuffling of the senior CIA leadership after the mining incident, the
third Boland amendment, and allegations of a psychological operations manual
gone wrong resulted in the paramilitary campaign being turned over to the NSC
and a reduction in the CIA’s political action efforts. For Alan Fiers, the new
Central American Task Force Chief in the summer of 1984, “It was never made
clear to me what I was supposed to do. I suppose it was, in the jargon, to retard
the consolidation of a Marxist-Leninist government. But I had to do everything
looking over my shoulder at Boland…. I began to walk a tightrope from day
one.”65 Fiers repeatedly engaged the intelligence committees to ensure the task
force’s compliance but was frustrated by the comparatively freewheeling efforts
of Oliver North and the NSC staff as they took over support to the Nicaraguan
resistance.66

Moral but Not Political Backing of the Nicaraguan Resistance
For the first two years of the war, President Reagan remained largely
silent on the issue of the contras. As Counsellor to the President, Edwin Meese
recalls that the U.S. campaign was organized with “zero publicity” until U.S.
activities were exposed in late 1982. Having never publicly acknowledged U.S.
moral support for the contras’ cause, the administration reacted defensively to
domestic and international criticism of the U.S. intervention. Gates writes that
DCI Casey was repeatedly frustrated by the President’s and Secretary of State
Sandinistas political and social programs after they took power. See Clarridge, 213;
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Shultz’s unwillingness to engage in a public campaign of support. That “Reagan,
the ‘Great Communicator,’ was publicly silent on the topic of the contras until the
middle of 1983”67 complicated the CIA’s efforts to build trust and confidence
among the Nicaraguan political opposition and the opposition’s ability to build
domestic and international support. Casey finally succeeded in having the
President declare his moral backing of the contras in a joint session of Congress in
April of 1983. In June 1984, shortly before the Congress voted against funding for
the contras, Jeanne Kirkpatrick argued that the administration had failed to
demonstrate its commitment to the contras’ cause: “We have not made the
impression that if Congress cuts off the contra funding, this is of major
importance to the administration.”68
Insurgency expert Bard O’Neill argues that because the opposition was so
dependent upon U.S. external support for its survival, its political unity was
similarly dependent upon U.S. clarification of its objectives and development of a
coherent political strategy. Contra leaders were frustrated by fickle U.S. rhetoric
and wavering financial support. When U.S. leaders declared their moral support
for the Nicaraguan “freedom fighters” in 1983, they denounced the contras’
political intent to overthrow the regime while privately expressing support for
their aims. The administration advocated publicly for a negotiated political
settlement. In private, however, the President and key conservatives hampered
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initial U.S. and contra efforts to negotiate with the Sandinista regime and quietly
urged the contras to further their goals through the paramilitary war.69
The Reagan administration failed to implement a coherent strategy linking
paramilitary, military, economic, diplomatic, and political efforts until 1987. A
number of detailed presidential directives signed by the President and published
by the NSC articulated a grand strategy for U.S. government activities in
Nicaragua and related efforts across the region. Despite this and subsequent
strategic guidance on Central America, the President, DCI Casey, Secretary of
Defense Weinberger, and other senior conservatives within the administration
viewed diplomacy and other Department of State political efforts as a strategy
apart from the paramilitary campaign rather than integral to it. Policy differences
between Casey and Shultz as well as between Shultz and Weinberger hampered
efforts at the working group level (assistant secretary and below) to nest the
paramilitary campaign with political efforts to support the Nicaraguan political
opposition and to capitalize upon the security and economic gains challenging the
Sandinista regime. On its own, the U.S. campaign of support for the contras was
neither a capable nor a suitable means for altering the structure of the Nicaraguan
government.

C. Unity
There was relative agreement amongst President Reagan and his cabinet
about the threat posed by Sandinista takeover in Nicaragua and its alliance with
69
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Cuba and the Soviet Union. The principals disagreed, however, on the strategy for
challenging the Sandinista regime. DCI Casey’s proposal to arm the contras was
agreed upon as a compromise for acting in support of the opposition but without
the political risk of U.S. military involvement. As a cabinet member, Casey’s
status as a co-equal to Secretary of State Shultz and Secretary of Defense
Weinberger particularly challenged Shultz’s authority as the cabinet lead for the
conduct of U.S. foreign policy. These three principals, along with a series of
National Security Advisers (NSA), clashed over the primacy of the paramilitary
campaign, DOD support, and the role of diplomacy in the campaign’s
implementation. The lack of a functional national security decision-making
process allowed these policy disputes to fester while each department proceeded
to act independently and without interagency oversight. After the exposure of
Iran-Contra affair and the resignation of Casey in late 1986, the President
committed to aligning paramilitary support for the contras with a diplomatic
strategy. Shultz, working with a reformed NSC, helped broker a negotiated
agreement that resulted in the successful, though temporary, ousting of the
Sandinistas from power.
Key conservative leaders including Secretaries of State Alexander Haig
and Shultz, Secretary of Defense Weinberger, DCI Casey, White House Counsel
Edwin Meese and various NSAs were similarly united in their perception of the
threat. When the administration debated whether or not to launch a more
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aggressive strategy in the fall of 1981, “consensus inside and outside of the
Executive Branch fractured.”70
U.S. Ambassador to Nicaragua Lawrence Pezzullo was regarded by Casey
to be one of the most knowledgeable Americans on Nicaragua and Central
America. Pezzullo insisted that the Sandinistas would respond to political and
economic pressure but that U.S. leaders should not discount the popular support
of the regime. “You’d be terribly mistaken if you think that the revolution is
unpopular… And the more you attack the revolution, the more you strengthen
them…. If you go that route [of covert action] you’ll have to put in more than you
might think. The Sandinistas are the best fighters in Central America.”71 Upon
taking office, the Reagan administration’s first demand was that the Sandinistas
shut down the flow of arms to Salvadoran guerrillas. Pezzullo, backed by the
CIA’s intelligence, offered solid evidence that the Sandinistas complied with the
administration’s request in order to ensure continued U.S. economic assistance.
The administration declined to reinstate funding in April, taking the first
significant step to confront the regime and initiating a rift between the State
Department and the administration’s conservatives who were wary of any
diplomatic overtures. Six months later the administration approved lethal support
to the contras.72
Assistant Secretary of State for Latin America Tom Enders chaired the
Restricted Interagency Group (RIG) managing Latin America policy under the
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NSC Principals’ National Security Planning Group (NSPG). As CIA operations to
support the contras got underway in December 1981, Enders advocated a twotrack strategy to integrate diplomacy and covert action. Clarridge insists that at
the working level there was both consensus and congeniality, but senior leaders
including Casey, Haig, and Clark feared that the Department of State would “sell
out the Nicaraguan guerrillas.”73 Clarridge recalls of Enders: “He knew that
covert action cannot and should not stand alone as the sole element of a foreign
policy. …His two-track approach was absolutely valid.”74 Enders agreed with
Pezzullo’s approach to dealing with the Sandinista regime and grew increasingly
frustrated with the conservatives’ efforts to derail all efforts at negotiation and
rely solely on the covert paramilitary campaign to achieve U.S. objectives.75
From the beginning of his tenure in July 1982 until January 1989, George
Shultz details the continuous unease and tensions surrounding the conduct of
diplomacy within a hostile administration. He grew concerned about internal
competition over Central American policy and efforts to squeeze the State
Department out of the decision-making process. “Casey, Clark, and hard-line
staffers at the NSC wanted no part of a diplomatic effort to accompany the
military effort to defeat the communists in the region. To them diplomacy was an
avenue to ‘accommodation.’”76 In spring 1983, Shultz informed the President of
his repeated discontent with Clark and his management of the NSC. In particular,
he was critical of Clark’s efforts to have the regional envoy report directly to the
73

Clarridge, 203.
Clarridge 199, 240.
75
Pezzullo, Interview by Arthur R. Day, 45-46.
76
George Shultz, Turmoil and Triumph: My Years as Secretary of State (New York:
Charles Scribner’s Sons, 1993), 305.
74

194

White House and an NSC “approval” to mine the Nicaraguan harbors. In this
instance, the President sided with Shultz, but Shultz continued to be exasperated
by NSC staff who ignored or bypassed the Secretary and his representatives.77
A lack of cooperation between Shultz and Secretary of Defense
Weinberger illustrated the inconsistencies of the administration’s policies.
Throughout his tenure, Weinberger expressed his reluctance to apply U.S.
military forces unless it was done in pursuit of vital national interests and with
overwhelming force.78 He agreed to support CIA operations with limited funds,
personnel, and equipment in order to hedge against the necessity of using U.S.
military forces in the future but only if the operations remained covert. In July
1983, Defense, backed by Clark, received the President’s approval for a massive
regional show of force named the AHAUS TARA II or Big Pine II exercise with
over 12,000 forces. The plan called for six months of air, land, and sea military
exercises in Honduras and along both coasts with the authority to seize Soviet
ships and potentially blockade the Nicaraguan coasts. Shultz, who was preparing
for another round of negotiations with the Nicaraguans, was blindsided, having
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learned of the exercises in a leak to the New York Times. In his memoirs, he
writes:
Here we had a Pentagon that seemed to take any means to avoid the
actual use of American military power but every opportunity to
display it. We had an administration engaged in a continuous divisive
debate about the use of strength versus diplomacy at a time when we
needed both and had neither in Central America… Clark and
Weinberger … want to throw down the gauntlet, but they chicken out
when the other guy picks it up.79
Shultz threatened to resign. On 28 July, the House responded by voting to cut off
all aid to the contras. In October, the President agreed to move Clark out of the
NSC, giving him the recently vacated position of Secretary of the Interior.80
Animosity between Casey and Shultz was arguably the greatest hurdle to
the administration’s policy coherence on Nicaragua. From his first meeting with
Casey, Shultz recalls being startled by Casey’s level of emotion and obsession
with Central America. Casey was “deeply suspicious of diplomacy” and frustrated
by Shultz and his department’s lack of enthusiasm for enacting the president’s
directives on public diplomacy in order to increase allied and public support for
U.S. policy in the region.81 Shultz thought the “elaborate public affairs strategy”
impossible and unsustainable. Robert Gates offers numerous examples of the
repeated confrontations between Casey, Weinberger, and Clark on the one hand
and Shultz on the other:
[Shultz and Casey’s] inability to trust each other or to conduct a
productive dialogue – not to mention the absence of a neutral National
Security Advisor who might have promoted such a dialogue – resulted
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in a missed opportunity to have a genuinely nuanced policy that might
have garnered more support in Congress and among the public.82
From 1981 to 1986, CIA support to the Nicaraguan contras was
divorced from State’s diplomatic efforts. The lack of unity between the
president’s principal architects and implementers of the U.S. policy in
Nicaragua led to repeated instances of uncoordinated and contradictory
policy declarations and implementation. Although there had been
numerous efforts by NSC principals to put forth a grand strategy for
Nicaragua, the alignment of military, economic, and diplomatic policy
instruments would finally culminate in 1987. As Iran-Contra threatened to
bring down the president, the administration undertook a massive reform
of the NSC processes. DCI Casey, NSA John Poindexter, among others,
resigned, reducing the conservatives’ influence in the White House.
President Reagan finally granted Secretary Shultz primacy of his foreign
policy agenda. Advances in regional negotiations pushed the
administration and Congress to agree on a negotiated settlement to halt
lethal aid to the contras. During the administration’s last two years,
Secretary Shultz succeeded in aligning U.S. diplomatic efforts to
capitalize upon the contras’ gains on the battlefield and the economic
devastation waged on the Nicaraguan country at large.83
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D. Grand Strategy
From the start of the Reagan administration’s UW campaign, the NSPG,
assisted by the working-level RIG, developed a series of detailed presidential
directives to articulate a grand strategy for U.S. government activities in
Nicaragua and Central America. In contrast to the single directive guiding U.S.
support to the Afghan mujahedin, the NSC published no less than nine directives
on U.S. strategy in Central America that related to Nicaragua. The larger number
of directives indicated the high priority the administration placed upon the region,
but also the intense congressional scrutiny of the administration’s regional
policies and the White House’s frustration in generating internal support for the
President’s policies and securing effective results. Compared to the Afghan
campaign, U.S. expenditures were very modest.84 While the CIA-led campaign of
military support to the contras was at the center of the White House strategy, the
administration implemented a wide variety of direct and indirect instruments in
pursuit of its regional interests, including diplomatic negotiations, public
diplomacy, military exercises and assistance, and economic sanctions. The
administration struggled, however, to integrate the actions of its leaders and its
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key agents – the CIA, the Departments of State and Defense, and the NSC – into a
coherent and consistent grand strategy for Nicaragua. In his memoir, Secretary
Shultz likened U.S. government actions in Central America to a helicopter made
of “ten thousand pieces of metal, each one trying to tear the other ones apart.”85
Upon taking office in 1989, President Bush readily accepted congressional
limits on lethal aid to the contras instead relying upon political, diplomatic, and
economic incentives to promote fair elections and a peaceful transition of power.
After the successful defeat of the Sandinista government in the February 1990
elections, the Bush administration supported regional efforts to demobilize and
reintegrate the contras back into Nicaraguan society.
The first attempt at developing a grand strategy was NSDD 17, “Policy on
Cuba, Nicaragua, Honduras, and El Salvador,” published 4 January 1982, shortly
after the president’s second finding authorizing lethal material support to the
contras. The document laid out a broad strategy of military aid and training,
economic, and financial incentives to regional allies, paying particular attention to
assisting El Salvador and Honduras. The directive called for diplomatic and
political initiatives to support democratic forces in Nicaragua and its neighbors as
well as a multilateral approach to challenge Soviet and Cuban regional
interference. It authorized the CIA to lead an expansion of regional intelligence
and counterintelligence operations. NSDD 17 initiated “a public information task
force to inform the public and Congress of the critical situation in the area.”86 The
centerpiece of NSDD 17 was the expansion of the UW campaign to support the
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contras, but supporting efforts by the Departments of State and Defense and the
NSC staff attempted to buttress the minimally resourced paramilitary war.87

Early Diplomatic Initiatives
Under the leadership of Secretary of State Haig and Shultz, the department
undertook three failed diplomatic initiatives from 1981 to 1983. The first, led by
Assistant Secretary of State for Latin America Tom Enders and U.S. Ambassador
to Nicaragua Lawrence Pezzullo, from August to October 1981, offered a bilateral
nonaggression treaty in return for the Sandinistas halting their export of the
revolution to its neighbors. The Sandinistas refused the U.S. demands, which the
Nicaraguans deemed both excessive and imperious. At home, hard-liners
including Casey, Weinberger, Kirkpatrick, and Clark opposed all negotiations
particularly after Salvadoran guerrillas, backed by Nicaragua, initiated another
offensive in October.88
After NSDD 17 was published, Haig and Enders attempted a second round
of negotiations in spring 1982. The United States demanded a cessation of
Nicaraguan support to Salvadoran rebels and a halt to its military buildup and for
the first time, expressed concern with the lack of democratic freedoms under the
regime. Acting as mediator, Mexican President Lopez Portillo succeeded in
brokering an initial settlement plan with both U.S. and Nicaraguan support. Soon
after Nicaragua declared its support, the administration delayed further talks,
87
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arguing that negotiations with communist regimes were futile. Several authors
contend that the administration’s tentative support for the negotiations process
was merely a guise to satisfy congressional critics of the administration’s
policies.89
In January 1983, a regional initiative led by Mexico, Venezuela,
Colombia, and Panama, the Contadora process, attempted to broker a regional
peace agreement among the Central American nations. Although skeptical that it
could deliver settlement in the near future, Shultz recognized its value in
identifying the key issues and pushing Nicaragua, the United States, and the Core
Four (El Salvador, Honduras, Guatemala, and Costa Rica) to develop acceptable
solutions. In September, the Central American countries agreed to a Document of
Principles similar to those advanced by the United States the previous year. In
October, the U.S. invasion of Grenada prompted Nicaragua to take unilateral steps
to demonstrate their commitment to a political settlement. Nicaragua’s overtures
and the Contadora process generated the same contempt among hard-liners as
previous initiatives even while the administration’s rhetoric increasingly
highlighted a commitment to negotiations.90
Peter Rodman contends that these early attempts negotiations were
doomed to fail because, for the Sandinistas, “the power of ‘revolutionary
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internationalism’ was too great.”91 He acknowledges that the administration’s
conservatives “relentlessly harassed” State’s diplomatic efforts; however, he
argues that until the U.S. built up significant security and economic leverage
against the Sandinistas, they would not commit to a negotiated settlement. By
contrast, William Leogrande, Thomas Walker, and Roy Gutman offer compelling
narratives on the missed opportunities for the United States and Nicaragua to
reach a political settlement in accordance with U.S. objectives prior to 1990 if
President Reagan had been committed to negotiations.92

Public Diplomacy
NSDD 17 initiated the first of several Reagan administration public
diplomacy programs, which several sources attribute to the influence of DCI
Casey. Orchestrated by the NSC staff, the administration launched the Central
America program in an effort to raise public awareness and generate
congressional support for the Nicaraguan opposition. The administration’s
messaging focused on the Sandinista regime’s increasing repression inside
Nicaragua, its militarization, and subversion of its neighbors. Robert Gates recalls
that Casey was repeatedly frustrated by the lack of attention Shultz and Clark
devoted to these public diplomacy efforts and the unwillingness of the president
to comment on the issue until April 1983.93
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NSDD 37, “National Security Decision Directive on Cuba and Central
America,” and its amendment 37A, published on 28 May 1982, provided more
guidance and emphasis on domestic and international public affairs strategy. In an
attempt to overcome internal bureaucratic resistance to the president’s policies, it
called on key agencies, State and Defense in particular, to apply sufficient
resources to the current strategy and declared, “A consistent and high level focus
of all concerned agencies is required to fully implement prior decisions.”94
NSDD 77, “Management of Public Diplomacy Relative to National
Security,” sought to “strengthen the organization, planning and coordination”95 of
the government’s efforts, which continued to be plagued by conflicting policy
statements and actions by the NSC, State, and Defense in Central America. In
April 1983, NSC efforts were reorganized into the Central American Public
Diplomacy Task Force. In June, against the wishes of Secretary Shultz, the State
Department established a parallel office, the Office of Public Diplomacy for Latin
America and the Caribbean (S/LPD), led by Otto Reich. The State office
answered directly to the NSC and included individuals detailed from the CIA and
defense with experience in psychological operations and covert propaganda.
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In a section of his memoir titled, “How Do You Sell What People Don’t
Want to Buy?” Robert Gates details Casey’s relentless pursuit of information
campaigns to generate support for the contras and U.S. policy in the region:
There were two fundamental flaws in the administration’s and Casey’s
approach [to public diplomacy]. First, the effort was always
haphazard, uncoordinated and irregular. Second, the premise of the
approach was just plain wrong. A lack of information was not the
problem.… The deep fissures were over what, if anything, the United
States ought to do about it. And no number of compendia and dazzling
briefings of intelligence information could help out there.96
In the aftermath of the Iran-Contra affair, investigations by the
Comptroller-General of the United States, the General Accounting Office, and
Congress determined that State’s S/LPD office conducted illegal propaganda
activities in the U.S. media. For the administration, stuck between an American
public bent on avoiding a second Vietnam and a regional security dilemma over
the advance of Marxism at its back door, the promulgation of illegal activity was
of far less consequence than a loss of Nicaragua or El Salvador to the
communists. In response to the investigations, the NSC and State public
diplomacy offices were dismantled in 1987.97
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DOD Expands Activities in Central America
After Congress restricted U.S. policy objectives and strategy
implementation, the White House called on the Defense and State Departments to
expand their activities in the region and authorized NSC staff to increase their role
in coordinating indirect and non-governmental mechanisms of support for
paramilitary activities. Following up NSDD 17’s guidance to increase military
assistance and training for regional allies, NSDD 100, “U.S. Military Activity in
Central America” codified a DOD plan to undertake a series of massive regional
military exercises, “to defend our allies and to deter further Cuban and Soviet
Bloc intervention.”98 The intent of the exercises was to balance against the growth
of the Nicaragua military forces and intimidate the Sandinista regime and its
sponsors to cease their support of the Salvadoran guerrillas. Signed the same day
as the House voted to prohibit military and paramilitary support to the contras,
NSDD 100 also directed DOD to underwrite the cost of military supplies, aircraft,
and personnel for use by the CIA in the Nicaraguan campaign until DOD lawyers
forced a halt to the transfers in 1984.99
NSDD 100 and the underlying DOD plan were staffed, however, without
the knowledge of Shultz or his department representatives despite language within
Sandinistas: The Undeclared War on Nicaragua ed. Thomas Walker, (Boulder, CO:
Westview Press, 1987), 159-177.
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the document that State (and Defense) would “prepare a coordinated legislative,
diplomatic, and public affairs strategy that support these initiatives”100 within the
week. Two days prior to the start of new Contadora negotiations in the region,
Shultz learned of the exercises in a New York Times article published on 20 July
1983. A lack of consultation with regional allies, including Honduras, resulted in
their spokespersons publicly struggling to articulate their role in the U.S.
exercises as the first nineteen ships, including two aircraft carriers arrived off the
coasts of Nicaragua. To Shultz, the incident “was more than simple bureaucratic
incompetence”101 – it usurped the power of the President’s cabinet, violated the
trust of regional allies, and ceded the advantage to the administration’s
congressional critics prior to the fall budgetary debates.102
The exercises, coupled with the successful invasion of Grenada,
demonstrated U.S. commitment to using overt military force despite the specter of
Vietnam. William Leogrande details Nicaragua and Cuba’s subsequent
willingness to engage in the Contadora process, in particular the signed Document
of Objectives in September 1983, which established the agenda for development
of a binding treaty amongst the signatory countries. The United States chose not
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to respond in kind. Washington’s growing concern that Congress would halt aid
to the contras led the NSC and CIA to ramp up paramilitary attacks on economic
infrastructure and a parallel economic strategy for strangling the Nicaraguan
economy.103

A Revised Grand Strategy
In February 1984, the administration reissued its grand strategy for Central
America in NSDD 124, “Central America: Promoting Democracy, Economic
Improvement, and Peace.” The most detailed Central American directive, NSDD
124, followed up on the National Commission on Central America (NBCCA), led
by Henry Kissinger to affirm the commission’s findings and reemphasize its
commitment to the political objectives of bringing democracy and peace to the
region. The document paralleled the administration’s public efforts to project a
moderation of its regional policy and a willingness to pursue political
settlement.104
NSDD 124 was written as DCI Casey grew increasingly frustrated with
the contras’ inability to interrupt support to the Salvadoran guerrillas or otherwise
create internal security pressures for the Sandinistas. At the same time, Congress
looked increasingly capable of gaining sufficient votes to halt funding for the
contras. The administration sought to expand its diplomatic and economic
options. NSDD 124 provided extensive guidance to the Department of State on its
103
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regional and bilateral negotiations with Nicaragua as well as the expansion of
development activities with regional allies. It also called upon State to “review
and recommend such economic sanctions against Nicaragua that are likely to
build pressure on the Sandinistas.”105 Although this was one of the first formal
calls for total sanctions against Nicaragua, NSDD 124 codified ongoing
administration efforts to paralyze the Nicaraguan economy.

