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ABSTRACT 
 
 

 The pursuit of national security objectives by, with, and through partnered 
non-state groups, also called unconventional warfare (UW), has long offered the 
promise of victory without the costs or risks associated with a large-scale military 
intervention. For these reasons and perhaps others, senior U.S. policy makers 
have repeatedly reached for this particular instrument of statecraft in the modern 
era. Since World War II, UW has produced both stunning successes and 
humiliating failures. The U.S.-supported mujahedin campaign against the Soviets 
in Afghanistan and the contra's campaign against the Nicaraguan Sandinista 
government stand out as examples of each. The outcome of UW campaigns in the 
post-9/11 era are just as mixed. Such divergent outcomes form a puzzle which 
motivates the research question for this study: what factors best explain the 
operational success or failure of post-9/11 U.S. unconventional warfare 
campaigns? 
 This dissertation specifically examines the impact which a set of variables 
describing both the partnered non-state group and its relationship with the United 
States have on success or failure in UW at the operational level of war. Rather 
than evaluating a particular policy or strategy, it attempts to determine the extent 
to which an unconventional warfare approach achieved its military objectives and 
why. If, the next time a crisis arises, senior U.S. decision makers are better 
informed as to whether or not the UW instrument is a viable option, then this 
dissertation has accomplished its goal. 
 The study builds upon existing scholarship on military effectiveness, 
drawing also from the principal-agent literature as well as military doctrine, 
strategy, and irregular warfare. It uses within-case analysis to test a set of 
hypotheses on unconventional warfare effectiveness in the twenty-first century, 
concluding with a set of policy recommendations. The cases under examination 
are: U.S. support to Afghan militias (2001), support to the Iraqi peshmerga 
(2003), support to Syrian rebels through the Train and Equip program (2014-
2017), and support to the Syrian Democratic Forces (2015-2019).    
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CHAPTER 1: Introduction 

 

Very early in this process, I actually asked the CIA to analyze 
examples of America financing and supplying arms to an 
insurgency in a country that actually worked out well. And they 
couldn’t come up with much. 
  President Barack Obama, November 25, 20131 
 
And so, on the military front, we are continuing to accelerate what 
we do. As we find additional partners on the ground [in Syria] that 
are effective, we work with them more closely. I’ve already 
authorized additional Special Forces on the ground who are going 
to be able to improve that coordination. 
  President Barack Obama, November 16, 20152 

 

 In October 2015, in light of Syria's ongoing civil war and the Islamic 

State's territorial expansion in the region, President Barack Obama authorized a 

small contingent of U.S. special operations forces (SOF) to enter Syria and 

provide support to anti-ISIS militia groups.3 This escalation of involvement in the 

Syrian conflict represented the next phase in an evolution of U.S. policy which 

had played out over the preceding four and a half years.  

 When, in early 2011, the Arab Spring took hold in Damascus and Aleppo 

in the form of pro-democracy, anti-regime protests, there was reason for outside 

                                                       
1 David Remnick, “On and Off the Road with Barack Obama,” The New Yorker, January 27, 
2014, https://www.newyorker.com/magazine/2014/01/27/going-the-distance-david-remnick. 
2 “Press Conference by President Obama at Antalya, Turkey,” The White House, November 16, 
2015, https://obamawhitehouse.archives.gov/the-press-office/2015/11/16/press-conference-
president-obama-antalya-turkey. 
3 Armin Krishnan, “Controlling Partners and Proxies in Pro-Insurgency Paramilitary Operations: 
The Case of Syria,” Intelligence and National Security 34, no. 4 (June 7, 2019): 544–60; “Syria’s 
Civil War Explained from the Beginning,” al-Jazeera, April 14, 2018, 
https://www.aljazeera.com/news/2016/05/syria-civil-war-explained-160505084119966.html. This 
study primarily uses the acronym ISIS, for Islamic State of Iraq and al-Sham, in reference to the 
group alternately known as IS (Islamic State), ISIL (Islamic State of Iraq and the Levant), or by 
the Arabic acronym Da'esh. 



 2 

observers to be optimistic about a more free and inclusive future for the Syrian 

people.4 By the summer, however, the protests and the government's heavy-

handed response set off a cycle of violence which spun farther and farther out of 

control each month. What began as a relatively peaceful protest movement gave 

way to a disparate array of armed rebel groups. Over the next year, the conflict 

became a full-blown civil war with an increasingly sectarian character. Outside 

regional actors such as Saudi Arabia and Qatar took sides with the mainly Sunni 

opposition while Iran intervened in support of the Shia Alawite regime of Bashar 

al-Assad.5  

 Amid a failing peace process and worsening government violence against 

civilians, President Obama authorized in August of 2012 non-lethal aid for Syrian 

rebels and the following spring signed a presidential finding for covert action 

against Assad with the goal of regime change.6 The several years which followed 

saw the emergence and territorial expansion of the ISIS caliphate, a terrorist 

proto-state, and further escalation of U.S. and coalition involvement. The change 

in U.S. policy in October 2015 which authorized SOF support on the ground with 

militia groups in Syria marked the culmination of a shift in focus from regime 

change to defeating ISIS and the beginning of the decline of ISIS' physical 

                                                       
4 “Syria’s Civil War Explained from the Beginning.” 
5 Krishnan, “Controlling Partners and Proxies in Pro-Insurgency Paramilitary Operations.” 
6 Katy Collin, “7 Years into the Syrian War, Is There a Way Out?,” Brookings, March 16, 2018, 
https://www.brookings.edu/blog/order-from-chaos/2018/03/16/7-years-into-the-syrian-war-is-
there-a-way-out/; “New ‘Massacre’ Reported in Syria’s Hama Province,” BBC News, June 7, 
2012, https://www.bbc.com/news/world-middle-east-18348201; Krishnan, “Controlling Partners 
and Proxies in Pro-Insurgency Paramilitary Operations.” The covert action program, codenamed 
Timber Sycamore, was to be implemented by the CIA. A more detailed discussion of covert 
action, including a definition, is provided later in this chapter.  
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caliphate.7 It also constituted the next step in a progression of unconventional 

warfare operations for the U.S. military which began in the rugged mountains of 

Afghanistan nearly a decade before the eruption of conflict in Syria. 