The Economic Dimension
The Reagan administration’s first act against Nicaragua was to halt
bilateral aid to the Sandinista government. It halted disbursement of $15 million
in remaining aid from the Carter administration along with $9.6 million of food
aid. Washington followed up by pressuring the World Bank and other lending
agencies to block all loans or grants to the Sandinista government. The U.S.
government undertook a series of actions designed to slow and deter trade,
including the closing of Nicaragua’s six U.S. consulates and the controversial
mining of Nicaraguan harbors. In violation of the General Agreement on Tariffs
and Trade, in 1983 the administration reduced Nicaragua’s sugar quota to the
United States by 90 percent, at a cost of $23 million to Nicaragua.106
After Congress halted funding for the contras campaign, President Reagan
announced a total embargo on all trade to Nicaragua on 1 May 1985. The
embargo was roundly criticized and disregarded by many U.S. allies. Nicaragua
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had prepared for the eventuality of the embargo by diversifying its options for
trade. Trading with the United States decreased from 30.4 percent in 1980 to 14.9
percent in 1984 and increased with Soviet bloc countries over the same time
period from 1 percent to 15.4 percent. Nonetheless, the embargo cost Nicaragua
upwards of $50 million annually. “Even without the contra war, the Nicaraguan
economy would have faced a serious crisis in the mid-1980s. The war tipped it
into chaos.”107 By late 1985, Nicaragua faced a severe recession. New York Times
journalist James LeMoyne declared, “1987 is the year the Nicaraguan economy
essentially collapsed.”108 In the meantime, the resumption of aid to the contras put
renewed security pressure on the Sandinistas, diverting scarce government
resources to its national security.109

Renewed Political Focus
In his comprehensive analysis of U.S. policy in Nicaragua, Robert Kagan,
a former administration official from 1984 to 1998, describes a renewed policy
consensus within the administration in early 1986. The administration’s key
leaders – Secretaries Shultz and Weinberger, DCI Casey, NSA Poindexter, and
President Reagan – “all favored military aid and from the start ruled out the
possibility of settling for less.”110 Consensus was driven by four factors. First,
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Congressional restrictions on military and paramilitary aid in 1985 and 1986
forced the administration to provide humanitarian aid through the State
Department’s new Nicaraguan Humanitarian Assistance Office (NHAO), but the
effort was a disaster. More than a year after its establishment, the office had
delivered only $11 million of $27 million in aid to the resistance, and many
predicted the contras’ imminent collapse. Second, the NSC’s covert support to the
contras led by Oliver North and Richard Secord repeatedly failed to meet the
logistical needs of the contras, further contributing to their dire straits. Third, in
May, the administration brokered political reforms to UNO, strengthening the
position of moderate Nicaraguan opposition leaders and UNO’s authority over all
“political, financial and military resources”111 and bolstering Congressional
support for the Nicaraguan opposition. The fourth and final factor was the
emergence of a regional framework for a multilateral political settlement led by
the new president of Costa Rica, Oscar Arias. Although still skeptical of
negotiations, the administration recognized the value of the Core Four’s dialogue
and diplomatic pressure on Nicaragua. The administration united around the
contras’ military campaign “as a source of pressure to further our true objectives:
democracy in Nicaragua and peace in Central America.”112
Secretary Shultz with the support of the new Assistant Secretary of State
for Latin Affairs Elliott Abrams, and Special Envoy Philip Habib led the
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president’s campaign in Congress for $100 million in renewed military support to
the contras. Shultz declared that “a vote for military assistance to the democratic
resistance will give [negotiations] a better chance to succeed…. Absent a credible
challenge to their militarized control of Nicaragua, the Sandinistas have no
incentive to negotiate a lasting political solution.”113 At the same time, Sandinista
military incursions into Honduras and government crack downs on the political
opposition and the media embarrassed congressional critics of the president’s
policy. On 25 June 1986, Congress approved $70 million in military assistance
and $30 million of humanitarian aid for the contras and dropped restrictions on
CIA and DOD participation.114

The Paramilitary Campaign Resumes
The new U.S. resource commitment provided a tremendous psychological
and material boost to the UW campaign in 1987. Within weeks of the resumption
of CIA funding, some 12,000 contras launched a “four-corner offense” to attack
the Sandinista military and key infrastructure across the country in order to force
the Sandinistas to pull away from the Honduran border and stretch their forces.115
By fall, the contras maintained three bases of operations inside Nicaragua and
more than 60 percent of the country lay in contested areas. Anti-aircraft weapons
succeeded in shooting down an estimated ten to twenty Soviet-made helicopters.
Oil and logistical shortages limited the Sandinistas to fielding roughly 30,000 to
40,000 troops. A December 1987 attack on the country’s largest mining complex
113
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demonstrated the contras’ capability to wage coordinated strikes against highprofile targets. Within one year, the contras successfully altered the balance of
forces and achieved a hurting stalemate against a far superior military force.116

Regional Initiatives
Back in Washington, the United States ceded the diplomatic initiative to
its Central American allies while the administration and Congress continued to
battle over U.S. policy in the region. On 25 May 1986, the Core Four and
Nicaragua issued the Esquipulas I declaration recognizing the right of each
nation’s people to freely choose their economic, political, and social system of
government. In February 1987, Costa Rican President Oscar Arias unveiled his
plan to end the war and deliver democracy to Nicaragua through a regional
settlement between Costa Rica, El Salvador, Guatemala, Honduras, and
Nicaragua. Though both the Sandinistas and the United States initially balked at
the terms of the Arias Plan, its launch, coupled with the contras’ security gains
and the collapse of the Nicaraguan economy, made it the most compelling option
for all the parties in the conflict.
Faced with the scandal of Iran-Contra, the impending end of the CIA
campaign, and successful regional multinational efforts, the President finally
relented to negotiations as the primary means of securing U.S. political objectives.
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Secretary Shultz led the administration’s efforts to reorganize the government’s
diplomatic, military, and economic efforts under NSDD 264, “Central American
Strategy,” in response to the regional negotiations framework. Reiterating the
U.S. objective to “see democracy prevail” in Nicaragua, NSDD 264 sought to
reenergize the public diplomacy campaign to increase public and congressional
support for the campaign. But the weakened executive branch remained heavily
dependent upon a fickle Congress to retain the military advantages hard won by
the contra forces.117
Secretary Shultz attempted to strengthen the U.S. negotiating position by
closing the gap between the executive and legislative branches. In August 1987,
President Reagan agreed to sign on to Speaker of the House James Wright’s (DTX) peace proposal at Shultz’s request in order to present a unified U.S. strategy
on the eve of a Central American negotiations summit. President Arias recalled
that “on the one side, Ortega had the threat of more aid to the contras. On the
other side, he had a much tougher [Wright-Reagan] plan.”118 The Wright-Reagan
agreement’s more severe stance reaffirming the U.S. commitment to the contras
provided a powerful incentive for the Sandinistas and the other Central American
states to seek an agreement on their own terms.119
On 7 August 1987, the Core Four and Nicaragua signed the Esquipulas II
accord. Despite its initial flaws, such as failing to provide measurable steps to
ensure democratization prior to the demobilization of combatants, the accord
117
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proved to be a pivotal document that became the foundation for the final political
settlement. It called for negotiations with each country’s political opposition, a
ceasefire, and amnesty for insurgents within Nicaragua, El Salvador and
Guatemala. States had to demonstrate progress toward democratization and hold
elections in keeping with its constitution. Finally, the document called for a halt to
each state’s militarization as well as an end to all outside aid for insurgent or
political opposition groups.120
With the U.S. Congress threatening to renew lethal aid to the increasingly
effective contras and pressure from President Arias and Nicaragua’s neighbors,
the Sandinistas took incremental steps toward a ceasefire and democratization.
After the Sandinistas agreed to direct negotiations with the contras, Congress
refused President Reagan’s requests to reinstate military aid, thus forcing the CIA
to shut down its paramilitary operations on 29 February 1988. On 23 March, the
contras and the Sandinistas signed a ceasefire agreement. Although ceasefire talks
periodically stalled throughout the year, the regime continued to make the
minimal progress necessary to keep the U.S. critics at bay. James Scott notes that
“the Arias Plan and the Central American negotiations finally offered an
opportunity for a diplomatic settlement that did not depend on the administration
for implementation.”121A series of continuing congressional resolutions allowed
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the administration to distribute $33 million in humanitarian aid to the contras
during fiscal year 1988 and another $27 million through March 1989.122
As U.S. paramilitary and military support came to a close, the
administration refocused its efforts on supporting the Nicaraguan political
opposition parties, labor unions, and the media, which increasingly demonstrated
a united front against the Sandinista government. Although unable to secure a
political settlement with the Sandinistas before the end of President Reagan’s
term, George Shultz writes, “I was confident now that the opposition to Ortega
was both broad and deeply rooted.… Nicaragua was isolated in Central America,
and the Sandinistas were increasingly seen as the agents of catastrophe within
Nicaragua.”123 Despite reduced external support and a decline in military
engagements with government forces, the contras forces remained largely intact
due to the support of the rural population and border sanctuaries. Unable to
decisively defeat the contras in battle and faced with a broad and united political
opposition, the Sandinistas agreed to a timetable for elections and democratic
reforms.124
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Endgame for the Bush Administration
Shortly after the election of President George H.W. Bush in January 1989,
the Central American countries again seized the diplomatic initiative. Following
up on Esquipulas II, the February Costa Del Sol Accord codified Sandinista
promises to undertake electoral and media reforms prior to holding elections on
25 February 1990. In return, the countries agreed to the “demobilization and
voluntary relocation or repatriation”125 of the contras ninety days prior to
elections. The surprise announcement was a potentially unwelcome diversion for
the new administration seeking to separate itself from the Reagan administration’s
policies in Central America and remove Nicaragua from the domestic political
agenda.126
Presented with a fait accompli, President Bush and Secretary of State Jim
Baker moved quickly to create a unified U.S. position. In his memoirs, Baker
acknowledges the vital leverage the contras had generated for Nicaragua’s
political opposition but argues that “a bipartisan approach grounded in a
commitment to promoting democratic elections in Nicaragua”127 was the only
way to develop a consistent U.S. policy. Unveiled on 24 March 1989, the
Bipartisan Accord on Central America accord affirmed a U.S. regional policy in
support of “democratization; an end to subversion and destabilization of
[Nicaragua’s] neighbors; an end to Soviet-bloc military ties that threaten U.S. and
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regional security.”128 Secretary Baker recalls, “The idea was to put the onus for
opposing a democratic solution where it belonged – on the Sandinistas.”129 The
accord called for international supervision to ensure the Sandinistas’ compliance
and for the Soviet Union to demonstrate the “new thinking” of its foreign policy
in the region. Although it left open the possibility of reinstating military aid if
necessary, the administration’s new approach depended primarily upon
diplomatic and economic incentives and disincentives for the parties and
international supervision to ensure compliance. Finally, the accord authorized $50
million in humanitarian aid “to keep the contras alive”130 through elections in
February 1990 under the condition that the funds not be used for offensive
military operations. The accord confirmed that the United States would no longer
rely upon a military strategy going forward unless the Sandinista government
failed to deliver elections as promised.131
On 26 February 1990, in one of the most internationally monitored
elections in history, the National Opposition Union (UNO) party achieved a
surprising and decisive election victory. Ninety percent of registered voters turned
out to vote. UNO’s presidential candidate, Violeta Barrios de Chamorro captured
55 percent of the votes compared with Daniel Ortega’s 41 percent. In the
National Assembly, UNO won fifty-one of the ninety-two seats and the
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Sandinistas claimed thirty-nine (with two independent parties securing one seat
each). A Transition Protocol signed in March allowed Humberto Ortega to remain
the commander of Sandinista People’s Army (Ejercito Popular Sandinista or
EPS). The power-sharing agreement thus ensured a peaceful transfer of political
power and served as a first step to Chamorro’s policy of national reconciliation.
On 25 April 1990, Daniel Ortega relinquished political power to Chamorro with
her assurances that the Sandinista party would continue to occupy a legitimate
place within the political system.132
After the successful defeat of the Sandinista government, the Bush
administration proved supportive of United Nations (UN) and regional efforts to
demobilize the contras. In March, the UN Security Council approved the
deployment of UN peacekeepers to assist in the contras reintegration. Although
the contras resisted international and governmental efforts to force their
repatriation that spring, the removal of Honduras as a sanctuary and U.S.
sponsorship left the contras with few options. By July, most of the contras had
resettled back within Nicaragua although sporadic fighting continued in the
northwest highlands for several years.133
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III. The Outcome: The Strategic Effect of the U.S. Campaign
By the time of the contras’ demobilization in July 1990, all three of the
U.S. policy objectives had been achieved. The 25 February elections successfully
integrated Nicaragua’s political opposition into a multiparty, free and fair
elections process that resulted in the ousting of Daniel Ortega and the FSLN from
power. The peaceful transfer of power to President Chamorro on 25 April and the
contras’ demobilization also marked the completion of Nicaragua’s commitments
under the 7 August 1987 Esquipulas II Accord to cease its support of
revolutionary groups and engage in peaceful political and economic relations with
its neighbors.
There is broad disagreement over the extent to which U.S. support of the
contras directly or indirectly contributed to the Sandinistas’ defeat. In the end, it
was the Sandinistas’ own miscalculation that they would win a free election after
their repressive policies that ultimately resulted in their defeat. By themselves, the
contras were not sufficient to achieve the U.S. initial, limited objective – to
contain the Sandinista regime and prevent its consolidation. Once the insurgency
was well established, however, the contras posed a latent threat to the regime even
while garrisoned in border sanctuaries. In addition to the contras, several critical
factors motivated Sandinista concessions: an increasingly active political
opposition, a devastated economy, declining Soviet assistance, and the possibility
of a political settlement through the Arias Plan. With the exception of Soviet
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assistance, each of these factors was made more impactful by the contras’
presence and their ability to wage violence against the Sandinista government.134
By 1988, a compromise between the U.S. executive and legislative
branches finally yielded a U.S. strategy that combined power with diplomacy.
Through the Arias Plan, Nicaragua’s neighbors offered the Sandinistas a viable
political alternative to war and economic strangulation through democratization.
U.S. nonlethal support kept the contras alive as a guarantor of Sandinista
compliance. The contras’ enduring presence, coupled with the Arias Plan and
backed by the U.S. administration and Congress, were sufficient to break the
deadlock. The stunning defeat of the Sandinistas at the polls coupled with the
rapid decline of its Soviet sponsor brought about the surprising and definitive end
of Marxism as a dominant influence in Central American affairs as well as a
decline in the region’s militarization.

Objective: Contain the Sandinista Regime
From the start of the contras’ consolidation as a paramilitary force in 1980
until their demobilization in 1990, they were unable to disrupt Sandinista, Cuban
and Soviet sponsorship of neighboring revolutionary groups or prevent the
Sandinista regime’s consolidation. Although the administration’s initial
negotiations between U.S. Ambassador Lawrence Pezzullo with the new regime
in summer 1981 succeeded in halting the flow of arms into El Salvador, the
administration remained suspicious of the Sandinistas’ long-term intentions as
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well as their Cuban sponsors. After the U.S. suspended $15 million in aid
promised in spring 1981, the Sandinistas resumed their support of the Salvadoran
revolutionaries. Although the contra forces grew rapidly after the United States
initiated non-lethal and military support in 1981, the contras suffered from
leadership infighting, corruption, and a lack of basic tactical planning. Although
the interdiction of arms from Nicaragua to El Salvador was often cited by DCI
Casey and others in the administration as the primary purpose for supporting the
contras, neither the contras nor unilateral U.S. paramilitary operations were able
to significantly disrupt the flow of Soviet and Cuban arms. A June 1983
intelligence estimate concluded that “the Contras had not yet succeeded in
capturing or destroying arms shipments from Nicaragua to the guerrillas in El
Salvador.”135 Subsequent intelligence estimates from 1985 and 1986 judged the
contras as being unable to “prevent the Sandinistas from consolidating power”
and increasingly challenged by the Sandinista military’s improved
counterinsurgency operations.136 Prior to the reinstatement of U.S. military aid in
1987, the contras were unable to capture or hold any significant territory or
military objective.137
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Soon after coming to power, the Sandinistas received an influx of
weaponry from Cuba, North Korea, and Soviet bloc countries as well as modest
aid from the Soviet Union. In her detailed analysis of Soviet relations in Latin
America, Professor Nicola Miller concludes that aid from the Soviet Union
“increased markedly in 1982” in response to the Reagan administration’s covert
campaign but that the Soviet Union did so in order “to avoid humiliation in
Central America” and “to make life for the United States as hard as possible in the
region.”138 James Scott writes that in Nicaragua, “the application of the Reagan
Doctrine had a self-defeating quality.”139 Far from reducing the flow of arms and
subversive support for the regions revolutionary groups, Washington’s military
support for the contras “justified the militarism of the Sandinistas and deepened
their dependence on the Soviet Union and Cuba,”140 argues Robert Pastor, a
former NSC director for Latin America policy. Soviet military aid to Nicaragua
increased from 850 metric tons to 18,000 metric tons from 1980 to 1984 and by
1987 equaled $1 billion annually. Over 3,000 Cuban and Soviet military advisors
were integrated throughout the Nicaraguan military structure to train the force on
new sophisticated tanks, artillery, and attack helicopters. Despite assurances from
Gorbachev himself, Soviet equipment continued to flow into Nicaragua and El
Salvador in the months prior to the 1990 election.141

138

Nichola Miller, Soviet Relations with Latin America: 1959-1987 (Cambridge, UK:
Cambridge University Press, 1989), 193.
139
Scott, 189.
140
Robert Pastor, Whirlpool: U.S. Foreign Policy Toward Latin America and the
Caribbean (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 1992), 236.
141
Baker, 59-60; Bush and Scowcroft, A World Transformed, 165-6; Kinzer, Blood of
Brothers, 77; U.S. Department of State, The Sandinista Military Build-up, Publication
No. 9432 (Washington, DC, May 1985) as cited in Rodman, 415.