 

I. Key Terms 

 

Unconventional Warfare 

 The operational definition of unconventional warfare employed by this 

study is the same as that found in United States military joint doctrine:  

[A]ctivities 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. Also called UW.8  
 

In other words, operations which involve the military operating by, with, and 

through a non-state armed group against a state adversary or other ruling authority 

are considered unconventional warfare. In UW, the state patron may provide the 

non-state client with various types of support including advice, funding, weapons 

and equipment, intelligence, and airstrikes. In contrast to the counterinsurgency 

operations which the United States has become accustomed to in its post-9/11 

wars, UW puts the intervening nation on the side of an insurgency or rebel 

movement rather than a friendly host-nation government.  

                                                       
7 “Press Conference by President Obama at Antalya, Turkey”; Krishnan, “Controlling Partners and 
Proxies in Pro-Insurgency Paramilitary Operations.” 
8 Joint Publication 3-05: Special Operations (Washington, D.C.: U.S. Department of Defense, 
2014). 
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 Unconventional warfare is a distinctly military mission carried out 

exclusively by special operations forces, according to U.S. joint doctrine. 

However, these same doctrinal sources also emphasize that although it is military-

led, UW is an interagency endeavor.9 Within the SOF community, which includes 

Navy SEALs, Army Rangers, and others, the Army's Special Forces, commonly 

known as Green Berets, have primary responsibility for UW. Their specialized 

language and cultural skills and training in resistance warfare make them 

particularly suited to the mission.10 Recent cases of U.S. UW campaigns, 

including those examined in Chapters 4 through 7 of this study, demonstrate both 

the interagency nature of unconventional warfare as well as the leading role 

typically played by Army Special Forces.11 

 Krieg and Rickli state that "in the context of warfare, the concept of 

surrogacy provides a broad umbrella for examining a patron's externalization of 

the strategic, operational, or tactical burden of warfare, partially or wholly, to a 

delegate or substitute."12 UW is that particular subset of surrogate warfare in 

which the client in the patron-client relationship is a non-state armed group. When 

referring to the supported non-state armed group in the UW relationship, this 

dissertation primarily uses the term "partner". This choice is deliberate, as partner 

implies a degree of agency exercised by the non-state group which, as will 

                                                       
9 Joint Publication 3-05: Special Operations. 
10 Field Manual 3-05.130: Army Special Operations Forces Unconventional Warfare 
(Washington, D.C.: U.S. Department of the Army, 2008). 
11 Gary Schroen, First In: How Seven CIA Officers Opened the War on Terror in Afghanistan 
(New York: Random House Publishing Group, 2005); Eric Blehm, The Only Thing Worth Dying 
For: How Eleven Green Berets Fought for a New Afghanistan (New York: Harper Collins, 2010). 
12 Andreas Krieg and Jean-Marc Rickli, Surrogate Warfare: The Transformation of War in the 
Twenty-First Century (Washington, D.C.: Georgetown University Press, 2019), 4. 
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become evident in the subsequent chapters, is more consistent with the realities of 

UW. Where terms such as surrogate, proxy, or client are used, the reader should 

understand this is mainly for contextual reasons and not intended to diminish the 

agency of the partner in a UW scenario.  

 As a final note, this study's operational definition of UW allows for some 

variance in types of partner groups. While the military definition included above 

refers to a "resistance movement" or "insurgency", these terms should be 

interpreted loosely as not all UW partners fit neatly into a single category. For 

example, the Iraqi peshmerga analyzed in Chapter 5 are more accurately classified 

as a militia group, albeit one resembling an official state military in important 

ways. Peter Thompson states that "militias arise in weak and failed states as a 

response to the absence of central government power and legitimacy"; however, 

the peshmerga, such as they were in 2003, owed their existence as much to 

Kurdish social and political culture and the semi-autonomy made possible by the 

post-Gulf War no-fly zone as to Iraqi state weakness.13 In this case, the 

peshmerga only began actively "resisting" the Iraqi armed forces upon 

commencement of the U.S.-led invasion and did so using more or less 

conventional tactics, rather than the methods of sabotage and guerilla warfare 

more commonly associated with an insurgency. 

 

Irregular Warfare 

                                                       
13 Peter G. Thompson, Armed Groups: The 21st Century Threat (Lanham, MD: Rowman & 
Littlefield, 2014); Martin Walker, “The Making of Modern Iraq,” The Wilson Quarterly 27, no. 2 
(2003): 29–40. 
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 Military doctrine defines irregular warfare, or IW, as "a violent struggle 

among state and non-state actors for legitimacy and influence over the relevant 

population(s)."14 The term is also employed widely by scholars and, while usage 

may vary slightly, their definitions take on a similar shape. Colin Gray states that 

irregular conflicts are those which involve "enemies of any genus who choose to 

fight in an irregular mode; or... foes who are deemed to be irregular by definition 

because they are not the licensed sword arms of officially recognized polities."15 

Traditional warfare pits state against state, both employing military forces in a 

fairly symmetrical manner usually to destroy each other's armies or seize territory 

in pursuit of political aims. In contrast, IW involves a more diverse range of 

actors using different tools and methods to pursue their political objectives. It is 

inherently asymmetrical, providing the opportunity for a weaker actor, often a 

non-state group, to challenge a more powerful state.  

 In keeping with the above military definition of irregular warfare, the 

characterization of IW based upon the irregular nature of its actors is common 

among scholars. According to Jeffrey White, it "involve(s) irregular elements 

fighting against other irregular elements, regular forces of a central government, 

or an external intervention force."16 With regard to its methods, White associates 

IW with such terms as "tribal" and "primitive".17      

                                                       
14 Joint Publication 1: Doctrine for the Armed Forces of the United States (Washington, D.C.: 
U.S. Department of Defense, 2013). 
15 Colin S. Gray, Irregular Enemies and the Essence of Strategy: Can the American Way of War 
Adapt? (Carlisle, PA: U.S. Army War College Strategic Studies Institute, 2006). 
16 Jeffrey B. White, “Some Thoughts on Irregular Warfare,” Studies in Intelligence 39, no. 5 
(1996). 
17 White. 
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 Although the two terms are sometimes conflated in both academic and 

government circles, irregular warfare is not the same as unconventional warfare. 