222

Objective: “Rollback” Through Democracy in Nicaragua
While their tactical military successes were extremely limited, the contras
campaign compelled the Sandinista regime to turn its security posture inward and
accelerated a failing economy. When the Sandinistas’ far superior military force
failed to eliminate the contras or their sanctuaries, the Sandinistas were forced to
reconsider their repressive domestic policies and diplomatic options in light of the
devastated economy, declining popular support and an increasingly active
political opposition.
Growing from a few hundred rebels in 1981, by 1984, the force of around
7,000 grew increasingly capable of staging attacks deep inside Nicaragua. In an
interview with Robert Kagan, Humberto Ortega admitted that the Sandinistas’
decision to allow the 1984 elections was a tactical risk, “a bitter pill that had to be
swallowed” in order to “prevent the defeat of the revolution” in the “very, very
hard” war against the contras.142 Sandinista military leader Bayardo Arce justified
the Sandinistas’ call for elections, “[to] take away from American policy one of
its justifications for aggression against Nicaragua … and … to legitimize the
revolution.”143
In an effort to quell the resistance, the Sandinistas forcibly removed
thousands from rural villages, including Miskito Indians and Creole peoples along
the Atlantic coast. Estimates of the refugee and internally displaced persons range
from 250,000 to half a million – or six to twelve percent of the total Nicaraguan
population – most of whom fled to Honduras, Costa Rica, and the United States.
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The regime’s first significant political concession to the war came when
Sandinista Interior Minister Tomas Borge sought a separate peace with Miskito
Indian groups, some of whom allied with the FDN contras. In 1985, the
government called for a temporary ceasefire and in return, allowed the Indians to
return home in the hopes of separating the Indians from political and guerrilla
leaders in Honduras and Costa Rica. Stephen Kinzer, then a journalist for the New
York Times, met with indigenous groups throughout the region. His articles and
subsequent book detail how the change of policy “won over, or at least
neutralized, a number of Creole and Indians, both civilians and guerrilla fighters,”
who agreed to lay down their arms in return for security autonomy on their own
lands.144 The numbers of displaced persons continued to rise, particularly
following the escalation of force in 1987, when an additional 71,000 fled the
country with Honduras hosting an estimated 300,000 exiles from Nicaragua, El
Salvador, and Guatemala.145
By 1985, the war had cost over 12,000 lives and had moved beyond the
rural borderlands to affect urban populations. Despite a ban on U.S. military aid in
1985 and only modest humanitarian aid in 1986, the contras maintained the size
of its force by broadening its base of support among the rural peasants and urban
workforce growing to an estimated 12,000 to 16,000 by 1987. The contras
continued to strike against poorly defended infrastructure, supply depots, and
144
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government cooperatives and survived by withdrawing to their sanctuaries before
government forces could respond. As the contras demonstrated their staying
power, the Sandinista government alternated between radical policies to
consolidate their power and relaxing political and economic constraints in an
effort to relieve popular resistance and international isolation. In February 1985,
the government launched an unpopular military draft that led confrontations
between the government and the country’s Roman Catholic leadership and
energized political, labor, and business opposition groups. By October, the
government reinstated severe restrictions on civil liberties similar to previously
declared states of emergency in 1981 and 1982.146
The contras war and the economic pressures imposed by Washington
accelerated an already precarious domestic economy mismanaged by the
Sandinista government. Michael Conroy argues that it was “in the economic
sphere … [that] the contra war was probably most successful…. The distortions
created by the war economy after 1983, the critical labor shortages, the lack of
investible resources, the growth of state production … would take many years to
correct.”147 By 1984, there were widespread food shortages resulting from
decreased agricultural production. In 1985, President Ortega announced that
almost half of the country’s budget would be spent on defense, seventeen percent
of the gross domestic product. Conroy estimates that over the course of the
conflict seven to ten percent of the workforce was diverted to military service or
146
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defense support roles. Inflation skyrocketed from 320 percent in 1985 to 33,600
percent in 1988. Latin American scholars Thomas Wade and Christine Wade
contend that the “externally generated economic collapse and consequent internal
political destabilization” cost an estimated $9 billion in damages to a Nicaraguan
economy that averaged $700 million in exports annually.148 William Leogrande
similarly argues that the domestic economy was the most critical variable in
pushing the Sandinistas to democratize since “peace was a precondition for
economic stabilization.”149
If the economy was the dominant factor motivating the Sandinistas to risk
free elections, it was the latent threat of the contras in their enclaves that ensured
Sandinista compliance to the political settlement. For the Sandinistas, the contras’
demobilization was the central issue to resolve before agreeing to democratic
reforms at the February 1989 Tesoro Beach summit. “Economic calamity, no
matter how severe, and diplomatic isolation, no matter how stark, were not
enough to threaten a regime in Managua…. As long as the contras were armed
and in the field, the possibility of overthrow existed.”150 Critics of the Reagan
administration, such as liberals in Congress, President Arias, and other regional
leaders, repeatedly used the contras as leverage to threaten the Sandinista regime
148
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to deliver free elections.151 Professor William Leogrande criticizes the
intransigence of both the conservative and liberal viewpoints. The conservatives
“were wrong on every count … consequences of ending aid to the contras … the
efficacy of diplomacy … [and] the Sandinistas willingness to accept free
elections.”152 So too were the liberals who “were reluctant to acknowledge that
the duress that Ronald Reagan and the contras inflicted on Nicaragua was the
main reason the Sandinistas held an election in 1990 and lost it.”153 Ultimately,
the gross miscalculation by the Sandinista regime to allow free elections and the
Nicaraguan people’s delivery of stunning upset at the polls led the way to national
reconciliation and a lasting peace between Nicaragua and its neighbors.

IV. Conclusions
While the successful election and the subsequent peaceful transfer of
power resulted in the achievement of all U.S. policy objectives, the U.S. UW
campaign in Nicaragua resulted in unintended costs to the credibility of the U.S.
presidency, the NSC, and the CIA. Therefore, although the campaign resulted in
an outcome strategically advantageous to the United States, this case should not
be considered a positive example of U.S. policy development and
implementation.
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For the first five years of the war, the only consistency in U.S. policy was
the presence of a grand strategy for Central America and Nicaragua. Yet NSC
mechanisms for integrating that grand strategy exacerbated the discord between
the CIA, the NSC, and the Departments of Defense and State. U.S. policy
objectives, a matched strategy, and unity between key administration leaders were
not present together until 1987. Clarity of U.S. policy objectives came after the
President, key staff, and Congress agreed on the goal to promote democracy in
Nicaragua. Only after congressional pressure and the unfolding controversy of
Iran-Contra did the president agree to match U.S. objectives to its military and
diplomatic strategy under Secretary of State Shultz’s direction. The arrival of the
Bush administration further served to align U.S. policy objectives with regional
negotiations while maintaining the contra forces as leverage to ensure Sandinista
compliance with the political agreement.

Objective
The lack of clarity in U.S. objectives for the first five years of the war
meant that the implementation of the U.S. campaign of support to the Nicaraguan
contras was prosecuted in the absence of strategic direction and without a measure
for its success or failure. In policy documents and congressional testimony, the
Carter and Reagan administrations’ initial stated objectives were limited and
focused broadly on containing the Sandinista regime and preventing its
consolidation of power. Skeptics in Congress and the American public questioned
U.S. objectives as incongruous with the contras’ motivations to displace the
regime. Internal policy disagreements over whether the contras should be used to
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undertake a comprehensive change in the status quo to the overthrow of the
Sandinista regime and conflict with Congress resulted in “a series of blurred
compromises.”154 The lack of strategic direction hampered the development of a
political and diplomatic strategy and contributed to discord within the
administration. The administration achieved consensus only on the preferred
means, a covert paramilitary campaign, without regard for the political aim in
which it was intended. As a result, NSA Robert McFarlane testified before
Congress that U.S. policy makers came “to rely on covert activity as the core of
our policy.”155
By 1987, the administration and Congress finally coalesced around the
policy objective of compelling Nicaragua’s transition to democracy.
Developments in the regional peace process, led by Costa Rican President Oscar
Arias, and a ceasefire between the Sandinistas and the contras were similarly
motivated by the same political goals of Nicaraguan political reform and free
elections. Local political progress thus forced the United States to engage
diplomatically and commit to a political settlement in order to meet its political
objectives.

Policy-strategy Match
From 1981 to1987, the U.S. strategy in Nicaragua was heavily reliant
upon the contras’ paramilitary campaign to deliver U.S. political objectives. With
minimal investment in personnel, arms, and money, U.S. intelligence and military
154
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personnel assisted the contras in waging effective but limited guerrilla operations.
The campaign was highly effective in disrupting an already weakened economy.
Institutionally, the CIA, DOD, and particularly the NSC were ill equipped
for such extensive covert operations. The CIA faced a decline in resources and
experienced personnel for covert action, paramilitary operations, and human
intelligence operations. CIA-supported guerrilla operations increased the military
and economic pressures on the regime that were sufficient to induce political
concessions after the regional framework emerged for a political settlement. The
evidence suggests, however, that the CIA did not have sufficient resources or did
not place adequate emphasis on political action, propaganda, and civic action
efforts throughout the campaign. Several sources alluded to the CIA (with the
DOD in support) as well as the NSC being focused predominantly on arming the
military groups and training in guerrilla tactics with considerably less time (and
likely expertise) spent on political organization. Godson and others contend that
“the success of an insurgency depends not so much on military prowess as on the
ability of the insurgents to build a network of secret political cells that takes
effective advantage of guerrilla tactics.”156 The DOD had suitable personnel and
resources to supplement CIA operations in UW, civic action (civil affairs),
psychological operations, foreign internal defense, special reconnaissance, and
intelligence operations as it was undergoing a revitalization of its special
operations forces. However, both the DOD and the NSC failed to provide
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adequate oversight of both overt and covert operations, particularly in the area of
financing, resulting in ad hoc arrangements subject to corruption.
U.S. policy objectives were generally in alignment with the contras’
leadership despite public and policy pronouncements to the contrary. Given the ad
hoc and geographically diverse groupings of paramilitary forces and the absence
of strong political leadership and consensus on political goals until the late 1980s,
CIA and NSC leaders accurately judged the contras incapable of overthrowing the
government. Yet hardliners within the administration, including Casey, Clark, and
Kirkpatrick, decried the State Department’s political and diplomatic efforts aimed
at capitalizing upon contras military and economic successes to secure a political
settlement. In 1987, the administration was finally forced to align its policies with
Congress in support of regional negotiations efforts. The grand strategy that
resulted finally brought the contras’ paramilitary campaign and U.S. aid in
alignment with U.S. diplomatic efforts.

Unity
President Reagan’s inability to forge consensus among his key leaders and
his unwillingness to make a decision in the absence of consensus resulted in a
dysfunctional national security decision-making process exemplified by the IranContra affair. Although deeply committed to the contras cause in Nicaragua, the
president’s lack of foreign policy and public policy experience made him
extremely reliant upon his staff to turn his political convictions into workable
policy. Loath to adjudicate disagreements among his staff, President Reagan
allowed key decisions, such as the clarification of U.S. policy objectives in
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Nicaragua, to muddle along until external events forced a decision. Disagreements
between cabinet officers over a diplomatic strategy for Nicaragua and Central
America festered for years, allowing each department and the NSC staff to act
independently and without interagency coordination or oversight. After the
exposure of the Iran-Contra affair and the resignation of Casey in late 1986,
Secretary of State Shultz led the administration’s efforts to forge a regional peace
agreement acceptable to the United States. During the administration’s final two
years, Shultz succeed in leveraging U.S. support of the contras with a political
settlement over Nicaraguan elections. Under the Bush Administration, Secretary
of State James Baker worked quickly to mend the rift in Central American policy
between Congress and the executive branch and continue Shultz’s regional
diplomatic efforts. President Bush’s activist and authoritative leadership style in
U.S. foreign policy was marked by “remarkably frictionless cooperation within
government … [that was] extraordinarily free of public or even significant private
disarray.”157

Grand Strategy
The Reagan administration’s grand strategy for Nicaragua was the most
extensive and sophisticated of its four UW campaigns.158 The administration
published its first detailed strategic guidance for Nicaragua and Central America
within weeks of agreeing to provide lethal material support to the contras in late
1981. The strategy was extremely supportive of an indirect approach placing
157
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paramilitary support of the contras at the center of the strategy. The strategy
integrated DOD security assistance and DOS economic development and
humanitarian assistance programs to augment a meager CIA budget for operations
and defray the significant costs of sanctuary and training incurred by neighboring
countries. The administration, however, did not link paramilitary, military,
economic, diplomatic, and political efforts until 1987. The grand strategy was
hobbled by policy disagreements and infighting between the principal
implementers – DCI Casey, Secretaries of State Haig and Shultz, and Secretary of
Defense Weinberger. Despite extensive planning for public diplomacy, the
administration failed to explain or justify U.S. support for the Nicaraguan contras
or the political opposition until two years after the campaign’s start. Its failure to
express moral or political support made the administration appear defensive and
reactionary to congressional criticism of the contras’ campaign and confused its
Nicaraguan and regional allies. In addition, although the administration professed
support for a political solution in Nicaragua, the president and other hardliners
considered diplomacy as a strategy apart from the military campaign rather than
integral to it. Without the inclusion of Shultz and the Department of State, the
military pressures created by the contras and U.S. shows of force in the region
(such as the invasion of Grenada) were not integrated into regional multilateral
negotiations, bilateral negotiations with Nicaragua, or messaging with Soviets and
Cuba. Thus, despite a detailed and integrated framework to guide policy
implementation in Nicaragua, the U.S. failed to leverage its coercive policy
instruments.
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In 1987, the administration was forced by Congress and regional
developments to align the contras campaign with State’s political and diplomatic
efforts. Secretary Shultz, followed by his successor Secretary Baker, married
humanitarian aid to the contras with greater political support to the Nicaraguan
political opposition and regional negotiations to capitalize upon the security and
economic gains made by the contras in the field. In the end, U.S. policy objectives
were achieved after the contras had proven themselves capable of effective
guerrilla warfare and agreed to a ceasefire and both the contras and the United
States truly committed themselves to a political settlement.
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CHAPTER 7: U.S. Support for the Iraqi Opposition, 1991-2001

I. Introduction
U.S. support to Iraqi opposition groups from 1991 to 2001 offers insights
into the U.S. conduct of a covert unconventional warfare (UW) campaign in the
post-Cold War security environment. President George H.W. Bush initiated the
covert campaign to depose Saddam Hussein in May 1991 at the close of the first
Persian Gulf War. President Clinton continued the campaign providing tentative
and intermittent moral, political and material support to the Iraqi opposition. Both
presidents sought to avoid the employment of U.S. military ground forces and
incur post-conflict obligations in the event of an Iraqi civil war. Therefore, each
administration had limited policy choices for responding to the Iraqi regime’s
repeated belligerence. The choice to provide covert and later overt support to Iraqi
opposition groups was a policy compromise to challenge Saddam Hussein’s rule
but with substantially less risk to U.S. interests in the region than a conventional
military confrontation.
After the Bush administration had prosecuted one of the most successful
conventional military campaigns in history to restore the status quo ante bellum in
Kuwait, it failed to translate military victory of the first Gulf War into Hussein’s
political defeat. The administration’s hesitation to continue the war into Iraq and
later support a popular Iraqi uprising led the administration to pursue a limited
covert campaign that pitted Hussein’s strengths of internal security and
intelligence networks against extremely limited U.S. intelligence and covert
action capabilities. Over the next ten years, the policy of regime change,
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minimally resourced, had little impact on the power of the dictator. The U.S.
parallel policy of containment through economic sanctions, weapons inspections,
targeted air strikes, and military enforcement of no-fly zones was largely effective
in constraining the Iraqi regime but produced little success in challenging
Hussein’s rule. By 2001, the collapse of the United Nations weapons inspection
regime, slow disintegration of economic sanctions, and lack of accurate
intelligence about the regime’s weapons of mass destruction (WMD) gave rise to
the widespread belief that Iraq remained capable of threatening U.S. interests in
the region.

II. The Persian Gulf War: Precursor to the UW Campaign

For the Iraqi Kurds, Shia, and other opponents of the Hussein regime,
President Bush publically signaled his moral support for the Iraqi opposition on
15 February 1991, one month into a successful coalition air campaign against
Iraqi military forces.
1

After reiterating the conditions for war termination, he said:

1

According to several sources, President Bush signed the first of several findings
authorizing covert action to destabilize Saddam Hussein’s regime shortly after Iraq’s
invasion of Kuwait on 2 August 1990. The Central Intelligence Agency (CIA)-led effort
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after the March 1991 uprisings. Former U.S. Ambassador Peter Galbraith and journalists
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intelligence gathering and therefore knowledge of Iraqi resistance to the regime during
the preparation for and the prosecution of the first Persian Gulf War. See Andrew
Cockburn and Patrick Cockburn, Out of the Ashes: The Resurrection of Saddam Hussein
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And there’s another way for the bloodshed to stop. And that is for the
Iraqi military and the Iraqi people to take matters into their own hands
– to force Saddam Hussein, the dictator, to step aside, and to comply
with the United Nations resolutions and then rejoin the family of
peace-loving nations.2
He repeated the verbatim message later the same day while visiting a Raytheon
Missile Systems plant in Massachusetts and encouraged the Iraqi people to “put
[Hussein] aside” in subsequent press conferences over the next month. Similar
messages were broadcast by Voice of America and CIA clandestine radio stations
into Iraq along with leaflets dropped during combat operations.3
During the preparation for war and its brief prosecution, there was a
pervasive hope, if not an assumption, that Iraq’s defeat would result in the
overthrow of Hussein. President Bush recalls, “I was convinced, as were all of our
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Arab friends and allies, that Hussein would be overthrown once the war ended.”4
In interviews with senior administration officials, several authors contend the
President wanted “a clean victory … wanted Saddam to go,”5 but National
Security Adviser (NSA) Brent Scowcroft and others prevailed upon him to seek
limited political aims. The resulting National Security Directive (NSD) 54, while
acknowledging the goal to “weaken Iraqi popular support for the current
government,” authorized the use of force “to replace the current leadership of
Iraq” only in the event that Iraq used WMDs, supported acts of terrorism, or
destroyed Kuwait’s oil fields.6
On 28 February, one hundred hours after the start of the ground campaign,
the coalition declared a ceasefire. The media had already begun to decry the
coalition’s excessive use of force: “These were just lowly soldiers trying to get
the hell out of there. It appears that this was a case of senseless slaughter.”7
Having achieved its limited military and political objectives, U.S. political and
military leaders thought it best to halt the massive military destruction of fleeing
Iraqi troops. General Colin Powell declared that to continue fighting would be
“un-American and unchivalrous” and would taint the American victory so
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gallantly achieved.8 In his memoirs, Secretary of State Jim Baker writes, “Kuwait
was liberated, and Iraq’s military had been so weakened that Saddam’s ability to
threaten his neighbors in the future was clearly, substantially diminished…. Now
there were genuine fears that [the United States] might fracture the coalition” if
they did not “halt the continuing slaughter.”9 At the close of the campaign,
President Bush noted his dissatisfaction with how the war was coming to an end:
“Still no feeling of euphoria. …It hasn’t been a clean end – there is no battleship
Missouri surrender. This is what’s missing to make this akin to WWII, to separate
Kuwait from Korea and Vietnam.”10 As the fog of combat lifted, however,
military and intelligence analysts realized many suitable military targets,
including large formations of Iraqi Republican Guard units, remained untouched,
intact, and poised to threaten Iraqi civilians and its neighbors for years to come.11
Although the president and NSA Scowcroft acknowledge that they hoped
“a popular revolt or coup would topple Saddam,”12 senior U.S. political and
military leaders were surprised and unprepared to respond to the massive
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uprisings in March that successfully, if temporarily, took control of thirteen of
Iraq’s eighteen provinces.13 Robert Gates recalls:
It was our hope that the magnitude of the defeat would lead the Iraqi
generals to throw Saddam out, but we didn’t anticipate those uprisings.
When the Kurds and the Shiites rose up, Saddam won back his
generals. We speculated that Saddam “warned” his generals that,
without him, they could not control the uprising, and the country
would disintegrate.14
The president was determined not to get sucked into an Iraqi civil war that
“would have incurred incalculable human and political costs.”15 The
administration clarified its previous statements by asserting that U.S. expressions
of moral support for the Iraqi people and the resistance did not constitute a
promise of military assistance.16
13
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In addition to the belief that Hussein’s fall was inevitable, President
Bush’s decision to halt the military campaign and withhold military support for
the revolt was driven by four additional assumptions. First, the administration
feared that “mission creep” – going beyond the coalition’s original political and
military objectives sanctioned by the United Nations – would cause “an
earthquake within the coalition”17 that had so successfully accomplished a
decisive, if limited, strategic victory against Iraq.18 Second, having restored the
status quo ante bellum, both the United States and its allies feared the unintended
consequences of an Iraqi civil war, particularly the state’s possible disintegration,
and its effect on the balance of power in the region. Third, the predominant view
was that a popular uprising was likely to fail without the support of U.S. or other
coalition military forces; U.S. political and military leaders were united in their
opposition to the occupation of Iraqi territory. Finally, U.S. leaders assumed that
any successful attempt to overthrow Hussein would originate inside the regime’s
military leadership.19
When Hussein reconsolidated his military forces to violently put down the
Shia and Kurdish uprisings, the Bush administration diverted military forces to
northern Iraq while simultaneously seeking to stimulate an internal coup. In April,
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the military coalition launched Operation Provide Comfort under United Nations
Resolution 688 to provide humanitarian aid and protection for an estimated 2
million displaced persons, including about 1.5 million Kurds, fleeing into Turkey
and Iran. The United States, the United Kingdom, and France established a
northern no-fly zone of some 17,000 square miles of the Iraqi territory above the
thirty-sixth parallel to guard against Iraqi incursions. On 27 August 1992, the
allies added Operation Southern Watch, a southern no-fly zone up to the thirtysecond parallel and an additional 88,000 square miles, in an effort to stop the
regime’s violence against the predominantly Shia populations in the south.20
In May, President Bush approved a new finding for covert action
authorizing the CIA to engage with the Iraqi opposition. Over the next decade, the
Bush and Clinton administrations’ policy objectives and implementation
continued to be shaped by the same initial planning assumptions in February and
March 1991. In their quest to unseat the dictator, both administrations turned to
the CIA to support a series of failed coups and mass uprisings that had little
impact on Saddam Hussein’s hold on power.

III. The U.S. Campaign to Depose Saddam Hussein
The U.S. objective to oust Saddam Hussein was not feasible with the UW
campaign implemented in Iraq. The CIA-led campaign had neither the resources
20
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nor the political support of the President and his key leaders. The Clinton
administration cabinet was divided on supporting the Iraqi opposition, and in the
limited campaign, agencies often worked at cross purposes. The administration
did not develop a grand strategic framework to guide U.S. policy in the region.
The National Security Council (NSC) efforts to build a U.S. government UW
campaign to integrate diplomatic, military, and economic initiatives in Iraq and
the Middle East had little support at the level of the principals. Ultimately, the
campaign failed to initiate or support any significant or sustained political or
military pressure on Saddam Hussein from inside the country.