Rather, UW is a form of IW. In addition to UW, U.S. doctrine identifies four 

other types types of operations under the IW rubric: counterinsurgency, 

counterterrorism, foreign internal defense, and stability operations.18 UW stands 

apart from the other forms of IW because, rather than being conducted in support 

of a friendly government, UW is waged in opposition to a government or other 

ruling authority. In this way, it can be conceptualized as the inverse of 

counterinsurgency.  

 Because of the nature of irregular warfare as a violent struggle for 

influence rather than a conventional military contest, traditional military strengths 

may have limited utility in IW. An irregular approach offers the possibility of 

victory to an actor which is weak by traditional military measures yet seeks to 

challenge a powerful state.19 Colin Gray notes that U.S. strategic culture relies 

heavily on a direct, firepower-, and technology-dependent approach which is, at 

best, unhelpful in IW and in the worst cases can be strongly counterproductive.20 

A recent manifestation of these challenges is seen in the difficult U.S. experience 

facing militarily weaker irregular foes in Afghanistan and Iraq.21 Gray also finds 

                                                       
18 Joint Publication 3-05: Special Operations. While U.S. military doctrine identifies five forms of 
IW, it would be more precise to state that these are five types of operations with which the United 
States might confront an irregular threat.   
19 White, “Some Thoughts on Irregular Warfare.” 
20 Gray, Irregular Enemies and the Essence of Strategy. 
21 David Kilcullen, “Counterinsurgency Redux,” Survival 48, no. 4 (December 1, 2006): 111–30; 
Michael R. Gordon and Bernard E. Trainor, Cobra II: The Inside Story of the Invasion And 
Occupation of Iraq (Vintage Books, 2007); Jeanne Godfroy et al., The U.S. Army in the Iraq War 
– Volume 1: Invasion – Insurgency – Civil War, 2003-2006, ed. Joel Rayburn and Frank 
Sobchack, vol. I (Carlisle, PA: U.S. Army War College Strategic Studies Institute, 2019); Jeanne 
Godfroy et al., The U.S. Army in the Iraq War – Volume 2: Surge and Withdrawal, 2007-2011, ed. 
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that the niche capabilities offered by special operations forces, as compared to 

those of conventional forces, are more well-suited to irregular warfare, so long as 

they are properly employed.22      

 

Covert Action    

 In contrast to UW, covert action describes operations carried out by 

intelligence services rather than the military. In U.S. practice, covert action is the 

responsibility of the Central Intelligence Agency (CIA) Directorate of Operations 

and typically directed from the oval office in the form of a presidential finding.23 

Roy Godson calls covert action "an American term-of-art that came into use after 

World War II."24 While the exact definitions employed by both scholars and 

practitioners vary somewhat, covert action may include secret political action, 

propaganda operations, or paramilitary activities designed to influence events in 

another country without attribution.25 This last part, non-attribution, is critical. 

Although a wide range of military and intelligence operations are clandestine, 

particularly during planning and preparation, covert action is carried out in a 

manner intended to conceal the true source even after the fact.26  

                                                       
Joel D Rayburn and Frank K Sobchak (Carlisle, PA: U.S. Army War College Strategic Studies 
Institute, 2019). 
22 Colin Gray, “Handfuls of Heroes on Desperate Ventures: When Do Special Operations 
Succeed?,” Parameters 29, no. 1 (1999): 2–24. 
23 Christopher M. Andrew, For the President’s Eyes Only: Secret Intelligence and the American 
Presidency from Washington to Bush, 1st ed. (New York: HarperCollins, 1995). 
24 Roy Godson, Dirty Tricks or Trump Cards: U.S. Covert Action and Counterintelligence 
(Washington, DC: Brassey’s, 1995), 2. 
25 Richard H. Shultz Jr, Transforming US Intelligence for Irregular War: Task Force 714 in Iraq 
(Washington, D.C.: Georgetown University Press, 2020), 134. 
26 Michele Malvesti, “Risk-Taking in Countering Terrorism: A Study of United States Presidential 
Decisions to Use Special Operations and Covert Action” (PhD dissertation, The Fletcher School 
of Law and Diplomacy at Tufts University, 2002). 
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 Although UW and covert action sometimes have similar objectives, they 

are separate missions carried out by different government agencies under different 

legal authorities unless otherwise specified by the President in a finding. The 

cases examined in this study all involve U.S. intelligence agencies, primarily the 

CIA, working alongside military SOF, but the subject of its analysis is 

unconventional warfare rather than covert action. The activities of the intelligence 

officers on the ground in Afghanistan, Iraq, and Syria are only examined to the 

extent that they supported the military UW mission. Despite the distinction and 

this study's deliberate focus on UW, the discussion of covert action is relavant 

because its origins are inextricably linked to those of unconventional warfare. An 

understanding of both is necessary for this research. Those shared historical roots 

are the subject of the next section.  

 

II. Historical Legacy and the Evolution of U.S. Unconventional Warfare 

 

World War II 

 Even before the advent of the modern nation-state, rulers employed 

irregular proxies in pursuit of their goals. Take, for example, the actions of 

privateer Sir Francis Drake against the Spanish navy in the late 16th century as an 

instrument of Elizabethan power.27 Two hundred years later, irregular armed 

groups played an important role on both sides of the American Revolution as the 

British crown employed Hessian mercenaries against a Continental Army heavily 

                                                       
27 Krieg and Rickli, Surrogate Warfare, 16–17. 
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augmented by colonial militia.28 Not until World War II, however, did warfare by 

non-state proxy take on the modern form known as unconventional warfare. This 

method was pioneered by a new organization called the Office of Strategic 

Services.29 

 During the summer and fall of 1940, while most American policymakers 

and private citizens focused their foreign policy interest on staying out of the war 

in Europe, attorney William Donovan made several trips overseas in order to 

examine British subversion and guerilla warfare capabilities.30 Donovan, who had 

earned the Congressional Medal of Honor for gallantry in the First World War, 

used his friendship with Secretary of the Navy Knox and personal and political 

connections with President Roosevelt to gain official backing for his study. MI-6, 

Great Britain's long-standing national intelligence service, had entered the war 

with an already highly developed capacity for intelligence collection and analysis 

as well as covert action.31 In contrast, the United States at the time possessed no 

such centralized, national intelligence organization, instead relying primarily on 

disconnected capabilities resident only in the military services.32 William 

Donovan was among the first Americans to recognize a need and was determined 

to use his influence to address the shortcoming.  