A. Objective
Despite its early hesitations in January and March, the Bush
administration made clear its intent to seek regime change as part of its formal
policy in May 1991. From 1992 to 2000, the Clinton administration continued the
U.S. pursuit of Hussein’s deposition through both covert and overt means. While
both administrations wanted the dictator overthrown, they also sought to preserve
the structure of the regime and the integrity of the Iraqi state. These two
consistent but contradictory objectives – regime change and regional stability –
led both administrations to provide erratic and halfhearted support to Iraqi
opposition groups as part of a greater strategy of containment.
Disappointed that Hussein continued to remain in power at the end of the
Gulf War, President Bush and his key leaders believed that, given support and
encouragement, an internal coup by military leaders close to Saddam was
possible:
243

I did have a strong feeling that the Iraqi military, having been led to
such a crushing defeat by Saddam, would rise up and rid themselves of
him. We were concerned the uprisings would sidetrack the overthrow
of Saddam, by causing the Iraqi military to rally around him to prevent
the breakup of the country. That may have been what actually
happened.21

In May, the Bush administration issued new guidance to the CIA “to create the
conditions for the removal of Saddam Hussein from power.”22 The finding
authorized $20 million per year to support three options simultaneously. First, it
encouraged Kurdish paramilitary units to unite and conduct a “rolling coup” that
would move southward and gather momentum from defecting Iraqi military units.
Second, it called for economic sanctions to squeeze the regime, which might
motivate “a ‘silver bullet’ assassination” from a single actor within the regime.
Third, the finding sought to promote a “palace coup” by personnel within the Iraqi
military of security forces.23
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At the same time, the president, Secretary of State Baker, Secretary of
Defense Dick Cheney, and NSA Scowcroft consistently emphasized the
administration’s desire for regional stability. Responding to media questions on
the Iraqi uprisings, President Bush said, “What we’re looking for is stability.
We’re not looking for disorder.”24 The Bush administration’s foreign policy
watchword was prudence. They were realists, “motivated more by notions of
stability and order than by the need for change or justice.”25 For Secretary Baker,
a destabilized Iraq might “play into the hands of the mullahs in Iran, who could
export their brand of Islamic fundamentalism with the help of Iraq’s Shiites….
This same phobia was a significant factor in our postwar decision making.”26
There were related fears that engagement with Kurdish leaders would disrupt
relations with Turkey or inspire Kurdish irredentism. Peter Galbraith, a staffer on
the Senate Foreign Relations Committee with extensive contacts and information
on the Kurdish opposition movement, sought to clarify the U.S. policy with the
NSC Office for Near East and South Asian Affairs. He was told, “Our policy is to
get rid of Saddam Hussein, not his regime.”27
With the arrival of President Bill Clinton in 1993, the new administration
publically signaled its continuation of the previous administration’s Iraq policy –
overt containment and both overt and covert efforts at regime change. In a letter
to congressional leaders in March 1993, the president first expressed moral
24
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support for Iraqi opposition groups and stated that the United States sought a
“democratic and pluralistic government” while maintaining “Iraq’s territorial
integrity.”28 In May, Martin Indyk, the special assistant to the President for Near
East and South Asian affairs, unveiled the Clinton administration’s Persian Gulf
strategy of “dual containment” for Iraq and Iran in a speech at the Washington
Institute for Near East Policy. Echoing the Bush administration’s commitment to
Iraq’s territorial integrity and regional stability, Indyk stated that “the
administration’s goal in Iraq is to establish clearly and unequivocally that the
current regime in Iraq is a criminal regime, beyond the pale of international
society and, in our judgment, irredeemable.”29 In addition, he declared that the
United States would provide “stronger backing for the Iraqi National Congress as
the democratic alternative to the Saddam Hussein regime.”30
But Iraq did not feature prominently on the administration’s agenda,
which was far more focused on domestic issues than foreign affairs. In her
memoirs, Secretary of State Madeleine Albright writes, “[W]e adopted ‘regime
change’ as an explicit goal of U.S. policy. None of this was dramatic, but it did
succeed in limiting Saddam’s options, extending his isolation, and encouraging
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his Iraqi opponents.”31 In April, Vice President Al Gore, Secretary of State
Warren Christopher, and NSA Anthony Lake first met with envoys from the
recently consolidated Iraqi National Congress (INC) to assure them of U.S. moral
and political support. However, there was little concrete discussion of opposition
support beyond continued financing for the INC and the maintenance of no-fly
zones, sanctions, and diplomatic pressure on the regime for human rights
violations.32 This trend of offering moral support and nominal financial and
political support for the opposition would remain in place for the duration of the
Clinton presidency.33
By 1998, the Clinton administration and its critics had grown increasingly
frustrated with Hussein’s repeated incursions into the no-fly zones, military
maneuvers to threaten Iraq’s neighbors and the collapse of the weapons inspection
regime. There was a groundswell of support in Congress, policy think tanks, and
the media for overt support of regime change in Iraq. Two letters published by the
31
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conservative think tank The Project for the New American Century exemplified
Republican and conservative concerns that containment and multilateralism were
failing and that there was a need for the United States to “[implement] a strategy
for removing Saddam’s regime from power.”34 Congress responded by creating
the Iraq Liberation Act, which authorized $97 million “to support efforts to
remove the regime headed by Saddam Hussein from power in Iraq and to promote
the emergence of a democratic government to replace that regime.”35
According to authors Daniel Byman, Kenneth Pollack, and Gideon Rose,
the Clinton administration was initially unenthusiastic about the Iraq Liberation
Act but acquiesced to political pressure. “The president was adopting an agenda
not of his making, but one borne of pressure from the Republicans.”36
Subsequently, the administration publicly and privately embraced the regime
policy in numerous formal and informal statements. Signing the bill into law on
31 October 1998, the president described how the U.S. would support Iraq’s
transition to a “pluralistic, participatory political system” at peace with its
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neighbors.37 In a telephone conversation with Crown Prince Abdullah, the
president requested Saudi support for limited military strikes in response to
Hussein’s intransigence with weapons inspections in order to “weaken his regime
and thus further our long-term goal of changing the leadership in Baghdad.”38 In
radio and TV addresses before and following U.S. military strikes in December of
that year, the president again called for a “different government” and described
U.S. intentions to “intensify our engagement with Iraqi opposition groups.”39
Despite the appearance of a policy change, a flurry of activity surrounding
the Iraq Liberation Act, and the December military strikes of Operation Desert
Fox, the bill’s signing into law did not mark a substantive change in policy,
strategy, or resources. In spring 1999, the North Atlantic Treaty Organization
(NATO) air campaign in Kosovo pushed Iraq still further down the president’s
foreign policy agenda. A few key officials, including Vice President Gore and
Secretary of State Albright, kept money flowing to the State Department and
CIA’s programs in support of Iraqi opposition but with little expectation of
effective results.
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For ten years, the United States balanced a policy of regime change with a
desire for regional stability. While the U.S. offered consistent moral support for
the Iraqi opposition, U.S. political and material support for opposition groups was
tentative and unreliable. As the Clinton administration drew to a close, the debate
reignited between hawks and doves over the efficacy of the ten-year-old policy of
Iraq’s containment.40

B. The Policy-strategy Match
Although the Bush and Clinton administrations consistently advocated for
the removal of Saddam Hussein from power, in practice the administrations’
actions contributed more to the regime’s containment. From 1991 until 2000, the
U.S. strategy of support to the Iraqi opposition was hesitant and unfeasible for
challenging Saddam Hussein’s rule. Robert Baer, the former director of the CIA’s
Iraq Operations Group (IOG) and team lead for clandestine operations in northern
Iraq in 1995, described the United States’ decade-long policy as “all show, ‘like
an ape beating its chest. No one had any expectation of marching into Baghdad
and killing Saddam. It was an impossibility.’”41 Former Director of Central
Intelligence (DCI) from 1993 to 1995, R. James Woolsey, characterized U.S.
support to the Iraqi opposition under Presidents Bush and Clinton as “feckless and
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flaccid.”42 With little influence inside the Clinton White House, the CIA’s
Directorate of Operations attempted to fulfill policy objectives with limited
regional capability and virtually no strategic guidance. After a series of failed
coups and uprisings from 1991 to 1996, the President signed the Iraq Liberation
Act of 1998, which shifted most of the resources and responsibility to the
Departments of State and Defense for developing an overt program of diplomatic,
political, and military support for the Iraqi opposition while the CIA attempted to
resurrect its intelligence collection and covert support. Throughout the decade,
both the covert and overt support of the Iraqi opposition was a hedge for the
administration to assuage its critics at little cost and minimal risk to U.S. interests
in the region.

The Bush Administration Authorizes Covert Support to the Iraqi Opposition
At the close of the First Gulf War, the Bush administration pursued a
number of options – weapons inspections, economic sanctions, and support to
Iraqi opposition groups – that were designed to be short-term efforts at removing
Saddam Hussein from power. Congress fully supported the president’s budget
request in October 1991 to increase funds for the covert program from $15
million to $40 million in fiscal year 1992.43 Although the CIA continued to be the
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only agency with the authority to conduct covert support to the Iraqi opposition,
its ability to conduct covert action and counterintelligence against one of the
strongest police states in the world was at an all-time low. When Frank Anderson,
Chief of the Near East Division in the CIA’s Directorate of Operations from 1991
to 1994, received the May 1991 finding for action, he wrote, “I don’t like this at
all” in the memo’s margins. In his estimation, the CIA was being asked to launch
a covert campaign because of the senior leadership’s failure to develop a
comprehensive strategy for the post-war environment. “We didn’t have a single
mechanism or combination of mechanisms with which I could plan to get rid of
Saddam at that time.”44
Under the Bush finding, the CIA created the IOG within the
Directorate of Operations to launch a propaganda campaign against the regime,
expand intelligence collection and recruitment, and provide financial support
to Iraqi opposition groups. Writing in the Washington Post, a former
administration official characterized the operations as “a minimal program….
We had [the refugee crisis in] Kurdistan around our necks. And anything we
could do to make trouble for Saddam, and to encourage the formation of a core
of opposition to him in the region, was good.”45 Lacking the in-house
capability, the CIA contracted the Rendon Group, a public relations firm with
which they had done business in the past, to continue a propaganda and
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deception campaign initiated after Iraq’s invasion of Kuwait.46 Scott Ritter, a
former Marine and senior member of the United Nations Special Commission
(UNSCOM) for weapons inspections, describes the Bush campaign as “simple
propaganda-style efforts (such as funding anti-Saddam radio broadcasts) that
had no real chance of bringing about regime change in Baghdad.”47 The
program focused on publicizing atrocities under the Iraq regime, encouraging
high-level defections, and drawing attention to Iraqi opposition groups and
their leaders.48

A Series of Failed Coups
Although tentatively supportive of any avenues that might lead to
Saddam’s demise, the administration was most interested in stimulating a coup by
regime insiders. One group in particular, the INA, was of great interest. Former
Ba’ath Party members Dr. Ayad Allawi and Salah Ali Al-Tikriti officially
announced the group’s formation from its headquarters in London sometime in
December 1990. Using family connections and Ba’ath party contacts, the INA
sought to develop contacts deep inside the Iraqi leadership establishment. Allawi
declared, “We subscribe to the theory that we can only change the regime through
46
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the existing establishment.”49 The group gained notoriety after Saddam uncovered
an assassination plot group members had planned on May Day of 1990. During
the Persian Gulf War, the INA claimed to have facilitated the defections of Iraqi
ambassadors to Russia, Spain, Portugal, and Australia and named six senior Iraqi
generals willing to move against the regime. The Saudi Arabian and British
intelligence services took an active interest in the group’s activities with Prince
Turki ibn Faisal, the Saudi foreign intelligence chief, acting as the group’s chief
patron. With Saudi assistance, the INA established Voice of Free Iraq. One of the
best-known members was former Iraqi General Adnan Nuri, who became a CIA
agent in 1992. Under his leadership, the INA attempted several coups against
Hussein and conducted a bombing campaign around greater Baghdad while
working covertly with Britain’s MI6, the CIA’s London office, and contacts
remaining in Iraq.50
Following the February 1991 ceasefire and Hussein’s reconsolidation of
power, rumors of coup attempts by any number of opposition groups periodically
emerged. Middle East historian Charles Tripp concludes that most of the coup
conspiracies originated within “trusted groupings of officers from al-Ramadi, alDur, Samarra and even Takrit itself – the clan territories from which the regime
has always drawn most of the senior officers of the key security forces.”51
Hussein foiled an attempted coup by a commander of the Republican Guard,
49
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General Bareq Abdullah, in May.52 In February 1992, the head of the Free Iraq
Council, prominent Shia politician Saad Salih Jabir, met with Secretary of State
Baker to request Washington’s support for a military rebellion. True to form,
however, Hussein uncovered the plan in April and the regime arrested 300
military officers and civilians in retaliation.53

The Iraqi National Congress
Frank Anderson continued to doubt the feasibility of facilitating an
internal Iraqi coup but encouraged the CIA’s London office to continue with its
efforts throughout the early 1990s. At Langley, operators were initially more
interested in Ahmad Chalabi, a leader who emerged after a large opposition
gathering hosted by Saudi Arabia in Beirut in March 1991. The Beirut conference
marked the largest assembly of the Iraqi opposition and included Islamists, Kurds,
Iraqi Communists, Ba’athists, nationalists, and liberals. Chalabi, a Shi’ite Iraqi in
exile, had a controversial past, having been convicted in absentia by Jordan for
embezzling $70 million in a banking scandal. As early as May 1991, the CIA had
recruited him in hopes that his lack of political ties and designs for a secular Iraq
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would serve as a counterweight to the religious and ethnically dominated
opposition groups.54
With the financial support of the CIA, Chalabi arranged a conference in
Vienna in June 1992 inviting all Iraqi opposition groups to attend, including the
INA; the KDP, led by Massoud Barzani; and the PUK, led by Jalal Talabani.55
The Vienna conference marked the founding of the INC, but several critical
parties had boycotted it, including the largest Shia Islamist Dawa Party, SCIRI,
and many of the smaller nationalist and liberal parties. In July, senior Bush
administration officials including Baker and Scowcroft sat down with the INC’s
leaders in Washington to express U.S. support and encourage further efforts to
unify a broad coalition of the Iraqi opposition.56 In October 1992, all of the
significant opposition groups met in Salah al-Din, a city in northern Iraq, to
demonstrate their defiance of Hussein’s regime on Iraqi soil and their increased
willingness to cooperate with one another. The Salah al-Din conference was an
important milestone for the opposition, which agreed to unite under the banner of
54
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the INC, create a representative leadership council, and name Chalabi head of the
executive committee. The Bush administration watched the events with hopeful
skepticism, but their time in office was quickly drawing to a close.57

Intelligence Capabilities and Resources in Decline
As the lead agency for facilitating U.S. support to the opposition, the CIA
was under tremendous pressure to develop strategic options where its intelligence
network and capabilities were extremely limited. By the end of the Cold War, the
CIA’s capabilities and resources across the world were in free-fall. As an
institution created to wage war against the Soviet Union and the spread of
Communism, the agency struggled to reorient its intelligence gathering toward
emerging threats in the security environment, such as rogue and failing states,
WMD proliferation, terrorism, and narcotics trafficking. As a former DCI,
President Bush was well versed in the agency’s capabilities and operations and
intimately involved in the NSC decision-making process for covert action. With
the Soviet Union in decline and an economic recession from 1990 to 1991,
however, both Presidents Bush and Clinton presided over massive budget cuts to
defense and national security spending. From 1991 to 1995, the agency lost
“virtually an entire generation of CIA officers – the people who had won the Cold
War”58 – and could not secure the diversity of new talent it needed to rebuild its
57
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personnel force or to launch new operations. The pressure of responding to the
new “CNN effect” of instant media pushed intelligence analysts away from
substantive research and analysis as they sought to provide more current
reporting.59
The Clinton administration’s new leaders were less experienced in foreign
affairs, military, and intelligence operations than their predecessors.60 The
administration continued its predecessor’s strategy in Iraq, but foreign policy in
general and Iraq in particular ranked low on the NSC list of priorities.61 For the
CIA, this translated into far less access to the president and key advisers. Tom
Twetten, the Deputy Director of Operations from 1991 to 1993, recalls, “We had
a fabulous relationship with the White House under Bush…. After about six
months under Clinton, it dawns on us that nobody’s seen the president or the
National Security Council.”62 Twetten attributed the president’s lack of interface
as an effort “to avoid immersing himself in foreign policy problems.”63 During his
two years as DCI, R. James Woolsey briefed the president twice in small group
59
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sessions. Despite the senior leaders’ initial skepticism of covert action, the
president authorized “dozens of covert-action proposals during his first two years
in office.”64 Yet, the administration provided minimal guidance and the CIA was
not a participant in senior NSC deliberations. Lake repeatedly stated, “Don’t give
us sweaty palms” with a crisis in Iraq.65 But in 1995, the CIA had no human
sources in Iraq, Iran, Jordan, Saudi Arabia, or Turkey reporting on conditions
inside Iraq. Against this backdrop of failing U.S. intelligence capabilities, the CIA
grasped at straws to depose Hussein.66

The Clinton Administration Continues Opposition Support
The Clinton administration continued to provide moral and material
support of the Iraqi opposition but placed Iraq much lower on the President’s
foreign policy agenda and with far less oversight and interagency deliberation.
Author Richard Sale characterizes the CIA-led operations in Iraq as “not only a
sideshow, but they would be a sideshow of a sideshow.”67Strategy development
and operations were turned over to the CIA’s mid-level management and rarely
discussed at the Deputies or Principals level of the NSC. In early October 1994,
the Iraqi regime redeployed 80,000 forces near the Kuwaiti border. The United
States responded quickly deploying the 24th Infantry Division and increasing its
64
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air force footprint in the region. Hussein backed down, but the incident spurred
the Clinton administration to review covert support of the Iraqi opposition and
press for results.68
In October 1994, the CIA’s IOG set up full-time station with a rotating
team of four to ten intelligence officers in Salah al-Din and a second base in
Zakho, near the Turkish border, with twenty-five agency and special forces
operatives. Their mission was to organize military capabilities of the INC –
represented predominantly by the KDP and PUK Peshmerga forces – and develop
plans to challenge Hussein’s military forces in the north. The previous May,
violence between the two Kurdish factions had resulted in more than 1,000 dead
and embarrassed the United States, which sought to utilize the northern territory
to organize and train opposition forces. After Chalabi and the CIA brokered a
ceasefire, the CIA agreed to station operatives in northern Iraq to reinvigorate
efforts to depose Hussein. In November, opposition forces were bolstered by the
defection of Wafiq Samarrai, the director of the Iraqi Intelligence Service (or
Mukhabbarat). Samarrai agreed to orchestrate the INC’s plan for a “rolling coup”
strategy dubbed “End Game” to fight or encourage defection of northern Iraqi
units and build popular support for revolts across Iraq’s northern cities.69
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Simultaneously, there was a second, competing operation managed by the
new chief of operations in the CIA’s Near East Division, Steve Richter. Richter,
based in Langley, advocated for an internal coup planned in concert with the INA
and the CIA’s most prominent recruit General Adnan Nuri. The INA operation
was compartmentalized from the IOG teams in Salah al-Din. Unbeknownst to
them, Nuri traveled to Washington on 1 March 1995 to tell his CIA counterparts
that the INC operation would draw the United States into a unilateral war against
Saddam Hussein.70 On 3 March, twelve hours prior to the INC’s planned start to
the operation, NSA Lake cabled CIA operatives in northern Iraq: “The action you
have planned for this weekend has been totally compromised. We believe there is
a high risk of failure. Any decision to proceed will be on your own.”71 KDP
leader Barzani, already suspicious of a possible U.S. betrayal, withdrew the
KDP’s forces from the operation. “The incident estranged the KDP and the INC
and marked a further deterioration in relations between the two Kurdish
leaders.”72 Despite American abandonment, Chalabi and Samarrai launched the
operation as planned. Although the attack fizzled within two weeks, the rapid fall
of two Iraqi divisions and temporary seizure of Kirkuk encouraged the INA to
continue their planning for a military coup.73
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An Intelligence Victory for Saddam Hussein
In May 1995, Clinton insider John Deutch replaced outgoing DCI James
Woolsey and brought in a new deputy director George Tenet, then a senior
director for intelligence on the NSC. That fall, Scott Ritter writes that there was “a
dramatic rethinking of America’s Iraq policy inside the CIA and in the halls of the
national security establishment.”74 The agency had been devastated by the
conviction of Aldrich Ames the previous year. The new director immediately set
out to reform Directorate of Operations by replacing its top leadership. The
clandestine service’s budget was cut by one-third in 1995. According to journalist
Richard Sale’s interviews with CIA personnel, the agency had only 800 spies that
year.75
The defections of Hussein’s son-in-laws, including Hussein Kamel, the
regime’s chief of weapons procurement, to Jordon in August energized
intelligence agencies operating in the region. The United States, Saudi Arabia, the
United Kingdom, and Kuwait reunited for the first time since the first Gulf War
and were now joined by critical ally Jordan, which pledged their mutual
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cooperation to eliminate Hussein. Deutch was supportive of Steve Richter’s plans
for a “Silver Bullet Coup” against Hussein, which they hoped to combine with
another popular uprising. In January, the Clinton administration issued a revised
finding for covert action authorizing an expansion of the CIA’s ongoing
operations to provide weapons and military training and conduct “acts of sabotage
inside Iraq that would create an image of a country descending into chaos.”76 The
NSC set up an interagency “Iraqi Study Group” to brief Lake and other principals
on the CIA-led plan, code-named DBACHILLES. That spring, the CIA ferried
three hundred dissidents to the United States for training on sabotage and guerrilla
tactics. Between two hundred and three hundred people at the agency and at U.S.
Central Command assisted in the operation. In March 1996, Ayad Allawi and the
other leaders of the INA celebrated the opening of their new headquarters in
Jordan, designed to be “‘the magnet’ to attract Iraqi army and intelligence officers
into defecting.”77 The U.S. embassy in Amman became the centerpiece of the
operation.78
Concurrently, the INC’s Ahmad Chalabi, frequently in competition with
the INA for U.S. funding and attention, returned to Washington to warn the CIA
leadership that the INA’s operations in Jordan and Iraq had been compromised.
U.S. operatives were well aware that operations by the INA, as well as the INC,
were thoroughly penetrated by Iraqi security services. They pushed on due to
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pressure from above and the belief that they could reduce risks through
compartmentalization.79
The U.S.-backed operation was to commence in conjunction with a U.N.
weapons inspection in mid-June without the knowledge of the United Nations or
U.S. weapons inspectors. Days before the coup’s launch, Allawi boasted to
Washington Post reporters, “We believe the end is near. We have entered the final
chapter in salvaging Iraq.”80 By the time the inspections were to start, however,
the CIA’s network of agents in Baghdad went silent. Iraq’s security forces had
uncovered the plot in March and monitored its progress in Iraq and Jordan using
the CIA’s communication equipment. On 26 June, the original start of the coup,
Iraqi agents contacted CIA agents on one of their own satellite phone systems:
“We have arrested all of your people, and so pack up and go home.”81 Over the
next three months, Hussein arrested over 800 people in connection with the coup
plot.82
The final blow to the CIA’s covert support of the Iraqi opposition came
three months later when Hussein’s forces launched an attack into northern Iraq at
the request of KDP Leader Barzani. Violence had reignited between the PUK and
KDP shortly after the March 1995 failed uprising. Both leaders sought to undercut
one another through shifting alliances with Iran and Hussein. In August 1996, the
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United States, in the midst of the reelection campaign, sent tepid signals that it
would not get involved in the Kurdish civil war.83 As three Iraqi Republican
Guard divisions, 30,000 troops, moved north of the thirty-sixth parallel, the CIA
evacuated its remaining staff in Salah al-Din and Zakho. On 1 September, Iraqi
security forces seized the opportunity to route all INC and related opposition party
locations in Irbil, imprisoning upwards of 2,000 suspected opposition
collaborators. Several days later, New York Times correspondent Tim Weiner
wrote that Iraq’s “secret police had created ‘a very massive security presence.’…
‘In two hours, the Iraqi opposition lost its entire infrastructure’…. [I]t could pose
lethal security problems for future resistance operations.”84 The U.S. government
airlifted an estimated 7,000 personnel to the United States via Guam, eventually
resettling most of them in the United States.85
In interviews with the Washington Post and ABC News following his
retirement, IOG team leader Warren Marik was positive about the role he and the
CIA played in northern Iraq. “We were supporting exactly the kind of people
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America should support,”86 he said. Marik was critical, however, of the U.S.
strategy until 1998 that favored a quick, inside coup operation rather than invest
to develop the opposition’s political and military strength over time:
In northern Iraq we ran a political program that was to eventually
reduce Saddam’s control over Iraq and make him nothing more than
the mayor of Baghdad. That kind of slow, salami-slicing operation
worked in Afghanistan, and against the Soviet Union in the Cold War.
But then came pressure from the top for the quick kill – for a coup on
deadline – and we lost our way.… I feel that we got too impatient with
a genuine effort to install democracy and turned instead to fighting
Saddam with incompetent Saddams, who are headed for the dust heap
of history.87

Struggling to Rebuild the CIA
When George Tenet became the Director of the CIA in 1997, it was the
agency’s fifth director in six years. Three weeks prior to his swearing in, a House
intelligence committee report found that “the CIA has a small and dwindling
capability to gather intelligence through espionage … lacked the necessary
‘depth, breadth, and expertise to monitor political, military, and economic
developments worldwide.’”88 In his memoirs, Tenet writes, “The fact is that by
the mid- to late 1990s American intelligence was in Chapter 11, and neither
Congress nor the Executive Branch did much about it.”89 A former IOG official
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remarked that, among the older leadership that survived, “many of the field
managers were steeped in past practices, unimaginative, uninspiring, and risk
averse.”90 The risk-averse culture made the recruitment of spies in dangerous
places like Iraq extremely difficult, particularly after the dramatic failures of 1995
and 1996. “Within the CIA, the Iraq covert action program came to be seen as a
black hole, where careers went to die.”91 Looking back at the decade-long
campaign, Robert Baer writes:
Iraqi Operations was a Potemkin village. Of the thirty-five officers
assigned to the headquarters component, at least 10 percent were
documented alcoholics. Another 10 percent had been designated as
low performers…. Congress had dumped millions and millions of
dollars on the CIA for Iraq, yet virtually none of it made it into Iraqi
hands.92

The Iraq Liberation Act
One of the more prominent supporters of arming the opposition was
retired General Wayne Downing, the commander of the U.S. Special Operations
Command from 1993 to 1996. In summer 1998, Downing presented a plan to
Congress for deposing Saddam Hussein. Developed in collaboration with retired
CIA officer Duane Clarridge, the plan had echoes of the “End Game” strategy
favored by Ahmad Chalabi. During the first Gulf War, General Downing
commanded the Joint Special Operations Command charged with hunting down
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and destroying Iraqi SCUD missile batteries with teams of Arab coalition
commandos. A career infantry and special forces officer experienced in guerrilla
warfare, Downing served under General Carl Stiner and thus was well familiar
with Stiner’s previous advocacy of an UW campaign in Iraq.93
Downing’s plan, along with the open letter of endorsement from the
Project for the New American Century, prompted Congress to pass the Iraq
Liberation Act. Signed into law on 31 October, Congress immediately authorized
$8 million for the Department of State to establish a program of political support
and humanitarian assistance for Iraqi opposition groups. State’s tasks included
“information gathering” to compile evidence of war crimes and gather
intelligence on the regime and its weapons programs; communication and
information dissemination, including radio and television broadcasting through

93

Downing’s “Alternative Strategy for Iraq” called for building a 300-to-500-man cadre
of Iraqi dissidents to train in the United States or the Gulf. This group would form the
backbone of a greater force of 2,000–10,000 personnel that would include a commando
company for conducting raids and sabotage and an anti-tank company. Working in small
teams of 15–20 personnel, an initial force would infiltrate across Iraq’s borders to set up
small bases in the Western desert and in the Shia-dominated south with the mission
gather intelligence on Iraqi military forces and eventually establish a “liberated enclave”
to attract deserters. In an interview with the Washington Post, Clarridge explained, “The
idea from the beginning was to encourage defections of Iraqi units. You need to create a
nucleus, something for people to defect to. If they could take Basra [Iraq’s second-largest
city and major port], it would all be over.” As the movement generated momentum and
penetrated Iraqi cities, the goal was to gradually unite the militias of the various
opposition groups and build a shadow government-in-waiting. Finally, the campaign
called for U.S. air power to suppress Iraqi air forces, anti-aircraft batteries, and artillery
as necessary. Michael Dobbs, “Old Strategy on Iraq Sparks New Debate; Backers Say
Plan Proven in Afghanistan,” Washington Post, 27 December 2001, Lexis-Nexis; Richard
Leiby, “The Secret Warrior; Gen. Wayne Downing, From West Point to White House,”
Washington Post, 20 November 2001, Lexis-Nexis; Marie Colvin, “America Funds Iraqi
Guerrillas,” Sunday Times (London), 24 January 1999, Lexis-Nexis; Michael Dobbs,
“Old Strategy on Iraq Sparks New Debate; Backers Say Plan Proven in Afghanistan,”
Washington Post, 27 December 2001, Lexis-Nexis; and Michael R. Gordon and General
Bernard E. Trainor, Cobra II: The Inside Story of the Invasion and Occupation of Iraq
(New York: Pantheon Books, 2006), 12 and 514 (note 19).

268

the United States Information Agency (USIA); political training; and
organizational assistance.94 Congress also authorized $97 million in Pentagon
funding for equipment, military education, and training but expressly prohibited
“the use of the United States Armed Forces”95 in direct support of Iraqi opposition
forces.96
While the president, Secretary Albright, and NSA Sandy Berger
repeatedly declared the administration’s commitment to Hussein’s removal,
several administration leaders derided the feasibility of the Downing plan to
accomplish that objective. Although Gore and Albright supported arming the
opposition, the Pentagon’s leadership was united against any Afghan-like
approach that called for a small footprint of special operations or paramilitary
forces working with the Iraqi opposition and supported by conventional U.S.
military forces. Calling the plan “The Bay of Goats,” the commander of U.S.
Central Command Anthony Zinni countered that the plan had been dreamed up by
“some silk-suited, Rolex-wearing guys in London,”97 a reference to INC leader
Ahmad Chalabi and the failed 1995 uprising.98 Kenneth Pollack, who returned to
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the NSC that fall, was hired back to develop a hawkish but “realistic regime
change policy” that did not include plans to arm or provide direct military support
to opposition forces. Pollack details the tremendous hurdles to implementing any
strategy of regime change given the comparatively low priority of Iraq by the
president, an extremely gun-shy CIA and Pentagon, infighting within the Iraqi
opposition, and a lack of European and Gulf allies willing to participate in a
greater military offensive.99
Although the legislation and funding did not result in a substantive change
to the U.S. strategy, it signaled the administration’s abandonment of the “Silver
Bullet Coup” and a U.S.-backed armed insurrection in favor of overt political,
financial, and material support to gradually strengthen and unify the Iraqi
opposition. The State Department took the lead on U.S. government interactions
with Iraqi opposition groups, and U.S. Central Command led defense planning
and support. In January 1999, Secretary Albright named Francis Ricciardone the
special coordinator for the transition of Iraq. In an article in Middle East Policy,
Ricciardone wrote, “We have chosen to provide modest but meaningful support
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… to the free Iraqi opposition through the Iraqi National Congress” to assist with
the movement’s organization, information gathering and dissemination, advocacy,
and distribution of humanitarian relief.100 On 4 February 1999, President Clinton
signed Presidential Decision Directive (PDD) 99-13 “to provide non-lethal
assistance” to seven Iraqi opposition groups, including the INC, INA, KDP, PUK,
Islamic Movement of Iraqi Kurdistan, SCIRI, and Movement for a Constitutional
Monarchy.101
To some in the Iraqi opposition, “the program is being staged more for
show than out of any conviction that the exiles have a chance of succeeding.”102
By early 1999, Dr. Hamid al-Bayati, a key spokesperson for SCIRI, had met with
Ambassador Ricciardone, Secretary Albright, and other key staff on the NSC and
was convinced that the new U.S. approach was the best one going forward. “They
did not have a complete strategy yet, but … the U.S. was planning for the long
term, and that meant a gradual, step-by-step approach to avoid repeating the Bay
of Pigs debacle.”103 The Pentagon approved the first direct military training for
four Iraqi dissidents in logistics and civil-military relations one year after the
bill’s signing. By January 2001, the Pentagon had spent $2 million and State had
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given another $4 million to the INC to fund basic operating costs for the
organization, host two international conferences, and continue radio broadcasting
inside Iraq. Secretary Albright acknowledged that the strategy chosen was not
dramatic and might take years to fulfill, “but ours was the right approach to Iraq
for its place and time.”104
None of the strategies employed by the Bush and Clinton administrations
substantially contributed to the U.S. policy objective of regime change. Both
administrations were reluctant to provide the lethal material support and direct
military assistance necessary to combat Hussein’s ruthless security forces and
heavily armored military. When key leaders encouraged an uprising by Iraqi
opposition forces in 1995 and 1996, the forces did so without conviction and thus
endangered the lives of thousands connected to the opposition movement.105 Mark
Lowenthal, a senior CIA analyst and House intelligence committee staff director,
argued that until the failures of 1996, the Clinton administration did not
understand that the CIA, “had no way to deal with Saddam Hussein.... It wasn’t
feasible. But it’s very hard for an operator to say, ‘Mr. President, we can’t do
that.’ So you end up with an operation that probably shouldn’t have been started
in the first place.”106 After 1998, the president permitted a dedicated but relatively
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minor effort by regional specialists at the working level to provide moral,
political, and non-lethal material support to the Iraqi opposition in the hopes that
regime change was inevitable in the mid to long-term future. Soon after the 11
September 2001 attacks in the United States, the debate over whether and how to
increase the pressure on Hussein resumed with new vigor. In an article by
Seymour Hersh, a former senior Defense Department official argued that
overthrow was not possible without a significant U.S. military contribution: “The
problem is feasibility. We looked at all these plans [during the Clinton
administration] and always came to the conclusion that the external opposition did
not have the armed ability to deal with Saddam’s police state.”107 In the end, the
Clinton administration opted for a slow and steady approach to strengthening the
opposition while reserving the bulk of its resources and attention for the strategy
it deemed most feasible: ensuring the regime’s containment.

C. Unity
Given the small scope, recent covert nature, and low priority of the UW
campaign in comparison to other foreign policy issues of the day, there is limited
evidence of significant unity (or disagreement) between the president and his
principals on the NSC on Iraq. Below the level of the principals, however, there is
evidence of differing opinions among military leaders and with the CIA on the
strategies chosen in 1991–1992, 1995–1996, and 1998. During the Clinton
administration, the lack of a principal or influential champion for the CIA or the
107
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campaign itself resulted in a lack of clear guidance from and integration by the
NSC. At the working level, agencies and departments operating in Iraq often
worked in competition rather than collaboration with one another to gather
intelligence and exploit contacts within the Iraqi regime and opposition groups.108

U.S. Special Operations Forces (SOF) in Northern Iraq
In the Bush administration, there was strong consensus among the
principals both for halting the coalition’s offensive during the first Gulf War and
not intervening to assist the popular revolts against the regime inside Iraq.109
These decisions were predicated on the widely shared assumption that Hussein’s
fall from power was imminent even as the regime reconsolidated power in the
months following the invasion. In response, the administration decided upon a
series of measures including support for a covert coup and propaganda
program.110
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After the popular uprisings in Iraq, General Carl Stiner, the second
commander of the U.S. Special Operations Command from 1990 to 1993,
recommended that the U.S. Army Special Forces partner with Kurd and other
Iraqi opposition forces. The SOF community had benefited from a decade of
reform, growth, and operational experience. UW remained one of its core
missions and one that had been exercised working alongside the CIA for
operations in Nicaragua and Afghanistan. After the establishment of the U.S.
Special Operations Command and the Assistant Secretary of Defense for
Special Operations and Low Intensity Conflict as part of the Goldwater
Nichols Act in 1986, Stiner was eager to get the special operators back in the
field to demonstrate the command’s capabilities in a limited campaign short of
a large-scale conventional war.111
In April 1991, the United States, Great Britain, and France launched
Operation Provide Comfort in northern Iraq to stem the flow of 2 million
refugees into Turkey and Iran resulting from Saddam’s military offensive after
the Kurdish uprisings. Under the cover of Operation Provide Comfort, the CIA
stepped up intelligence operations and recruitment among the Kurds and Iraqi
dissidents in northern Iraq but had difficulty developing sources inside the
Committee, Deputies Committee, and working level committees, has remained in force
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police state. Brigadier General Richard Potter, commander of the Special
Operations Command Europe (SOCEUR), deployed three battalions of the
U.S. Army 10th Special Forces Group to protect the population and deliver
humanitarian assistance. According to U.S. European Forces Commander
General Jack Galvin, the 10th Group’s efforts “saved a half million Kurds from
extinction.”112 Both Stiner and Potter identified an opportunity to promote a
long-term strategy of partnering with Kurdish militia and other Iraqi dissidents
in the sanctuary created by the northern no-fly zone.113
This was not the first time General Stiner had proposed that SOF
conduct an UW campaign in Iraq. In the week following the Iraqi invasion of
Kuwait, Stiner argued that a popular uprising inside Iraq might prevent an Iraqi
invasion of Saudi Arabia and compel Hussein’s withdrawal from Kuwait in
order to respond to domestic instability.
The Green Berets had already assembled secret ‘area studies’ of the
region that identified potential dissidents … Kurdish rebels …
Fundamentalist Muslim Shiites … rank-and-file Iraqi army officers.…
[T]he CIA … did not have that kind of detailed intelligence in its files.
And the agency balked at turning over to Stiner’s command the few
spies it did have in Iraq so the Green Berets could develop an
underground network.114
Such a campaign would take time to develop the capabilities of surrogate
forces and risked igniting a conflict inside Iraq prematurely. Neither the CIA
nor the Pentagon leadership was supportive of Stiner’s proposal. U.S. Central
Commander H. Norman Schwarzkopf feared the campaign would provoke an
112
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attack on Saudi Arabia and coalition forces before they were set. He forbade
U.S. forces from crossing the border prior until the planned start of offensive
operations. Remarking on the friction between the two commanders, Stiner
later wrote, “[T]he ‘big’ Army has traditionally been, at best, unfamiliar with
special operations and at worst, hostile.… Part of it comes from a distrust of
unconventional warfare.… Highly trained elites called on to operate
clandestinely in hazardous situations risk a bad reputation.”115
In April 1991, the Kurd’s guerrilla army, or Peshmerga, had about
30,000 full- and part-time combatants with a loose battalion level commandand-control structure that worked well for the mountainous terrain. They did
not have the ability to command or sustain larger formations, and they had no
heavy equipment with which to challenge Iraqi armored military forces. As the
humanitarian mission came under control, the U.S. Army Special Operations
Forces (ARSOF) began to quietly train the guerrillas on basic field tasks but
were forbidden to instruct them on offensive tactics or arm them. According to
journalist Douglas Waller, Stiner ran into steep resistance when he sought to
go beyond their humanitarian and combat search and rescue (CSAR) mission.
For the second time, the CIA, U.S. Central Command, and the Pentagon
leadership were not supportive of Stiner’s plans to develop the underground
network necessary to effectively organize and train Kurdish guerrilla forces
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against the Iraqi regime. Three months later, in July, the U.S. SOF were
ordered to redeploy home.116

A Reluctant Pentagon
As pressure mounted for results destabilizing Hussein’s regime from 1996
onward, the CIA turned to the special operations community for assistance. The
Pentagon’s senior leadership, however, were skeptical of the CIA’s covert
campaign yielding positive results. In his study of why special operations forces,
or SOF, were not employed prior to 9/11, Professor Richard Shultz found that the
senior military leadership, including Chairman of the Joint Chiefs General John
Shalikashvili (1993–1997) and General High Shelton (1997–2001), himself a
former commander of U.S. Special Operations Command (1996–1997), resisted
White House requests for military involvement in Iraq. Said one joint staff officer,
“The guidance I got [was] … do everything you can to stall or keep it in the
planning mode, don’t let it get to the point where we’re briefing this at the
National Security Council or on the Hill.”117 One officer interviewed by Shultz
posited that, “Risk aversion emerges as senior officers move into higher positions.
It’s a very common thing for these guys to become non-risk takers.… It got to the
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point where the uniforms had become the suits, they were more bureaucrats than
the civilians.”118
Special Assistant to the President and National Coordinator for Security
and Counterterrorism Richard Clarke recalls that the Clinton White House
requested that CIA and Pentagon leaders provide a greater diversity of options for
the use of force and covert action in Iraq and elsewhere, but these groups
repeatedly stonewalled NSC efforts. “The White House wanted action. The senior
military did not and made it almost impossible for the President to overcome their
objections.”119 Madeleine Albright similarly found it difficult to push back against
all the military “medals and prestige” when Chairman Powell and his successors
repeatedly stated “no can do” when asked to develop military options short of
using overwhelming force.120
After the Iraq Liberation Act of 1998, the mission was turned over to the
U.S. Central Command, who resisted congressional calls for a robust strategy of
support to the Iraqi opposition. As critics outside the administration endorsed
General (retired) Wayne Downing’s Afghan Approach to regime change in Iraq,
the commander of U.S. Central Command General Anthony Zinni responded with
derision. “I think a weakened, fragmented, chaotic Iraq, which could happen if
this isn’t done carefully, is more dangerous in the long run than a contained
Saddam is now. I don’t think these things have been thought out.”121 Zinni was
angered by the actions of Downing and congressional staffers pushing war plans
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and raising the hopes of opposition groups. Most of all, he feared a repeat of the
1996 failed coup and massacre or, worse, having the opposition drag the United
States into an Iraqi civil war. Although Vice President Gore, Secretary Albright,
and other hawkish NSC staff had periodically requested policy options that
included the use of limited military force and lethal support to Iraqi opposition
groups, by 1998 the administration presented a publically unified front in favor of
modest but non-lethal support. Zinni’s outspoken criticism of the Downing plan,
however, caused an uproar within the administration, which had no desire to pick
a fight with its critics in Congress. Zinni was told to keep quiet.122