                                                       
28 Krieg and Rickli, 5. 
29 Troy J. Sacquety, “The OSS: A Primer on the Special Operations Branches and Detachments of 
the Office of Strategic Services,” Veritas 3, no. 4 (2007): 37. 
30 Andrew L. Hargreaves, Special Operations in World War II: British and American Irregular 
Warfare, Campaigns and Commanders ; v. 39 (Norman: University of Oklahoma Press, 2013), 68. 
31 Hargreaves, Special Operations in World War II. 
32 Andrew, For the President’s Eyes Only, 75–122. 
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 In July 1941, Roosevelt appointed Donovan as Coordinator of Information 

with a portfolio consisting of espionage, propaganda, and guerilla warfare. The 

following June, after the United States' entry into the war, the fledgling 

organization was renamed the Office of Strategic Services (OSS) and Donovan's 

mandate was expanded to include a wider range of special operations in Axis-

controlled territory.33 Due in no small part to Donovan's persistence and 

creativity, the OSS eventually found its way over and around bureaucratic and 

military organizational obstacles, undertaking a wide-ranging set of unorthodox 

intelligence, informational, and operational activities.34 Included in these 

activities were the nation's first forays into unconventional warfare. 

 In the European theater, the OSS deployed three-man teams called 

Jedburghs to work with resistance groups in France, Belgium, and the 

Netherlands.35 Parachuting into Nazi-occupied areas on the eve of the D-Day 

invasion, the teams were to link-up with local partisans, coordinate supply drops, 

and advise their employment conducting sabotage behind Axis lines. In some 

cases, the teams and their local resistance partners also provided intelligence and 

served as guides for the Allied forces advancing eastward.36  

                                                       
33 Hargreaves, Special Operations in World War II, 70. 
34 Mark Moyar, Oppose Any Foe: The Rise of America’s Special Operations Forces, First Ed. 
(New York: Basic Books, 2017); Hargreaves, Special Operations in World War II. 
35 Sacquety, “The OSS: A Primer on the Special Operations Branches and Detachments of the 
Office of Strategic Services.” 
36 Sacquety; Hargreaves, Special Operations in World War II; Moyar, Oppose Any Foe; Samuel J. 
Lewis, Jedburgh Team Operations in Support of the 12th Army Group, August 1944 (Fort 
Leavenworth, KS: U.S. Army Command and General Staff College Combat Studies Institute, 
1991). 
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 In addition to supporting existing armed resistance groups as they did in 

Europe, OSS operatives in the Pacific adapted their approach to unconventional 

warfare based upon the particular needs and opportunities presented by that 

theater. Donovan and his lieutenants faced considerable resistance from senior 

U.S. military commanders who mistrusted the OSS style of paramilitary 

operations and initially saw little value in what they might offer. Eventually, OSS 

detachments found a foothold in the China-Burma-India area of operations in 

1942.37  

 Through the course of the war, the OSS deployed operational detachments 

in China, Burma, and India, as well as Thailand, French Indochina, Ceylon, and 

the Dutch East Indies.38 While these detachments performed the full range of OSS 

special activities, the actions of Detachment 101 in Burma stand out as the 

clearest example of UW in the Pacific. After inauspicious beginnings and a series 

of false starts, the detachment by 1943 had assembled, trained, and begun to 

employ a sizeable guerilla army behind Japanese lines. The indigenous Kachin 

tribespeople organized by Detachment 101 collected intelligence, operated 

clandestine radio stations, rescued downed Allied airmen, and performed 

harassing ambushes and raids against Japanese forces.39 When the Anglo-

American Galahad operation, commanded by British Major General Orde 

Wingate, was launched to capture Myitkyina airfield in spring of 1944, 

                                                       
37 David W Hogan, U.S. Army Special Operations in World War II (Washington, D.C.: U.S. 
Department of the Army Center of Military History, 1992). 
38 Sacquety, “The OSS: A Primer on the Special Operations Branches and Detachments of the 
Office of Strategic Services.” 
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Detachment 101 and its Kachin Ranger partners provided intelligence and guides 

to the attacking force.40       

 The assertion that OSS unconventional warfare operations made some 

contribution to the Allied war effort in World War II is supported by the historical 

record. Whether UW or any other OSS activity, dwarfed by the massive scale of 

conventional operations, actually made a difference in the outcome of the war is 

still subject to debate. It is fair to say that some UW operations, such as that of 

Detachment 101 in Burma, probably did provide commanders with much-needed 

breathing room by tying up enemy forces, performing tasks which otherwise 

would have been performed by conventional units, and providing intelligence 

impossible to acquire through other means. While these contributions did not win 

the war, at the very least they helped preserve precious lives and Allied combat 

power. Additionally, from the very beginning and despite support at the highest 

levels in Washington, Donovan and his OSS commanders contended with a dearth 

of resources and little cooperation from more conventionally minded commanders 

within the individual theaters.41 Not only did the motley OSS manage these 

difficulties admirably, but one wonders what more could have been accomplished 

had a greater degree of unity of effort between the conventional and 

unconventional forces existed.  

 

The Early Cold War and Vietnam 

                                                       
40 Moyar, Oppose Any Foe, 79; Sacquety, “The OSS: A Primer on the Special Operations 
Branches and Detachments of the Office of Strategic Services.” 
41 Hargreaves, Special Operations in World War II; Moyar, Oppose Any Foe. 
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 In September 1945, after the capitulation of Axis powers and before the 

Cold War fully took shape, President Truman dissolved the OSS into other 

agencies of the U.S. government.42 After a short-lived experiment with an 

organization called the Central Intelligence Group, the National Security Act of 

1947 created the Central Intelligence Agency. Unlike the OSS, which was 

purpose-built for the war and never intended to endure afterward, the CIA would 

be the nation's first standing national intelligence service. Its mission was to 

collect and analyze foreign intelligence and conduct covert action.43 Almost 

immediately and in light of the growing Soviet threat, CIA operatives, including 

many OSS veterans, set about providing covert support to underground anti-

communist movements in contested nations such as Albania, Latvia, Guatemala, 

and Tibet.44  

 Meanwhile in 1952, the Army established the Special Forces, a new type 

of organization designed to meet the unique demands of revolutionary warfare. 