Foreign Policy Indecision
In the first two years of the Clinton White House, the basic process of
national security decision making was challenged more by a lack of focus and
direction than disagreement or bureaucratic competition. According the authors
Ivo Daalder and I. M. Destler, the Clinton team lacked both a “captain” for
national security policy and a common worldview. The president preferred that
his principals work toward consensus to give him more time to focus on his
domestic and economic agenda. Chairman of the Joint Chiefs Colin Powell recalls
that the decision-making process was a series of “graduate-student bull sessions
or think-tank seminars in which many of my colleagues spent the last twelve
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years.”123 U.N. Ambassador Madeleine Albright, commenting on Bosnia, an issue
of which the administration similarly wished to avoid early in the administration,
recalled:
[We] held numerous rambling and inconclusive meetings about the crises
we had inherited, without achieving consensus.… At this stage, with a
new President, a wary Secretary of State, a negative Pentagon, nervous
allies, and crises in Somalia, then Rwanda and Haiti blowing up, we
weren’t prepared to run the risks of leadership.124
In the case of Iraq, the team reached consensus around the twin pillars of
containment and regime change early on, but differed on the strategy and
resources devoted to each pillar. “The Clinton team recognized that the
containment policy that their predecessors had stumbled into remained effective”
125

and believed it to be the best chance of maintaining the current collective

security arrangement and thus the balance of power in the region. Secretary of
State Warren Christopher, his deputy Strobe Talbott, and NSA Anthony Lake
favored containment through robust economic sanctions and targeted military
strikes when necessary. Christopher and Lake advised the president not to draw
attention to Iraq so that administration might focus more heavily upon its
priorities of the Arab-Israeli peace process and a “New World Order” for
economic integration and international engagement.126 Hawks within the
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administration, including Vice President Gore, U.N. Ambassador Madeleine
Albright, and the Vice President’s NSC adviser Leon Furth, advocated a more
robust, covert effort at regime change. The resulting policy was a compromise
that embraced containment but also offered tentative support for the ongoing
covert program to depose Hussein.127

Confusion in the Operator Ranks
The low priority of Iraq coupled with the lack of a champion at the
principals’ level resulted in ambiguous guidance to the field and exacerbated
bureaucratic competition to generate results with the Iraqi opposition. In late
1994, the debate reignited between the administration’s hawks and doves over the
efficacy of the containment regime and the possibility of instigating an uprising.
Secretary Christopher and Undersecretary of State Peter Tarnoff argued against
regime change and increasingly against holding the line on economic sanctions.
The hawks, led by UN Ambassador Albright and Martin Indyk, the special
assistant to the President for Near East and South Asian affairs on the NSC,
engaged regional allies and received “a strong endorsement for a hard line on
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Iraq,” which proved “decisive in keeping the administration committed not only
to containment but also to the covert action program working toward regime
change.”128 When State attempted to block CIA establishment of a base in
northern Iraq, Indyk “personally authorized the CIA to set up a clandestine base in
northern Iraq…. State Department tried to veto, Indyk peremptorily overrode
it.”129
That winter, the CIA set up their new stations in Zakhu and Salah al-Din
and began to build its contacts within the INC, the Kurdish PUK and KDP, and
the INA. In addition to managing the competition between INC and INA leaders
for U.S. assistance, the CIA team found itself in the middle of State Department
efforts to broker a ceasefire between the PUK and KDP. Former CIA team chief
Robert Baer details how INC leader Ahmad Chalabi easily exploited the lack of
coordination between the CIA’s field office and visits by the State Department’s
Director of the Office of Northern Gulf Affairs (Iran and Iraq), David Litt. After
informing Baer of an upcoming meeting with Litt and its participants, Chalabi
said, “Litt told [the KDP and PUK leaders] … the U.S. intends to pay for a force
to separate the Kurds. He promised two million dollars [from the CIA].… Litt has
destroyed your credibility. The Kurds will never listen to you now.”130
In March 1995, Chalabi and the PUK’s Talabani advanced their plans for
a rolling coup against Iraqi military forces in the north with disastrous results.
Baer recalled that “the only beacon I had to go by was what I understood
American policy to be: that we would support any serious movement to get rid of
128
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Saddam Hussein.”131 Unnerved by the lack of guidance, infighting among the
opposition, and lack of coordination within and across agencies, Baer and his
colleagues recount their attempts to get policy guidance and vet their plans to CIA
leadership to no avail. Later, the CIA field officers were accused of being out of
step not only with their bosses in Langley, but this time with Secretary of State
Christopher and NSA Tony Lake, who personally cabled the team to warn them
against U.S. involvement in Chalabi’s plans. Whether the CIA field team operated
outside the bounds of their authority is unclear. What is clear, however, is that
Baer and his fellow operatives were charged with implementing a weighty policy
of regime change with scarce guidance, few resources, and minimal support
emanating from Washington.132

D. Grand Strategy
From 1991 through 2000, U.S. policy in Iraq was loosely guided by the
strategic concept of containment and heavily influenced by the prevailing
assumption that Saddam Hussein’s fall from power would be forthcoming if not
imminent. When the dictator maintained his grip on power in the months
following the ceasefire, the Bush administration reacted with a series of shortterm measures to keep the dictator in check. Although the cumulative measures
were publicly justified as part of a “containment” regime to counter Iraqi
aggression, the administration’s strategy was a reactionary, piecemeal approach to
131
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increasing the domestic pressures on the Iraqi leadership in the hopes that Hussein
would fall without inducing state collapse. As the containment framework
evolved, the CIA-led campaign of support to the Iraqi opposition was increasingly
a standalone operation divorced from military or other efforts until 1998 when the
United States gradually embraced overt regime change, dubbed “containment
plus.” The Clinton administration, having realized the unlikelihood of regime
change without the application of substantial U.S. military power, continued to
devote the bulk of its resources and attention to maintaining economic sanctions,
the weapons inspection program, and regional military basing for the conduct of
selective military strikes against Iraq.

Containment while Hoping for Regime Change
The rapid military success of the coalition in ousting Iraqi military forces
from Kuwait left Washington and its allies flatfooted and unprepared to define
U.S. and coalition objectives in the post-conflict phase of the war. U.S.
Ambassador to the UN Thomas Pickering was shocked to discover that the
administration had neither a strategy nor the inclination to dictate the terms for
war termination. “We allowed the military to become consumed only by the
minutiae on the spot … but not the strategy of the ceasefire.…We lost sight, in
our infinite capacity for super crisis management, of any distant view.”133
Attempting to fill the gap of a political adviser to General Schwarzkopf in
preparation for Safwan armistice talks, U.S. Ambassador to Saudi Arabia Chas
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Freemen declared NSC efforts a “total failure of integration between military and
political strategy.”134 The president and his key leaders were eager to celebrate the
military victory that had put an end to the “Vietnam syndrome” and await the
dictator’s overthrow.135
To fill the gap in strategic post-war planning, the administration initiated
five largely separate efforts in response to Hussein’s continued hold on power
over the next several months. In addition to support for the Iraqi opposition, the
Bush administration sought to:
•
•
•
•

Bolster economic sanctions.
Implement a United Nations weapons inspection program.
Establish no-fly zones in the north and south.
Build a human rights campaign against the regime using frozen Iraqi
assets.

These five programs formed the backbone of the “containment” policy that passed
to the Clinton administration in 1993 and remained in force for the next ten
years.136
With other pressing issues on the President’s agenda, including a
worldwide recession, the dissolution of the Soviet Union, and the resulting
instability in the Baltics, Eastern Europe, and the Balkans, the Bush senior
leadership’s interest in Iraq began to wane. Ken Pollack contends that the
resulting containment strategy was cobbled together at the working level with one
goal in mind – to topple the dictator: 137

134

Ibid, 188.
Bush and Scowcroft, 483-7.
136
Al-Bayati, 41.
137
Robert Kimmit, then Under Secretary of State for Political Affairs, referred to it as
“victory fatigue.” Alfonsi, 190.
135

286

[T]he administration opted for [several short-term measures] because
they believed Saddam’s grip on power was weak and a few good
shoves would knock him out. When he defied the odds and stayed in
power, the United States was left with an unstable containment regime
that would require great skill and attention, and the repeated
application of military force, to keep in place.… Because the
administration did not envision a long-term need, long-term
considerations were essentially never considered.138
The sanctions and weapons inspection regimes were its two most critical
components. Endorsed and administered by United Nations Security Council
(UNSC) and backed by the military forces of the United States, Great Britain, and
France, economic sanctions were created to hold Iraq responsible for its debts and
to keep Iraq from reconsolidating its military power and reconstituting its nuclear,
biological, and chemical weapons programs. As part of the sanctions regime, the
United Nations created the weapons inspection program UNSCOM to find and
destroy the remaining WMDs as the verification mechanism to determine
whether to lift sanctions and cease other punitive measures. On 3 April 1991,
UNSC Resolution 687 defined the terms of the ceasefire and the requirements for
sanctions to be lifted. Within weeks, President Bush, Deputy DCI Robert Gates,
and other administration officials indicated that U.S. policy would take a harder
line that the United Nations. On 7 May, Gates declared, “All possible sanctions
will be maintained until [Saddam] is gone. Any easing of sanctions will be
considered only when there is a new government.”139 The U.S. policy enjoyed
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widespread bipartisan and international support until the mid-1990s when the
United Nations, several key member states, including France, Russia, and China,
and human rights organizations called for sanctions reform or their elimination on
the basis of increasing evidence of the hardships sanctions placed on the average
Iraqi citizen.140
The patrolling of the no-fly zones in the north and south as well as the safe
haven in Kurdistan sought to isolate and impede the regime’s control over large
portions of its territory. Although created to support the humanitarian assistance
mission in Kurdistan, the no-fly zones facilitated an enduring coalition military
presence capable of responding to Iraqi aggression, defending U.S. allies, or
launching targeted military strikes. The coalition had exercised such strikes in
1993 in response to an assassination attempt against President Bush and in 1996
when Hussein launched military strikes into northern Iraq after uncovering the
U.S. supported coup attempt. Although the military platforms could (in theory)
provide support in the event of a successful coup or a dramatic failure as they did
for the September 1996 evacuations, the military was not authorized to provide
direct support to Iraqi opposition forces.
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“Containment Plus”
In its second term, the Clinton administration embraced regime change
rhetorically, but in practice, political sanctions and military strikes remained its
primary mechanisms for reacting to Hussein’s defiance. With the more hawkish
Secretary of State Albright at the helm of U.S. foreign policy, the administration
devoted most of its diplomatic energy on Iraq to protecting sanctions as the
weapons inspection program collapsed in 1998. Wishing to put the Iraq issue to
bed by the close of the president’ second term, NSA Sandy Berger stepped up
NSC efforts to develop a more robust government strategy for regime change.
That strategy, as detailed in Section IIB: The Policy-strategy Match – The Iraq
Liberation Act, provided the opportunity for greater interagency collaboration
with the Departments of State and Defense to playing more substantial roles
aiding opposition forces and destabilizing the regime.
The low priority of Iraq in comparison to the Middle East peace process
and the conflict in Kosovo, however, decreased the political will of the principals
to see such a strategy through in the near term. NSC staffer Kenneth Pollack was
told by a senior administration official, “The President wants to finish his
[second] term by making peace between the Arabs and the Israelis, he doesn’t
want to start a war between us and the Iraqis.”141
Over time, diplomatic and popular international condemnation increased
as U.S. and U.K. military strikes on the regime escalated and the cost of sanctions
on the Iraqi population became better understood. In a 1997 Foreign Affairs
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article, Brzezinski and Scowcroft argued that “the imposing U.S. military
presence that helps to protect the members of the Gulf Cooperation Council
(GCC) from external threats is being exploited by hostile elements to take
advantage of internal social, political, and economic problems.”142 Tensions
emerged between the U.S. and its regional allies over the launching of military
strikes from their territory.143
Soon after the signing of the Iraq Liberation Act, the United States and
Great Britain launched Operation Desert Fox on 16 December 1998, ostensibly in
retaliation for Iraq’s failure to resume weapons inspections. The aim of the
campaign was to degrade Iraq’s WMD sites and diminish its military capabilities,
but implicitly the operation sought to destabilize the regime itself. Out of an
estimated one hundred targets, almost half were aimed at the regime’s command
and control, thirty-five targeted the regime’s air defense systems, and thirteen hit
suspected WMD sites. Critics decried the operation and subsequent bombing
campaign either as ineffectual pinpricks or proof of the Western conspiracy to
keep Iraq and its Arab peoples weak. The administration’s leaders insisted Desert
Fox was highly successful with estimates of 50%–75% of targets moderately or
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severely damaged, evidence of Hussein’s heavy-handed internal security reaction,
and the launching of another Shia uprising in the south.144
The success of the Desert Fox campaign prompted General Zinni to host
an interagency war game to refine the military war plans and assist with U.S.
government strategy development to ensure they were prepared for the possible
implosion of Iraq.
We were piecemealing things without the coherence of strategy. I’m not
saying that the piecemealing things when it came about weren’t necessary
or didn’t make sense, but they needed to be reviewed, and we needed
some sort of strategic context back here to put them all inside of.145
According to Zinni, his calls for refining the strategy and developing contingency
plans for the post-conflict did not generate much interest in Washington. From the
viewpoint of the NSC staff, they too had difficulty generating consensus among
the CIA and State and Defense departments for a more comprehensive
government strategy. The experiences of Desert Fox and the subsequent air
campaign in Kosovo reinforced to the administration that it did not want to be
responsible for occupying the country in the event of a military victory.146
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Regional Stability Trumps Regime Change
The containment framework was more of a rhetorical and conceptual
device rather than a grand strategy. It helped explain U.S. actions and maintain
international support for UN sanctions and the weapons inspection program in the
interest of promoting regional stability. At its core, the U.S. containment policy
sought to keep the Persian Gulf region stable by keeping Saddam Hussein in
check: “As long as the apparatus of sanctions, enforcement, inspections and
monitoring is in place, Iraq will remain trapped within a strategic box, unable to
successfully threaten its neighbors and unable to realize the grandiose ambitions
of its ignoble leader.”147
Containment’s aim of stability was inherently contradictory to an ulterior strategy
of regime change. Although U.S. leaders consistently advocated for regime
change in Iraq from 1991 to 2001, in practice, the U.S. applied far more resources
and attention to containment. In contrast to the primacy of the UW campaigns in
Afghanistan and Nicaragua, regime change in Iraq was “only as an adjunct to
containment, never as a substitute for it.”148 At the peak of the administration’s
support for the CIA-led campaign in 1996, UW remained a small fraction of the
overall containment policy.
As one intelligence official said, covert action was potentially the “10
percent” solution. It was meant to complement, but not be a substitute for,
the public U.S. and allied campaign to contain Iraq through a military
buildup in the region, air patrols over much of its territory, economic
embargoes, United Nations weapons inspections, and diplomatic isolation,
147
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a campaign that the official said had amounted to around 90 percent of the
overall U.S. effort.149
In practice, the framework offered no practical guidance to implementers of the
UW campaign, and there was little connection between CIA efforts, the
diplomatic strategy, and military strikes. The defeated coup attempts in 1995 and
1996 coupled with the resumption of the Kurdish civil war convinced skeptical
administration officials such as Christopher, Lake, and Perry that the containment
mechanisms, though imperfect, were the only option moving forward. Even after
the promotion of regime change proponents – Albright and Berger bolstered by
Vice President Gore – and the signing of Iraq Liberation Act into law, the
administration deemed containment the only feasible option in the absence of a
substantial military intervention with the risks and post-conflict obligations it
would incur.150

IV. The Outcome: The Strategic Effect of the U.S. Campaign

By the start of the George W. Bush presidency in January 2001, the
United States was no closer to its political objective of regime change in Iraq than
it had been in summer 1991. In his analysis of Persian Gulf security in 1991,
University of Virginia Professor R. K. Ramazani predicted, “A strong likelihood
exists that by the year 2000 the Persian Gulf War will be revisited so long as the
prospects for political change in the Middle East and foreign policy change in the
United States continue as dim as they are in the immediate aftermath of Desert
149
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Storm.”151 For both the George H.W. Bush and Clinton administrations, the desire
for regional stability and the feasibility of constructing a strategy of containment
trumped the risks of providing arms and direct military support to Iraqi opposition
forces or igniting a civil war. At the level of the NSC, regime change proved more
of an aspiration than a strategic priority worthy of committing significant U.S.
resources.

Objective: Oust Saddam Hussein
As detailed in Chapter 5, Section IIB: The Policy-strategy Match, Saddam
Hussein successfully countered American efforts to strengthen and support a
domestic coup or popular uprising from 1991 to 2001. The U.S. strategy of
support to Iraqi opposition groups pitted Hussein’s strengths – an extensive
regional intelligence network and totalitarian internal security apparatus – against
a marginal U.S. regional intelligence capability, modest moral and non-lethal
material support, and a hesitancy to risk the application of decisive military force
to topple the regime. Having come to power through a series of violent coups and
by keeping internal security as his topmost priority, Hussein easily outplayed his
domestic and international enemies. In addition, the fragmented and mutually
competitive Iraqi opposition groups did little to convince the United States and its
allies to invest the attention, resources, political capital, and military force
necessary to achieve its political objective.152
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The administrations’ expectation that economic sanctions, weapons
inspections, no-fly zones, and military strikes would be sufficient to undermine
dictator’s rule also proved false. In Charles Tripp’s estimation, “Nine years of
sanctions had had no appreciable effect on the power of Saddam Hussein’s
dictatorship.”153 There is strong evidence that the sanctions, while effective in
containing the regime’s military and WMD capabilities, may have increased
Hussein’s control over the Iraqi population. “As a result of the rationing system
and later the oil-for-food system, both of which placed distribution of essential
supplies in the regime’s hand, Baghdad [as of 2002] has far greater control over
the lives of its citizens than ever before.”154 Researcher Sarah Graham Brown
found that over the course of the decade, Iraq’s “computerised list of all
beneficiaries,” along with the requirement to use ration cards or other
documentation, “binds people to the state to maintain a minimum level of life.”
The regime seized upon its domestic humanitarian crisis as part of its propaganda
campaign to break consensus within UNSCOM and lift the sanctions regime.155
In the area of weapons inspection, Hussein effectively downplayed his
occasional acquiescence to key UNSCOM concessions with more frequent
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bellicose overtures of Iraqi defiance. One military intelligence officer believed
Saddam’s actions to be “carefully calibrated to show defiance, but not to provoke
[the United States]. He was doing enough to show his people he was confronting
the mighty United States, but not more than that. It was all about internal
consumption.”156 From 1996 to 2001, Iraq and coalition forces engaged in a series
of escalating confrontations that increasingly divided UNSCOM members over
the use of force and the efficacy of the sanctions regime.157 Desert Fox, the most
concentrated use of air power in Iraq following Desert Storm, “exceeded
expectations … and destabilized his regime for months”158 but was not capable of
delivering the effects on the ground necessary to unseat the dictator. The
departure of the weapons inspectors coupled with Hussein’s extensive purges
after Desert Fox halted the remaining trickle of intelligence from Iraq.159
The most effective if indirect challenge to Hussein’s power was the
establishment of a stable and prosperous Kurdish enclave in the north enabled by
Operation Provide Comfort and coalition patrolling of the northern no-fly zone.
Despite ongoing competition and outright civil war between the PUK and KDP
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factions from 1994 to 1996, the Kurds successfully initiated historic first elections
in May 1992 and escaped the economic devastation of the sanctions regime by
establishing independent trade with neighboring states and welcoming
international aid organizations. When not fighting one another, Kurdish militias
provided relatively stable law and order, but they were not capable of mounting a
significant threat to any but the weakest of Iraq’s military formations in the north.
In September 1998, U.S. Ambassador Francis Ricciardone brokered the
Washington Agreement between the PUK and KDP, a durable ceasefire that
improved political cooperation and reconciliation across the north. Their de facto
independence thus demonstrated the potential for a stable security environment,
economic prosperity, and political discourse in the dictator’s absence even if they
could not challenge his authority in Baghdad directly.160

V. Conclusions
The U.S. UW campaign in Iraq was not effective in challenging Saddam
Hussein’s rule in Iraq. Of the three cases examined in this dissertation, this case
demonstrates the least success in the achievement of U.S. national security
objectives. While the U.S. political objective of regime change in Iraq was clear
and consistent from 1991 to 2001, the George H.W. Bush and Clinton
administrations placed a greater priority upon the achievement of regional
stability. As implemented, the UW campaign suffered from a lack of senior
160
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leadership attention, guidance, and resources, rendering it infeasible for achieving
U.S. objectives. At the NSC level, there was disagreement between principals in
the Clinton administration as to the relative importance and the strategy for
challenging Saddam Hussein during policy deliberations, but once the decision
was made, there is no evidence of principals acting in conflict with the President’s
guidance. At the working level, there is evidence of discord within the CIA and
between departments and agencies. Finally, during the first six years of the
Clinton administration, while there was a broader strategy of containment in Iraq,
it was not particularly supportive of a strategy for regime change. In 1998, the
administration shifted toward a grand strategy for regime change due to domestic
pressure to make advances in Iraq, but the administration devoted little attention
and fewer resources to making such a strategy feasible.
The Bush and Clinton administrations’ vocal moral support for the
opposition contrasted with its tepid application of resources. Thus, the United
States encouraged opposition action but wavered in its commitment of assistance.
Opposition leaders received and interpreted differing messages from key U.S.
leaders and agencies.161 As a result, the U.S. policy endangered the lives of the
Iraqi opposition and their civilian populations and likely exacerbated tensions
between opposition groups. The lack of U.S. commitment also lent credence to
conspiracy theories that the United States wanted Hussein in power to keep Iraq
whole but weak.162 Finally, U.S. policymakers continued to perpetuate one of the
most dangerous assumptions originating within the first Bush administration: If
161
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one could eliminate Hussein, regime change in Iraq could be quick and
manageable and would be supported wholeheartedly by the Iraqi populace. Critics
of the Clinton administration would seize upon the administration’s demonstrated
lack of will to argue that if only the United States committed itself to regime
change fully, the United States could create a strong, new democratic ally in the
Middle East at a reasonable cost and moderate risk.

Objective
After initially hesitating to support a popular uprising against the regime,
U.S. policymakers consistently expressed moral support for the Iraqi opposition
and articulated a goal of deposing Saddam Hussein from May 1991 through
January 2001. At the same time, U.S. leaders communicated and demonstrated a
commitment to regional stability and the territorial integrity of the Iraqi state.
These objectives – one, to change the status quo, and two, to maintain the status
quo – resulted in logical inconsistencies between a greater strategy of containment
and a subordinate UW campaign.
U.S. policy documents, public pronouncements, and military plans
stopped short of defining the desired political end state beyond the replacement of
the dictator. Stability increasingly took on a higher priority than regime change in
both the Bush and Clinton administrations through the feasible and relatively lowcost, low-risk strategy of containment. Within the Bush administration, senior
leaders articulated a general desire to encourage a coup by a regime insider that
would allow the old political order (and the state’s stability) to remain intact.
From 1993 to 2001, President Clinton, Secretary of State Albright, and others
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offered vague support for the Iraqi opposition and the importance of working
toward democratic principles and representative governance but failed to define
how the United States might support such an outcome.163 By 2001, efforts to
engage the Iraqi opposition and regional allies on the building of a new political
order in Iraq remained in their nascent stage. Attempts by NSA Berger, NSC staff,
and regional experts to develop a strategic plan consistent with the Iraq Liberation
Act did not progress beyond the working level due its low priority on the
President’s foreign policy agenda.
In the military plans developed by U.S. Central Command (CENTCOM)
and outside planning efforts (such as those proposed by INC leader Ahmad
Chalabi and General Downing), the plans focused most heavily upon the nearterm tactical and operational military options necessary to unseat the dictator.
When U.S. CENTCOM Commander General Zinni attempted to draw U.S.
government attention to long-term planning for the post-Hussein, post-conflict
phase of regime change, he found little support within the senior leadership.
Policy-strategy Match
Despite the administrations’ covert and later overt advocacy of regime
change in Iraq, neither administration committed to a feasible indirect approach to
toppling Hussein. Except for a brief window in 1996, NSC leaders were riskaverse to any substantial U.S. intelligence or military presence on the ground in
northern Iraq. Instead, the administrations relied upon a weak intelligence
163
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network and small groups of Iraqi dissidents to target a regime whose paramount
priority and strategic advantage was in the maintenance of its totalitarian internal
security apparatus.
Although the CIA had the authority and institutional experience for covert
support of resistance groups, political warfare, psychological operations, and civic
action, the capabilities of the Directorate of Operations had been in rapid decline
for two decades. Technological advancements in signals and electronic
intelligence collection continued to expand rapidly bolstered by the military
success of Desert Storm. In addition, the global economic recession coupled with
the seemingly less hostile post-Cold War security environment triggered
budgetary reductions in the military and the intelligence community, particularly
in human intelligence and covert action. Thus in Iraq, intelligence operatives were
placed in the unenviable position of being pressured to produce big results with
minimal guidance and few resources against a smart and capable enemy.
The special operations forces (SOF) community strengthened its position
in the 1980s and 1990s by building up its advocacy within DOD and
demonstrating its capabilities in Grenada, Panama, Somalia, Haiti, and the
Balkans. The senior civilian and military leadership of the Pentagon resisted
requests by the White House and special operations leaders for SOF to augment
CIA-led operations in UW, counterterrorism, and counterproliferation. Although
there was increased recognition of the threats posed by rogue states, terrorism,
and WMD proliferation, senior leaders were not yet prepared to move beyond a
Cold War mindset to commit military forces to these new missions.
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Unity
The evidence indicates that there was a lack of significant discord between
the principals in both the Bush and Clinton White Houses. There is evidence that
principals disagreed on the prioritization of objectives to be achieved in Iraq –
whether to favor regional stability over regime change or vice versa in the
application of resources during deliberations on Iraq policy. However, there was
general consensus on the objectives themselves and the options available.
Although Secretary of State Albright, Vice President Gore, and like-minded staff
on the NSC periodically called for additional military options in support of regime
change, they ultimately agreed with the President that other strategic priorities,
such as the military campaign in Kosovo and the Middle East Peace Process, took
precedence over a more robust military intervention in Iraq. Once the President
had made a decision, the evidence suggests that senior leaders, and their agencies,
acted in accordance with the President’s guidance.
There were competing efforts within the CIA and DOD, and among CIA,
DOS and DOD senior and working-level leaders. This discord negatively
impacted the relationships between U.S. implementers and the Iraqi opposition
who, based upon inconsistent promises of support, doubted the U.S. commitment
to the cause and competed with one another for attention and scarce resources.

Grand Strategy
The United States did not develop a strategic framework supportive of
regime change until late 1998. Following the first Gulf War, the Bush
administration developed a series of short-term responses to Iraqi aggression that
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were intended to challenge Saddam Hussein’s rule. From 1993 to 1998, the
Clinton administration merged the policies of economic sanctions, a weapons
inspection regime, no-fly zones, punitive military strikes, and support to the Iraqi
opposition under the strategic framework of containment. Although senior leaders
periodically encouraged covert efforts to unseat Hussein, the administration
committed limited resources and offered minimal guidance for the planning,
implementation, and alignment of the unconventional warfare campaign with
other U.S. government activities in Iraq.
Even after the administration’s tentative embrace of the Iraq Liberation
Act in late 1998, the administration placed far more emphasis and resources on
the mechanisms of containment. From 1999 to 2001, NSA Berger attempted to
build support for a more robust strategy but had few feasible options given the
CIA’s past failures, infighting among Iraqi opposition groups, and an
unwillingness to consider military options. Efforts by the DOS, led by U.S.
Ambassador Ricciardone, the special coordinator for the Transition of Iraq,
improved cohesion among the opposition parties, particularly the Kurdish
factions. In the absence of political support for a robust campaign, the go-slow
approach provided additional time to build the political and intelligence networks
necessary to support a popular uprising, encourage political development,
cohesion, and ownership among opposition leaders, and undertake organizing and
training resistance forces.
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CHAPTER 8: Summary and Recommendations

I believe the most important [policy] continuity of all was between Carter and
Reagan as, from 1977 on, the United States steadily increased the pressure on
a weakening Soviet Union – economically, militarily, politically, and in the
Third World, covertly.… The American sword in the surrogate wars of the
Third World … [the] CIA successfully if not perfectly carried out the missions
Presidents assigned to it in the last half of the Cold War.
Director of Central Intelligence Robert M. Gates, 19961
It will take us another five years of work to have the kind of clandestine
service our country needs. There is a creative, innovative strategy to get us
there that requires sustained commitment and funding.… The transformation
is well under way, but our investments in capability must be sustained.
Director of Central Intelligence George J. Tenet, 20042
Unconventional Warfare is the core mission and organizing principle for U.S.
Army Special Forces. It is the only military organization specifically trained
and organized to wage UW. Nonetheless, it is apparent to me that we have not
invested adequate training and resources in developing and maintaining
sufficient advanced capability to conduct UW or UW-related operations in
sensitive environments or conditions.
Lieutenant General John Mulholland, Commanding General,
U.S. Army Special Operations Command, 20103

This dissertation has examined U.S. support to three insurgencies from the
perspective of the statutory members and advisers to the National Security
Council (NSC) to determine their impact on the strategic effectiveness of a U.S.
unconventional warfare (UW) campaign. The findings from this study provide
insights into the planning and conduct of state support to insurgencies and are
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relevant to the conduct of covert action and similar instruments of foreign policy
that favor the indirect approach.
The chapter begins with a summary of the actions taken by four U.S.
administrations in three UW from 1979 to 2001 primarily through the Central
Intelligence Agency (CIA). The chapter continues with seven recommendations
for U.S. national security decision making in support of insurgencies and the
conduct of UW. The chapter concludes with suggestions for future research.

I. Summary of Three Cases
Across four administrations, U.S. presidents and their close advisers
repeatedly turned to the instrument of UW to fulfill U.S. policy objectives where
an overt, direct military conflict was deemed politically or militarily infeasible.
As the campaigns of Afghanistan, Nicaragua, and Iraq demonstrate, UW is
equally subject to the principals of war and strategy as are other forms of warfare.
The three cases represent a diversity of objectives and strategies: to compel the
withdrawal of an occupying power in Afghanistan, to change the nature of the
Nicaraguan government, and to support regime change in Iraq. The campaigns
demonstrate varying degrees of unity among key leaders within the executive
branch and vary by the presence (or absence) of a grand strategy supportive of
UW. Finally, the cases represent a broad spectrum of outcomes: from a
momentous defeat of the Soviet Union in Afghanistan to a favorable but qualified
success in Nicaragua to repeated failed attempts to unseat Saddam Hussein in
Iraq.
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This study examined the presence (or absence) of four independent
variables – objective, policy-strategy match, unity, and grand strategy – and
confirmed that the presence of three or more variables was more likely to result in
the achievement of U.S. national security goals. In the cases of Nicaragua and
Afghanistan, when clear objectives and unity among the NSC principals were
present along with a policy-strategy match, the campaign achieved stated U.S.
objectives. The evidence indicates that the policy-strategy match – clear policy
objectives matched with a feasible and suitable strategy – is the most important
variable observed. By themselves, the presence of clear objectives or a grand
strategy did not predict a favorable outcome; however, if that grand strategy was
supportive of unconventional warfare, the achievement of U.S. national security
goals was more likely.

Table 8-1 Summary of NSC Decision Making in Three UW Campaigns
Unity?

Grand
Strategy?
Supportive of
UW?

Years

Policy Objectives
Clear?

Policy and
Strategy
Matched?

1979-1989

clear objectives

matched

unified NSC

supportive
grand strategy

1989-1991

disputed objectives

unmatched

not unified

no grand strategy

1979-1985

disputed objectives

unmatched

not unified

supportive
grand strategy

1986-1990

clear objectives

matched

unified NSC

supportive
grand strategy

1991-2001

clear but contradictory
objectives

unmatched

not unified

no grand strategy

Afghanistan

Nicaragua

Iraq
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A. From Carter to Clinton: The Policy, Strategy, and Implementation of
Unconventional Warfare

The Carter Administration
Under the leadership of President Carter, the CIA initiated several modest
covert campaigns in support of opposition groups. The administration came to
rely upon the CIA as the primary means to gather intelligence and respond to
Soviet aggression given the limited U.S. military presence overseas and the loss
of key allies, such as Iran. While on the whole the administration’s foreign policy
has been characterized as hesitant and unaggressive, President Carter was quick to
approve CIA-led operations in Europe and in the Third World where the Soviet
Union challenged U.S. allies and interests. The administration launched the
Nicaragua campaign two weeks after the Somoza regime’s displacement by the
communist-backed Sandinista Party. In Afghanistan, the administration reached
out to anti-communist opposition groups six months prior to the Soviet invasion.
The campaigns in Nicaragua and Afghanistan were limited ventures that
offered moral, political, and largely non-lethal material support through a
combination of political action, intelligence collection, propaganda, and
paramilitary operations. Their small scope and scale kept the Carter
administration’s role in the covert programs hidden until well into the Reagan and
Bush administrations’ tenure.
The NSC’s decision-making process for these two campaigns, led by the
president’s activist National Security Adviser (NSA) Zbigniew Brzezinski,
established clear but limited policy objectives that were matched with modestly
resourced, limited strategies of support. Only eighteen months in duration before
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their turnover to the Reagan administration, neither campaign demonstrated
measureable progress toward U.S. policy goals. Yet, the campaigns took critical
steps to establish relationships with political and military opposition leaders and
to initiate a pipeline of financial and material support.
The Carter administration was the first to articulate a grand strategy that
gradually pivoted away from the defense of Europe and toward the defense of the
Persian Gulf through the creation of the Rapid Deployment Joint Task Force, the
precursor to today’s U.S. Central Command. Although only in its nascent form at
the close of the Carter presidency, the administration laid the foundations for the
diplomatic and intelligence networks that would facilitate massive American and
regional support for the Afghan mujahedin and subsequent operations in the
Persian Gulf.

The Reagan Administration
The instrument of UW was the centerpiece of President Reagan’s grand
strategy to challenge the Soviet Union and its allies across the Third World. While
foreign policy and national security decision-making process for the first six years
of the administration was haphazard and disorganized, the simplicity and
consistency of the Reagan grand strategy reassured allies and convinced enemies
of the President’s steadfast commitment to turning back communist advances
worldwide. Director of Central Intelligence (DCI) William Casey played a central
role in crafting the Reagan Doctrine and prosecuting the campaigns in
Afghanistan and Nicaragua that continued several years after his departure in late
1986.
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In Afghanistan, all four independent variables were present and mutually
reinforced the U.S. policy objectives to increase the cost of war for the Soviet
Union and later to compel its withdrawal. The administration was united in its
policy objectives and the CIA-dominated strategy of support funneled through the
Pakistani government. By 1986, advocates in Congress and the Department of
Defense (DOD) convinced senior leaders in the CIA and the Department of State
(DOS) that rollback was possible by increasing lethal, financial, and humanitarian
aid and expanding U.S. training and technical assistance to Pakistani forces and
the mujahedin. While the Bush administration presided over the Soviet Union’s
withdrawal, it was the Reagan administration’s creation of massive pipeline of
support bolstered by Congress that enabled the mujahedin to successfully hold out
against the Soviet military.
President Reagan’s commitment to rolling back communism in Nicaragua
was equally steadfast but the U.S. UW campaign was fraught with difficulties. A
lack of unity among the cabinet exacerbated by a lack of congressional support
resulted in muddled policy objectives and an ill-resourced strategy incapable of
curbing the Sandinistas’ consolidation of power or Cuban and Soviet support of
Latin American communist movements. It was not until winter 1986-1987 that the
four variables – objective, policy-strategy match, unity, and grand strategy – were
present and mutually supportive for the UW campaign. U.S. and regional leaders
gradually united behind the policy objective of a democratic Nicaragua at peace
with its neighbors. In the wake of the Iran-Contra scandal and Casey’s retirement,
Secretary of State George Shultz secured congressional support for resuming
funding for the contras’ paramilitary campaign and assisting Nicaragua’s political
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opposition. Capitalizing upon the growing legitimacy of the opposition
movement, military gains by the contras in the field, and regional negotiation
efforts, Shultz brought increased unity to U.S. government efforts. Under the
Bush administration, the successful ousting of the Sandinista Party in the 1990
elections was a welcome surprise. Yet, President Reagan’s insistence in
prosecuting the UW campaign in the face of congressional opposition from 1984
to 1986 came at a great cost to the credibility of the American presidency, the
national security decision-making process, and UW as an instrument of policy.

The George H.W. Bush Administration
Arguably the most knowledgeable president in foreign policy and
intelligence matters in the modern era, President Bush presided over the close of
the Afghan and Nicaraguan UW campaigns and initiated a third in Iraq. With a
small group of close advisers, the president led a national security decisionmaking process that has been emulated by its successors due to its transparency,
predictability and collaborative process. Although broadly supportive of covert
action and the use of UW, President Bush did not commit the resources necessary
to fulfill the clear but weighty policy objectives he articulated in Afghanistan or in
Iraq.
Although the Bush Doctrine tempered the ideological fervor of his
predecessor’s rollback policies, President Bush nevertheless sought to capitalize
upon the military gains made by the mujahedin and the contras to assure the
political defeat of the Soviet Union and communism. In Afghanistan, extensive
funding continued to flow through the CIA to the mujahedin and to Pakistan to
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guarantee the Soviet military’s departure as planned. As the Soviets withdrew,
former Reagan and Bush administration officials celebrated the momentous
milestone in the defeat of the Soviet Union. However, the U.S. policy and strategy
faltered as CIA and DOS clashed over the continuation of the UW campaign
despite a stated policy shift toward supporting the emergence of a representative
Afghan government. The militarily-focused UW campaign exacerbated rising
ethnic and religious tensions that eventually led to civil war in the wake of the
Soviet Union’s withdrawal.
In the final two years of the Nicaragua campaign, the change of
administration opened the door to a unified executive and legislative branch
policy in support of democratic elections. Secretary of State James Baker led the
U.S. efforts that expanded support to political opposition groups and humanitarian
aid to the displaced across the region while keeping the contra forces intact and
economic sanctions in place. U.S. efforts in Nicaragua coupled with regional
negotiations kept the pressure on the Sandinista government to ensure its
compliance for free and fair elections. In the end, the Nicaragua people delivered
a close victory to the political opposition. In the long term, however, Nicaragua
has struggled to overcome the political upheaval and economic devastation since
that decade of war.
President Bush initiated several covert actions including an effort to unseat
the Iraqi dictator after the successful ousting of Iraq from Kuwait by an
international coalition of states. The tension between the administration’s clear
but conflicting objectives – to depose the dictator but ensure stability in the
Persian Gulf region – led the administration to withhold support for popular
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uprisings while choosing a series of limited measures to instigate an internal coup.
The Bush Doctrine generally favored policies of stability and maintenance of the
status quo; it provided little support to operatives in the field charged with
deposing Saddam during a time of dwindling intelligence resources. President
Bush handed the campaign off to his successor with little progress made towards
U.S. objectives.

The Clinton Administration
After three Republican administrations and in the midst of an economic
recession, President Clinton came to office with more experience and focus on a
domestic political agenda and the economy. His national security decision-making
process took time to coalesce and operated largely independent from the president
until his second term. The president and his key staff did not believe Iraq to be a
significant foreign policy priority. President Clinton opted to continue the policies
of his predecessor, sanctioning the covert campaign with the clear objective to
depose Saddam Hussein but did not provide sufficient guidance, resources, or
oversight to CIA-led efforts. The administration’s regional strategy to containing
Iraq through economic sanctions, a weapons inspection regime, no-fly zones and
targeted military strikes favored the maintenance of the status quo; it was neither
supportive of nor linked to the UW campaign.
Under congressional pressure, the administration initiated an overt
program of moral and political support for the Iraqi opposition led by the State
Department in late 1998. The administration gradually escalated coercive military
strikes as the weapons inspection regime collapsed but stopped short of efforts to
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destabilize the regime for fear of sparking a civil war or incurring post-conflict
obligations. The lack of U.S. intelligence capabilities in the region led the
administration’s critics to doubt the efficacy of the sanctions regime in curbing
Iraq’s WMD programs. From 1993 to 2001, the administration’s limited approach
to supporting internal coups and popular uprisings and launching targeted military
strikes called into question the administration’s policy advocating for regime
change.

B. The Instruments of Unconventional Warfare
The prosecution of UW from 1979 to 2001 was largely deemed the purview
of the CIA, due to Cold War dynamics in which U.S. presidents sought to
confront the Soviet Union covertly to avoid sparking a greater conventional
military or nuclear war. Therefore, the focus of this study has been primarily on
the CIA and to a lesser degree on the role of U.S. special operations forces (SOF)
and other military support to the UW campaigns.

The CIA: The Dominant Means of Waging Unconventional Warfare
From 1979 to 2001, four administrations turned to the CIA as the primary
instrument to wage unconventional war. After the Vietnam War and numerous
congressional and public inquiries into CIA activities during the previous three
decades, the agency’s leadership grew increasingly risk-averse, particularly in the
prosecution of covert action. In parallel to the U.S. military’s struggle after the
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war, Vietnam marked “the beginning of a long slide downwards”4 for the U.S.
human intelligence community. The reduction in capabilities coupled with public
criticism rendered the agency more timid in the conduct of its operations over the
next two decades, especially when congressional and public support was in
question.
In spite of those challenges, however, when the agency was moderately and
consistently resourced to organize and train opposition forces in Afghanistan and
Nicaragua, the CIA created financial, material and training networks far more
rapidly and cost-effectively than other U.S. institutions, including the DOD. A
majority of CIA’s attention and resources funding and attention of these
campaigns was devoted to the conduct of military and paramilitary activities.
Even when funding streams were relatively high, reaching $100 million or more
annually in Afghanistan (1984-1991) and in Nicaragua (1987), CIA covert
political action, propaganda, and civic action programs; parallel SOF efforts in
civil affairs and psychological operations; and overt State Department political
support received far less attention and resources than the warfighting elements of
the campaign.
Despite the centrality of UW in the Reagan Doctrine and President Bush’s
respect and reliance upon the agency through the turbulent end of the Cold War,
agency leaders did not succeed in rebuilding the loss of personnel and covert
capabilities in the 1970s. A 200 percent increase in the intelligence budget from
1980 to 1987 helped to fund the campaigns in Afghanistan and Nicaragua but did
4
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little to reform the Directorate of Operations, recruit and retain a new generation
of intelligence operatives, or regenerate human intelligence networks where the
U.S. presence lagged. From 1991 to 1997, the intelligence budget declined
annually despite increased demands on the community to support military
operations in Iraq, Somalia, Haiti, and the Balkans.5

An Untapped Resource: The U.S. Military and Unconventional Warfare
In contrast to the CIA’s sustained decline after Vietnam, the U.S. military
benefitted from extensive growth and reform during the 1980s. The military
overcame the specter of Vietnam with modest successes in Grenada and Panama
and a definitive conventional military win against Iraq in the first Persian Gulf
War. For the special operations community, the failures of Desert One and
challenges during the Grenada invasion ignited two decades of growth and
reform, resulting in the creation of new institutional structures and significant
investment in the personnel, training, and equipment for special operations. SOF
support to conventional operations in the 1990s allowed conventional military
leaders more exposure to SOF capabilities for direct action, foreign internal
defense (FID), and civil affairs.
5
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The special operations community rehabilitated and grew its capabilities in
its “direct” approach or commando missions: direct action, counterterrorism,
counterproliferation, and special reconnaissance. SOF missions that favored an
“indirect” approach – UW, FID, psychological operations and civil affairs –
continued to mature but comparatively lagged behind the commando missions in
resource allocation and leadership representation at senior levels in the
organization. The legacy of Vietnam continued to influence senior defense leaders
to eschew the use of SOF absent a conventional military presence. In the 1990s,
the senior DOD leadership resisted requests by the White House, the CIA and
within the special operations community to participate in independent UW
campaigns such as Iraq.6
Since its creation in 1952, UW has been the “core mission and organizing
principle for U.S. Army Special Forces.”7 Yet from 1975 to 2001, SOF played
comparatively minor roles training the Nicaraguan contras and Pakistani military
forces for the Afghan war. Domestic political controversy over the Reagan
administration’s support of the contras in Nicaragua led DOD leaders to pull away
from the UW mission. The history of the U.S. military participation in UW
became increasingly unfamiliar, not just among conventional military leaders but
among the new and middle-tiered leadership of the special operations community.