With its roots also in the OSS and founding members drawn from the ranks of 

OSS veterans, the Special Forces were modeled after the units which had 

conducted partisan warfare behind the lines in Europe and the Pacific.45 In the 

event of a Soviet incursion into Central and Western Europe, small teams would 
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American Espionage (New York: Simon and Schuster, 2011). 
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York: Knopf Doubleday Publishing Group, 2008). 
44 Mark Grdovic, “Understanding Unconventional Warfare and U.S. Army Special Forces,” 
Special Warfare 19, no. 5 (2006): 14–24. 
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be inserted behind enemy lines to organize and lead an armed resistance much as 

the Jedburghs had done under Nazi occupation.  

 In 1961, the Army incorporated UW into its official doctrine with the 

publication of its first manual on the topic.46 As U.S. policymakers perceived a 

looming threat from the spread of communism in Southeast Asia, the Special 

Forces soon expanded the application of UW as a tool to counter it.47 Their intent 

was to master the methods of guerilla and resistance warfare in order to support 

indigenous anti-communist groups and advance U.S. interests. They found in 

President John F. Kennedy an enthusiastic champion for the development of these 

capabilities.48  

 A CIA program which began in the early 1960s to train and employ 

indigenous Montagnard tribesmen against Vietnamese communists was soon 

transferred to the Special Forces. The Montagnards were far from being a 

disciplined and professional fighting force, but they were fiercely loyal to their 

American advisors and effective in combat. By late 1963, they numbered some 

62,000 under arms.49 Although the Montagnard program was the largest, the 

Special Forces undertook various other UW efforts in the war in Southeast Asia 

alongside similar CIA covert action programs. These activities had mixed results. 

For example, a program to foment an anti-communist partisan movement behind 

the lines in North Vietnam resulted in a series of costly (and, at times, farcical) 

                                                       
46 Field Manual 31-21: Guerilla Warfare and Special Forces Operations (Washington, D.C.: U.S. 
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failures which were only spared from public embarrassment by virtue of their 

secrecy.50 

 

The Late Cold War and the Reagan Years        

 In the post-Vietnam era, the application of military UW and CIA covert 

action further evolved under the Reagan doctrine of aggressively resisting 

communist expansion in such places as Afghanistan, Nicaragua, Angola, and 

other contested nations in the so-called Third World.51 Because most of these 

conflicts did not involve an overt U.S. military presence, operations in support of 

local resistance groups tended to fall under CIA purview. The record 

demonstrates that these activities vary significantly in both their character and 

outcomes. 

 The United States' involvement in Afghanistan during the 1980s was 

intended by national security decision makers to affect the political outcome of 

the conflict and ultimately achieve Soviet withdrawal. A secondary goal was 

simply to make the Soviet Union bleed much as the United States did in 

Vietnam.52 U.S. unconventional warfare operations and covert action contributed 
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to the accomplishment of both of these goals.53 The early days of the CIA-led 

intervention consisted of funding and other low-profile forms of support to the 

Afghan mujahideen, tribal rebels along with fighters who streamed in from 

elsewhere in the Muslim world. With support from the United States and other 

western nations, they waged an insurgency against the Soviet occupiers and the 

communist Afghan government it backed. Weapons and materiel flowed almost 

exclusively through the Pakistani intelligence service via its extensive network of 

relationships across that country's porous western border.  

 In 1985, at the direction of President Reagan and with the support of 

Congress, the CIA dramatically escalated support. This included the introduction 

of the American-made Stinger surface-to-air missile into mujahideen hands the 

following year.54 This escalation and the costs it imposed on the Soviet military in 

Afghanistan, along with other military and political factors, led to the occupier's 

withdrawal before the end of the decade. Although Afghanistan would eventually 

re-emerge front and center as a national security concern for the United States, the 

intervention by, with, and through the Afghan mujahideen in the 1980s is widely 

viewed as a successful campaign for having achieved exactly what policy makers 

set out to do.      

  The case of U.S. support to anti-communist rebels in Nicaragua during 

this same period offers a markedly different example. Despite backing from the 
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United States, the repressive Somoza regime was overthrown by the communist 

Sandinistas in 1979. In response to this perceived encroachment in its own 

backyard, the Carter administration quickly adopted a policy of aiding democratic 

opposition groups.55 In 1981, Ronald Reagan took office and the approach 

transformed into a more aggressive campaign of active support to a rebel group 

known as the contras.  

 As in Afghanistan, the effort was initiated primarily as a CIA affair and 

took the form of covert action. The next eight years saw the scope of the U.S. 

campaign there wax and wane, bureaucratic turf battles ensue in Washington, and 

the Nicaraguan civil war drag on indecisively as the contras repeatedly failed to 

live up to the hopes of their American patrons.56 The history of U.S. involvement 

in Nicaraguan was further marred by a deliberate and illegal effort by senior 

members of the administration from 1984 to 1986, known as the Iran-Contra 

Affair, to sidestep congressional restrictions on aid to the contras.57  

 The military pressure which the rebels placed on the regime probably did 

play some role in the eventual Sandinista acceptance of free elections, which 

resulted in their defeat. Still, other factors such as diplomatic negotiations, 

domestic pressure due to a weak economy, and declining Soviet support were at 

least as important.58 Hardly a shining example of successful UW or covert action, 
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the Nicaragua case illustrates the challenges and pitfalls of pursuing military and 

policy objectives through a non-state proxy force. The contras were a less than 

ideal partner, but they were seen by some U.S. policymakers as the best option at 

the time. 

 The Reagan era saw a handful of other anti-communist UW and covert 

action interventions in nations such as such as Angola and Cambodia, as well as 

the case of Mozambique where administration hawks lobbied hard for proxy war 

through right-wing paramilitaries but ultimately lost the policy debate.59 As in the 

cases of Afghanistan and Nicaragua, these campaigns were mainly CIA-led covert 

action programs with minimal military involvement. With the sole exception of 

support to the Afghan mujahideen, these interventions generally failed to 

accomplish their objectives and may have only served to drag out the conflicts.60 

While the majority may not be UW or covert action success stories, these cases 

show the evolution of U.S. unconventional warfare from its modern beginnings in 

World War II through the latter part of the Cold War. 

 

The Post-9/11 Era 

 The end of the Cold War and the terrorist attacks of September 11, 2001 

were accompanied by fundamental changes in the international security 

environment. With the political and ideological differences between the 

communist and non-communist world stripped away as a driver of conflict, age-
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old ethnic and religious tensions emerged.61 At the same time, a variety of factors 

contributed to the weakening of states and the proliferation of non-state armed 

groups which challenged them, often violently.62 The twenty-first century also 

saw concomitant changes in the application of unconventional warfare by the U.S. 

military and intelligence community.  

 The first of these cases was the operation by, with, and through militia 

groups in Afghanistan to remove the Taliban from power and deny that country as 

sanctuary for al-Qaeda in the wake of 9/11. UW in this newest incarnation 

brought a larger role for the military, with SOF teams on the ground advising 

militia partners in combat and bringing the weight of U.S. airpower, intelligence, 

and other assets to bear. This was an interagency operation, with the Department 

of Defense in the lead but the CIA still heavily involved.63 Having met most of its 

operational objectives within a matter of weeks, including the removal of the 

Taliban from power, policymakers and military planners were similarly 

astonished at what this new, more robust application of UW could accomplish.  

 But UW in Afghanistan and other interventions to follow were not 

unalloyed successes. The case of U.S. unconventional warfare operations in the 

Syrian civil war introduced at the beginning of this chapter is evidence of this 

mixed record. Despite eventual success partnering with the Syrian Democratic 
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Forces to defeat ISIS territorially, the path to get there was marked with failure 

and frustration. At the time of this writing, the outcome of U.S. unconventional 

warfare in Syria and the larger military campaign remains uncertain.  

 Recent operations in Afghanistan, Syria, and other post-9/11 conflicts 

constitute a new instantiation of unconventional warfare in the modern security 

environment. As with U.S. UW operations from earlier periods, these cases have 

their share of both success and failure. The reasons for such divergent outcomes 

motivate the research question for this dissertation. 

 

III. Answering the Research Question   

 This study seeks to explore the puzzle of unconventional warfare 

effectiveness. The historical record of U.S. UW operations is a story of 

astonishing success and costly failure. As the following chapter will demonstrate, 

the existing security studies, military effectiveness, and international relations 

literature provide valuable insight but fail to fully explain the variance. This study 

builds upon the theoretical foundations of that literature and incorporates newly 

constructed case narratives to develop a model for explaining outcomes in U.S. 

UW campaigns in the twenty-first century. In addition to the potential for 

scholarly contribution, these findings may also be used to inform future decisions 

regarding whether and how to conduct unconventional warfare.   
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 The focus of the research is at the operational level, where the outcome of 

major engagements and battles leads to strategic results.64 Although UW is an 

inherently strategic instrument, the employment of which is typically directed at 

the highest levels of government, this study seeks to isolate and examine the 

employment of non-state armed groups to achieve military objectives - analysis 

which falls squarely at the operational level.  As Colin Gray so succinctly stated, 

"war is war and strategy is strategy".65 There is no such thing as a UW war or a 

UW strategy. While UW may be a strategic tool, its operational effects are only 

one component of a strategic whole which also includes conventional military 

operations, diplomacy, economic statecraft, and other tools. This research may not 

help senior decision makers know if their overall strategy or policy is sound, but it 

should help them determine if the UW component has a chance of succeeding. 

Therefore, the central question of this study is what factors best explain the 

operational success or failure of post-9/11 U.S. unconventional warfare 

campaigns? 

 In order to answer the research question, this dissertation will analyze 

cases of U.S. unconventional warfare during this period for the presence of five 

independent variables: the supported non-state armed group's cohesion, 

legitimacy, and ability to exercise territorial control, the degree of preference 

alignment between the United States and its partner, and the ability of the United 

States to perform monitoring of the partner's activities. The four cases under 
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examination vary considerably across these independent variables. The dependent 

variable, also displaying cross-case variance, is operational success of the UW 

campaign.  

 The cases are: U.S. support to Afghan militias (2001), support to the Iraqi 

peshmerga (2003), support to Syrian rebels through the Train and Equip program 

(2014-2017), and support to the Syrian Democratic Forces (2015-2019).         

 

IV. Organization of the Dissertation  

 Chapter 2 reviews the security studies literature relevant to insurgency, 

special operations, and covert action in order to provide a necessary foundation 

for understanding UW. Next, it reviews the scholarship surrounding military 

effectiveness and establishes the theoretical basis for the study. The international 

relations literature pertaining to military interventions provides additional 

theoretical understanding of proxy wars and illuminates the gap which this 

dissertation is intended to fill. Chapter 3 covers the methodology for the 

dissertation's qualitative case study analysis. It will further explain each variable 

employed, hypothesized outcomes, and the cases under examination. 

 Chapters 4 through 7 consist of narratives of each individual case followed 

by analysis of the dependent and independent variables and related findings. 

Chapter 8 concludes the dissertation with comparative key findings and the 

implementing recommendations which flow from them.  

 As should be clear by now, this dissertation is neither an endorsement nor 

an indictment of unconventional warfare as an instrument of statecraft. The 
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historical evidence is too complex to allow for such oversimplification. For the 

private citizen, its purpose is to help determine whether they can envision a future 

where their government employs these unconventional tools in their name. For 

civilian and military officials, its purpose is to better inform future decisions 

regarding if and how to use them. 
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CHAPTER 2: Literature Review 

 

I. Introduction to the Literature 

  This research topic is informed by several areas of scholarship. The 

international security studies and U.S. foreign policy literature provide necessary 

context. This includes the study of insurgency, the indirect approach in grand 

strategy, and special operations and covert action. The military effectiveness 

literature provides a theoretical starting point for answering our central research 

question, although its focus skews toward traditional conflict rather than 

unconventional warfare or other forms of proxy conflict. The international 

relations literature which examines military interventions and patron-client 

relationships helps to fill the gap by applying principal-agent theory to explain 

conflict outcomes where proxies are involved.    