6

For a discussion of the typology of special operations missions, including the “direct”
and “indirect” approaches and the perception that the SOF leadership favors its “direct”
approach missions see Michele Malvesti, “To Serve the Nation: U.S. Special Operations
Forces in an Era of Persistent Conflict,” Center for New American Security (June 2010);
http://www.cnas.org/node/4544.
7
Paul J. Tompkins Jr. and Chuck Crossett, ed., Casebook on Insurgency and
Revolutionary Warfare Volume II: 1962-2009 (Fort Bragg, NC: United States Army
Special Operations Command, 27 April 2012), ii.
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As the experience of Vietnam grew more distant, UW and FID became
increasingly intermingled as part of Vietnam’s legacy of counterinsurgency. UW
was increasingly emphasized as useful only as a precursor to or as a subordinate
campaign within a greater conventional war.8

II. Recommendations
Based upon the previous summary findings, there are six
recommendations for future NSC decision making in ongoing or future UW
campaigns.

Recommendations for NSC Decision Making in Unconventional Warfare
-

Secure cabinet-level sponsorship and presidential support

-

Define political objectives for the campaign

-

Safeguard the primacy of political aims

-

Build and sustain policy consensus

-

Consistently resource the campaign

-

Develop a cadre of UW experts

8

For examples of the internal debate over UW within the U.S. military before and after
9/11 see Mark Grdovic, “Developing a Common Understanding of Unconventional
Warfare,” Joint Forces Quarterly 58 (2nd Quarter 2010): 136-138; Mark Grdovic,
“Understanding Unconventional Warfare and U.S. Army Special Forces,” Special
Warfare (September-October 2006): 14-24; Derek Jones, “UW/FID and Why Words
Matter,” Special Warfare 19, no.4 (July-August 2006), 20-27; and Dave M. Witty, ”The
Great UW Debate,” Special Warfare 23, no.2 (March-April 2010): 9-17.
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Secure Cabinet-level Sponsorship and Presidential Support
A UW campaign is more likely to result in a favorable outcome when it is
championed by a statutory member or adviser to the NSC who has been
empowered by the president to facilitate the alignment of resources and
authorities. Particularly when a UW campaign is waged independently from a
greater military campaign, presidential leadership is critical to obtain the requisite
resources (personnel and funding) and build consensus within the U.S.
government to enable a favorable outcome. When a campaign declines in
importance or the campaign is not considered a foreign policy priority, a cabinetlevel sponsor is essential to ensure UW implementation is consistent with U.S.
national security objectives.
Although Nicaragua was not a top-tiered priority for the incoming Bush
administration, Secretary of State James Baker’s leadership was critical to
orchestrating sufficient diplomatic, economic, and military pressures on the
Sandinista government to secure a regional political settlement. In the case of
Iraq, however, the absence of senior leadership advocacy, coupled with its low
policy priority, resulted in minimal guidance, resources, and oversight. As a
result, the campaign increased the risks to Iraqi opposition groups partnered with
the United States and ultimately contributed to a failed campaign.
Presidents who authorize U.S. support of an insurgency or resistance
movement must ensure that they clearly designate lead and supporting
departments and agencies for implementing the campaign. It is critical that the
president empower a cabinet-level leader to develop a strategic concept and
mobilize the resources and the authorities necessary to implement a campaign
318

consistent with U.S. campaign objectives. Such a leader must be capable of
representing U.S. interests in interactions with local and regional partners as well
as representing the interests of the agencies, departments, and personnel
empowered to implement the campaign.

Define Political Objectives for the Campaign
When NSC leaders articulate clear and consistent political objectives for
an UW campaign, the campaign is more likely to achieve a favorable outcome.
For example, although President Reagan and DCI Casey held steadfast to the goal
of deposing the Sandinista regime, the administration was publicly silent on its
political objectives from 1981 to 1983 in the face of vocal congressional
opposition. The domestic political debate generated confusion among U.S. allies
in the region and the contras’ leadership over whether the United States would
provide the resources necessary to challenge Sandinista rule. By 1986, the
administration had built internal NSC unity, congressional agreement, and
regional support around the common objective of establishing a representative
Nicaraguan democracy. As U.S. and partner objectives aligned, U.S. government
efforts contributed to the positive momentum of the Nicaraguan opposition,
leading to an outcome consistent with U.S. policy goals.
Clear political guidance in the form of formal NSC directives and public
policy statements is essential whether the foreign policy issue at hand is of vital,
important, or humanitarian interest. U.S. leaders typically have weeks or months
to consider U.S. political goals prior to intervening in support of an insurgency or
resistance movement. Even in the case of an attack against vital U.S. national
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interests, such as the 11 September 2001 attacks, the NSC under President Bush
had several weeks to formulate and publicly announce U.S. political objectives in
Afghanistan. The articulation of aspirational goals (such as a stable, representative
government in Nicaragua) does not necessarily commit the United States to large
resource expenditures to achieve those goals in a short period of time. Instead,
those goals serve to develop strategic options, guide resource allocation, and
measure progress over time.

Safeguard the Primacy of Political Aims
When policymakers develop a feasible and suitable political-military
strategy and align resources consistent with U.S. policy objectives, the United
States is more likely to achieve its goals. A UW campaign is most effective when
NSC members develop and integrate a broad spectrum of political, economic, and
military options aligned toward a common end.
Across three conflicts, U.S. policy objectives and ensuing strategies
tended to focus more heavily on the interim goals of changing the regime or
overthrowing an occupying power primarily through the use of military (or
paramilitary) force. When the United States provided lethal aid to insurgent
groups, the military dimension of the conflict, or the “shooting war,” tended to
dominate the campaign strategy. The United States has usually achieved its
interim security goals when it has applied sufficient and consistent levels of lethal
aid and training over the course of several years.
U.S. policymakers have placed comparatively less emphasis and resources
toward influencing the political environment during and after regime change.
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Despite DCI Casey’s push to expand U.S. covert capabilities in political action,
civic action, psychological operations, and intelligence collection, the CIA lacked
the institutional capability to perform these missions effectively. Past DCIs have
emphasized the importance of integrating covert activities within a greater
political strategy, lest the instrument become an end in itself.9 After Vietnam, the
Departments of State and Defense increasingly left the conduct of covert action,
political, and military support to opposition groups to the CIA.
Armed resistance may be a necessary step to the achievement of a state’s
political objectives; however, a shooting war cannot by itself deliver a lasting
political outcome. Scholarship on nonviolent resistance suggests that in many
cases, nonviolent movements may be a more effective tool in the overthrow of
regimes and the establishment of more stable, representative states.10 In either
case, until military or security gains are translated into a domestic political
process or a negotiated regional settlement, political objectives will not be
realized.
Senior decision makers should request strategic options that go beyond
lethal or military material support to encompass political, diplomatic, and
intelligence efforts (including covert political and civic action and propaganda) as

9

See John Deutch, “How Best to Oust Hussein,” New York Times, 22 February 1998,
Lexis-Nexis; Gates, From the Shadows; and Tenet, At the Center of the Storm.
10
See Peter Ackerman and Christopher Kruegler, Strategic Nonviolent Conflict: The
Dynamics of People Power in the Twentieth Century (Westport, CT: Praeger Publishers,
1994); Erica Chenoweth and Maria J. Stephan, Why Civil Resistance Works: The
Strategic Logic of Nonviolent Conflict (New York: Columbia University Press, 2011);
Gene Sharp et al., Waging Nonviolent Struggle: 20th Century Practice and 21st Century
Potential (Boston, MA: Extending Horizons Books, 2005); and Maria Stephan, ed.,
Civilian Jihad: Nonviolent Struggle, Democratization and Governance in the Middle
East (New York: Palgrave MacMillan, 2010).
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well as economic and financial sanctions and incentives. The NSC should
consider setting aside modest but consistent levels of resources for covert,
clandestine, and/or overt political and civic action programs to ensure political
aims and programming are under consideration from the start. Likewise, the
conduct of UW should not be considered the purview of any single agency; the
participation and integration of activities by the Departments of State, Defense,
and CIA (at a minimum) are essential to implementing a strategy consistent with
the political goals in mind.
Finally, NSC members must ensure that they periodically review the
campaign’s policy objectives, strategy, and implementation. Given that the
average length of an insurgency is about fifteen years, it is essential that the NSC
conduct regular strategic assessments of the campaign and make adjustments
based upon changes in the local security environment, the U.S. domestic, and the
international political environment. Implementation must be repeatedly monitored
within agencies and by the NSC committee system to ensure all government
activities are moving towards the accomplishment of U.S. policy objectives.

Build and Sustain Policy Consensus
Where NSC members and advisers can build ideological consensus around
the need for a UW campaign (unity of purpose) and align their actions in
implementation (unity of effort), a UW campaign is more likely to result in a
favorable outcome.
In the Afghanistan campaign, consensus among the principals grew
steadily from 1979 to 1989. Campaign unity was bolstered by the development
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and passage of National Security Decision Directive 166, “U.S. Policy, Programs,
and Strategy in Afghanistan in 1985,” reinforcing interagency support for the
CIA-led campaign. After the Soviet withdrawal in 1989, however, consensus over
U.S. political objectives fractured. U.S. government agencies increasingly worked
at cross purposes with one another and with their Afghan and Pakistani partners.
As the issue of Afghanistan declined in importance, U.S. senior leaders
disengaged without articulating clear policy objectives. NSC principals relegated
advocacy, implementation, and oversight to regional experts within their
institutions who were unable to shift resources or influence partners to fulfill U.S.
policy objectives.
The president and his national security team should have a transparent,
predictable process for adjudicating policy disputes and monitoring agency
implementation. The NSC’s three-tiered committee system, in effect since the
George H.W. Bush administration, may be capable of resolving most policy
disputes, but it is only as good as the President and NSC members empower it to
be. Significant unresolved policy or strategy disagreements between principals
will likely have an adverse influence on the prosecution of a UW campaign, as
evidenced by the U.S. campaigns in Afghanistan after 1989, in Nicaragua from
1981 to 1986, and in Iraq from 1993 to 2001.

Policy Consensus with Congress
Although this study intended to focus on the unity of the NSC principals
and their agencies and departments, the role of Congress emerged as a critical
factor in the shaping of the UW campaign’s policy objectives, the strategic
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options available to the President, and the extent and type of resources made
available. As the case of Afghanistan suggests, where the executive and
legislative branches agreed on the objectives and strategy, resources were
consistent and plentiful, leading to a better outcome for the United States. In
situations where Congress and the executive branch disagree, as they did in
Nicaragua from 1981 to 1986, the campaign is more likely to suffer from a lack of
or intermittent support, which negatively impacts resourcing, implementation, and
U.S. credibility as a reliable sponsor.

Consensus with Local Partners
Case study research also revealed the critical importance of developing
consensus with local partners. It is important that applicable agencies and
departments begin political dialogue with the opposition early to improve
understanding about the nature of the conflict and to identify the short- and longterm interests of the parties in conflict. Policymakers can then begin to analyze
where U.S., opposition, and other key parties’ (such as sanctuary or neighboring
states) interests overlap and diverge. Estimating the political intent of the parties
to the conflict is a critical step in assessing the avenues and degree of U.S.
influence with the parties and identifying the risks of U.S. support. In a UW
campaign, a U.S. presence inside hostile territory or neighboring sanctuary may
be limited by political or environmental restrictions. The smaller the U.S. physical
presence, the greater the importance of aligning interests with the opposition.
Resource expenditures in money and arms may buy temporary influence but will
not guarantee a favorable political outcome in the long term. Where vital interests
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are at stake, alliances with unreliable or dangerous partners may be necessary to
secure near or mid-term security objectives but are unlikely to contribute to a
favorable, lasting political solution. Where U.S. and partner interests diverge,
however, the United States must acknowledge the risks and mitigate the
consequences to long-term U.S. political objectives.

Consistently Resource the UW Campaign
A UW campaign is more likely to achieve its political objectives when
moral, political, and material support is consistently applied. Modest expenditures
and a small U.S. footprint can secure significant political and security gains and
impose disproportionate political and economic costs on the ruling regime or
occupying power.
While the U.S. campaign in Afghanistan was the most expensive UW
campaign absent a greater conventional war (such as in World War II and
Vietnam), its costs were minimal when compared to U.S. military conventional
expenditures over the last twenty years.11 Although there were disagreements
among U.S., Pakistani, and mujahedin leaders over the allocation of aid across
mujahedin commanders, the type of weapons systems supplied, and the tactical

11

From 1979 to 1991, the United States provided an estimated $3 billion in aid to the
mujahedin and $600 million in humanitarian aid to Afghan refugees. In Nicaragua, the
United States spent approximately $350 million in military and non-lethal aid. By
comparison, the cost of maintaining the two no-fly zones in Iraq averaged $1 billion
annually from 1992 to 2002. From 2003 to 2004, the U.S. war in Iraq cost $1.5 billion a
week, or $60 billion a year, which increased to $70 billion annually by 2005. See Larry
Goodson, Afghanistan’s Endless War: State Failure, Regional Politics, and the Rise of
the Taliban (Seattle, WA: University of Washington Press, 2001), 147; and Thomas E.
Ricks, Fiasco: The American Military Adventure in Iraq (New York: Penguin Books,
2007), 15.
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focus of certain operations, Pakistani and mujahedin partners never doubted the
U.S. commitment to their common objectives of harassing Soviet military forces,
compelling their withdrawal from Afghanistan, and ousting the Communistbacked president.
In Nicaragua, senior Reagan administration leaders failed to articulate
consistent moral and political support for the contras or the Nicaraguan political
opposition until 1983. Congressional restrictions on funding, lethal material
support, and the U.S. government agencies authorized to engage with the
Nicaraguan opposition significantly hindered the political organization, training,
and prosecution of contras’ operations from 1982 to 1986. Although far fewer
U.S. resources were spent on the Nicaraguan campaign than on the Afghan one
(roughly $350 million in Nicaragua as compared to $3 billion in Afghanistan), the
extensive engagement of Secretary of State George Shultz followed by James
Baker provides a valuable example of how modest investment from 1986 to 1990
and sustained, high-level attention capitalized upon the contras’ security gains and
unified U.S. government efforts in a manner consistent with the achievement of
U.S. policy objectives.
The cases of Afghanistan and Nicaragua also demonstrate that a small
U.S. presence is often preferable for many reasons that go beyond the risk of U.S.
casualties. A smaller foreign presence on the ground allows the opposition to
maintain ownership of the conflict by giving them the time and the space for
leaders to emerge, foster political organization, and build consensus toward a
common political vision. Modest but long-term U.S. engagement allows U.S.
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operatives to better understand and influence the conflict dynamics while
increasing the likelihood a campaign can remain covert or clandestine.

Develop a Cadre of Unconventional Warfare Experts
Over the last decade, events in Afghanistan, Iraq, Libya, and Syria have
demonstrated the importance of having a cadre of civilian and military personnel
knowledgeable in strategic assessment, planning, and implementation of support
to opposition parties and insurgent groups. Such a cadre cannot be mass-produced
on short notice; it must be recruited, organized, and incentivized for a career
committed to understanding the foreign policy instruments critical to the indirect
approach. As the United States again faces a period of budget stringency, it is
essential to ensure retention of the personnel, organizations, and interagency
networks with critical capabilities in unilateral and partnered political warfare,
civic action, psychological operations, and guerrilla warfare. Senior leaders
should also ensure that the Executive Branch retains or rebuilds sufficient
intelligence capabilities focused on assessment of the political and economic
conditions in the strategic environment and resists the impulse to overcommit
intelligence resources to gathering tactical and operational intelligence for
military clients.
The CIA continues to be the institution best suited to the conduct and
management of covert action, including covert support to insurgent groups, given
its institutional experience in political and civic action, propaganda, and
paramilitary operations with a minimal U.S. presence or signature. The U.S.
government would also be well served to ensure that the DOD, DOS, and United
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States Agency for International Development (USAID) maintain a cadre of
personnel with complementary skills for overt and clandestine lethal and nonlethal support to insurgent groups and resistance movements. More study is
needed to determine the extent to which the last decade’s operations have rebuilt
or taxed CIA, DOD, and DOS capabilities in covert, clandestine, and overt UW.
Within the DOD, proponency for unconventional warfare should remain
within the SOF community. However, it is incumbent upon the U.S. Army
Special Forces to educate and train other branches of the SOF community,
conventional military leaders, and conventional units in the doctrine and conduct
of UW. The conflicts in Iraq and Libya have demonstrated that conventional
forces may play important roles as the interlocutors with resistance groups in their
area of operations, particularly in the areas of intelligence, communications,
logistics, and air support. Finally, the special operations community must
continue to nurture the skills of its civil affairs and psychological operations units
who are critical enablers for both SOF and conventional units in UW.

III. Suggestions for Future Research
The events of 11 September 2001 marked a turning point in the
collaboration between the CIA, the Department of Defense, the Department of
State, and the broader intelligence community in the prosecution of
unconventional warfare. U.S. campaigns in Afghanistan and Iraq offer new
opportunities for studying UW as a precursor to and as a subordinate campaign
within a major conventional war. The U.S. UW campaigns in Somalia and Yemen
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provide insights on the conduct of joint intelligence and military campaigns
executed absent a larger U.S. conventional force presence. Regime changes
stemming from the Arab Spring are also opportunities to analyze conflicts in
which both armed and nonviolent strategies of resistance have challenged
authoritarian dictatorships with varying degrees of lethal and non-lethal external
support.
As the United States enters a period of budget stringency and withdraws
large numbers of forces from Iraq and Afghanistan, U.S. intelligence and SOF
remain deployed worldwide. Further study is needed to determine the extent to
which operations over the last decade have regenerated or exhausted the
institutional capabilities within the CIA, DOD, and DOS for covert, clandestine,
and overt unconventional warfare. It will be important to harness and sustain the
breadth of the U.S. experience during upcoming personnel reductions. Finally,
while the SOF and intelligence personnel are capable of operating with small
footprints, their operations are buttressed by a robust U.S. military framework of
basing and logistics networks that will likely be reduced in the years ahead.
Intelligence and defense leaders must ensure they account for other agencies and
departments’ reliance on defense frameworks so that they may deliver a wide
spectrum of capabilities in ongoing and future UW campaigns.

IV. Conclusion
This study has examined three U.S. unconventional warfare campaigns
from 1979 to 2001 to examine the impact of national security decision making on
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the strategic effectiveness of an UW campaign. The four variables of objective,
policy-strategy match, unity, and grand strategy provide a framework for
understanding how the development of policy and strategy in the National
Security Council have contributed to a more favorable outcome for the United
States.
When states opt to support an insurgency or resistance movement within
another state to achieve its national security objectives, they often do so because
they perceive the costs and risks to the United States to be less than those of a
large-scale military intervention. Despite the modest cost in relation to a
conventional war, UW campaigns require the due diligence of senior
policymakers to articulate the political objective to be achieved and ensure that
the strategy is matched and resourced to give it the best chance of success. When
policymakers failed to articulate objectives clearly or to deliver adequate
resources to a campaign (either by choice or due to a lack of congressional
support), campaigns were less likely to achieve stated U.S. policy objectives. In
cases where the president and key advisers took an active role in decision making,
adjudicated disagreements, and aligned agency and department activities,
campaigns were more likely to contribute to an outcome favorable to the United
States. Finally, the presence of a U.S. grand strategy for the state or region in
which the campaign took place was not necessary to achieve a positive outcome.
What was more critical, however, were the degree to which the grand strategy
was politically supportive of an UW campaign and that the NSC promoted unity
of effort among the agencies and departments charged with the prosecution of the
campaign.
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