 The structure of this literature review closely follows that of Linnington's 

study of UW in the late twentieth century, which is discussed in greater detail 

later in this chapter.1 The similarity is deliberate. While this dissertation analyzes 

unconventional warfare at a different level utilizing different cases, it was inspired 

by Linnington's work and is intended to build upon that important research.     
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II. International Security Studies and U.S. Foreign Policy 

 

Insurgency 

 Because unconventional warfare is an intervention in support of an 

insurgency or resistance movement, an understanding of this form of warfare is 

essential for analysis of UW. The insurgency literature is wide-ranging. It is 

drawn from history and security studies as well as works authored by the theorist-

practitioners of insurgency.  

 One recurring theme in the history of twentieth century insurgency which 

emerged in the post-colonial Cold War era is the centrality of politics. Collier and 

Shy trace this emergence, beginning with the American Revolution as a starting 

point and following the profound upheavals in the international system which 

culminated with the conclusion of World War II.2 Along with the geopolitical, 

social, and economic changes of this period, accompanied by a withdrawal from 

empire by the European powers, came a large number of independence 

movements. Sometimes these movements gave way to armed conflict, but they 

were not wars or even civil wars in a traditional sense. Rather, they were violent, 

political contests where each side fought to demonstrate their right to lead. War 

always had a political objective or else it would lack meaning; but something 

about these wars of liberation was different. Politics was no longer just the object, 

but also the method.  
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 Rather than fighting to destroy each others' armies or seize territory, 

insurgents and counterinsurgents struggled violently for influence and the 

authority to govern. The revolutionary conflict of this period which is burned 

deepest into the American historical memory is the war in Vietnam. Brimming 

with confidence following a successful counterinsurgency effort against the Huk 

rebellion in the Philippines, military leaders and policy makers stumbled into a 

war in Southeast Asia which they did not fully understand.3 Most critically, they 

failed to grasp the political nature of insurgency and counterinsurgency until it 

was too late.  

 Research by Robert Lamb connects the struggle for influence which takes 

place in irregular conflict to the concept of legitimacy, which he succinctly 

defines as "worthiness of support".4 His study of gangs in Medellín, Colombia 

establishes a link between perceived legitimacy and the groups' ability to control 

neighborhoods in the city.5 Lamb's scholarship directly influenced the U.S. 

military's post-9/11 counterinsurgency doctrine, which asserts the importance of 

legitimacy in gaining support of the population.6 Similarly, Army Special Forces 

doctrine emphasizes the need to maintain a perception of legitimacy for both a 

UW campaign as well as the resistance movement which it supports.7      
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 While revolutionary movements have in common their political nature, the 

organization, strategies, and sources of support for these groups vary 

considerably. O'Neill examines each of these areas in depth.8 No single model for 

an insurgency exists. Some resemble an underground political movement, others 

focus more on a military approach and guerilla warfare, while others use urban 

terrorism to bring about political change.9 Shultz and Thompson both contribute 

to this area of scholarship by analyzing and categorizing the diverse array of non-

state armed groups involved in these conflicts and the irregular methods which 

pose such a formidable challenge to states.10       

 If one insurgent-theorist from the twentieth century stands out from the 

rest by virtue of his continued influence, it is Mao Tse-Tung. His concept of 

protracted, revolutionary people's war developed during the Chinese Civil War 

gave inspiration and a theoretical basis for insurgents of this period. Prior to this 

point, insurgencies and revolutionary movements, to varying degrees, tended to 

emphasize combat over political action. C.E. Callwell's guide to the conduct of 

nineteenth century small wars is illustrative of this fact.11 Mao's idea, 

groundbreaking at the time, was that insurgency is at its core a political activity 

which requires gaining and maintaining the support of the people, the proverbial 
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sea in which the insurgent fish swims. Military action remained a critical 

component to guerilla warfare, but it was now secondary to political action.12 

  Che Guevara, another theorist-practitioner of the period, introduced a 

variation on Maoist guerilla warfare based upon the Cuban experience. His 

extended essay on revolutionary war develops his concept of focoism.13 In this 

method of rural insurgency, rather than setting conditions and building a support 

base with underground political action as Mao had directed, rebel bands forming 

the vanguard of the movement lead with violent attacks on government personnel 

and facilities. In theory popular support should follow, although practice did not 

bear this out.14 As a result, Che lives on more as a resistance icon than as a 

serious theorist of insurgency and revolutionary warfare. 

  Although predating the era of revolutionary people's war, T. E. Lawrence's 

memoir of the Arab Revolt during the First World War remains an important 

contribution to the insurgency and UW literature. Lawrence had his hands full 

attempting to reconcile the conflicting political goals of the British government 

which he served and Sherif Hussein whom he advised.15 Lawrence and his Arab 

proxy army's desert campaign against the Turkish army was characterized more 

by mobile guerilla warfare and raiding than a struggle for influence among the 

people.16 While it lacked the distinctly political flavor which would emerge later 

                                                       
12 Zedong Mao, Mao Tse-Tung on Guerrilla Warfare: Translated and with an Introduction by 
Samuel B. Griffith (New York: Praeger, 1961); Paret et al., Makers of Modern Strategy from 
Machiavelli to the Nuclear Age, 840–42. 
13 Che Guevara, Guerrilla Warfare (Lincoln: University of Nebraska Press, 1985). 
14 Paret et al., Makers of Modern Strategy from Machiavelli to the Nuclear Age, 849–50. 
15 T. E Lawrence, Seven Pillars of Wisdom: A Triumph, 1st ed., limited. (Garden City, N.Y.: 
Doubleday, Doran & Company, 1935). 
16 Paret et al., Makers of Modern Strategy from Machiavelli to the Nuclear Age, 830–31. 
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with Mao, Lawrence's experiences advising and directing a rebel movement 

remain apt. His "Twenty-Seven Articles", originally published in The Arab 

Bulletin, describe not how to carry out a tribal revolt but how to gain and maintain 

influence with the rebels who are.17 These lessons are still referenced by UW 

practitioners working with resistance movements today.18  

 

The Indirect Approach  

 The concept of an indirect approach to warfare contrasts with a direct 

approach in the Jominian tradition whereby one faces off against the enemy in 

decisive battle, strength against strength.19 The ancient Chinese theorist Sun Tzu 

is among the earliest authors associated with this concept of warfare. Rather than 

seeking decisive battle, his aphorisms elevate strategy over tactics and instruct 

that the highest form of victory is that gained without a fight.20  

 Writing in the twentieth century and appearing to channel Sun Tzu, 

Liddell-Hart adapts the indirect approach to industrial-age warfare. He introduces 

the concept of dislocation, whereby the able commander puts his forces in such a 

position of advantage that combat may not even be necessary to win.21 This is 

                                                       
17 T.E. Lawrence, “The 27 Articles,” The Arab Bulletin, August 20, 1917. 
18 While frequent references have been made to Lawrence and his observations on leading a tribal 
revolt since 2001, particularly within the United States military, there exists an ongoing debate 
over the modern-day value and applicability of his writings. 
19 Antoine-Henri Jomini, The Art of War, trans. G.H. Mendell and W.P. Craighill (Philadelphia: 
J.B. Lippincott, 1862); Carl Von Clausewitz, On War, ed. Michael Eliot Howard and Peter Paret, 
Indexed Edition (Princeton, N.J.: Princeton University Press, 2008). Clausewitz is often also 
associated with a direct approach to warfare due to his concept of decisive battle focusing on the 
enemy center of gravity (schwerpunkt). This interpretation of Clausewitz, however, misses many 
other points in his treatise, particularly the uncertainty shrouding warfare and its inherently 
political nature. As such, Jomini is a more perfect exemplar of a direct approach in his approach to 
warfare as a somewhat deterministic contest between two armies. 
20 Sun-Tzu, The Art of Warfare, trans. Roger T. Ames (New York: Ballantine Books, 1993). 
21 Basil Henry Liddell Hart, Strategy (New York: Praeger, 1954). 
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primarily a psychological effect rather than physical. Emphasizing the primacy of 

good strategy over tactics, he observes that while the latter is about how to fight, 

the former is about how to fight as little as possible. Although these authors wrote 

about warfare in general rather than proxy conflict, their indirect approach has 

direct application to UW.  

 Brodie's observations on the U.S. way of war find that a direct approach is 

closely linked to American strategic culture, foreshadowing the mixed U.S. record 

of UW and irregular warfare more broadly in the decades to follow.22 Williamson 

Murray and Geoffrey Parker have chronicled the difficulties encountered by the 

U.S. military and defense establishment when trying to adapt to conflicts for 

which an indirect approach is more appropriate. They describe an institution 

unwilling to learn from the hard experience of the French in Indochina just a 

decade prior to their own experience in Vietnam. Speaking of the U.S. military, 

they state that "[t]he approach was even less imaginative than the French effort 

had been, but the awesome firepower that the Americans deployed allowed them 

the illusion of 'military victory."23  Murray and Parker later describe a U.S. 

military repeating many of the same mistakes in Iraq and Afghanistan, failing to 

understand until too late the type of war in which it was engaged.  

                                                       
22 Bernard Brodie, War and Politics (United Kingdom: Macmillan, 1973). Joint Publication 3-05: 
Special Operations (2014) As discussed in the previous chapter, U.S. military doctrine defines 
irregular warfare (IW) as "a violent struggle among state and non-state actors for legitimacy and 
influence over the relevant population(s)." Unconventional warfare is one of five IW missions 
typically, but by not exclusively, carried out by special operations forces. The other four are 
foreign internal defense, counterinsurgency, counterterrorism, and stability operations. 
23 Williamson Murray and Geoffrey Parker, Chapter 17: The Post-War World in The Cambridge 
History of Warfare, ed. Geoffrey Parker (Cambridge, UK: Cambridge University Press, 2005), 
362–422. 
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 Other scholars noted the same disturbing tendencies on display by the 

American military in Vietnam. Krepinevich calls the United States' firepower-

intensive approach the "Army Concept". He describes how the institution and its 

leaders, despite prevailing evidence that it simply did not work, continued to 

pursue this approach until eventual defeat.24 Likewise, Nagl reinforces this 

argument using the case of the British Army in Malaya for comparison. When 

faced with a similar irregular threat as the United States would contend with a 

decade later in Vietnam, rather than continuing to pursue a failing direct 

approach, the British adjusted their methods accordingly and largely succeeded.25  

 Colin Gray finds that U.S. strategic culture is defined by what he calls the 

"American way of warfare". This culture may serve the United States well in 

traditional interstate conflict but impedes adaptation to irregular war. It is not the 

United States' inability to conduct successful irregular warfare per se, which has 

caused great difficulty. After all, he states, "war is war and strategy is strategy."26 

Rather, it is an enduring strategy deficit which, in irregular wars in particular, the 

U.S. military is less able to overcome with its traditional industrial and 

technological strengths.27  

 The literature on the indirect approach contributes to the study of U.S. 

unconventional warfare in two ways. First, it reinforces our understanding of UW 

                                                       
24 Andrew F. Krepinevich, The Army and Vietnam (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 
1986). 
25 John A. Nagl, Learning to Eat Soup with a Knife: Counterinsurgency Lessons from Malaya and 
Vietnam, Pbk. ed. (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2005). 
26 Colin S. Gray, Irregular Enemies and the Essence of Strategy: Can the American Way of War 
Adapt? (Carlisle, PA: U.S. Army War College Strategic Studies Institute, 2006), 4. 
27 Gray, Irregular Enemies and the Essence of Strategy; Gary Sheffield, “Rethinking the 
Principles of War,” Joint Force Quarterly, no. 45 (April 2007): 118. 
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because pursuing military objectives by, with, and through a non-state proxy 

group is nothing if not indirect. The second reason is even more directly 

applicable to our research question. That is the historical pattern for the United 

States to come up short time and again in irregular conflicts due, at least in part, to 

cultural and institutional features contradictory to the indirect approach.  

 

Special Operations and Covert Action  

 The term "special operations" refers to specific military activities 

characterized by their employment of unique capabilities and typically clandestine 

nature.28 Covert action refers to activities carried out by intelligence services, 

usually without attribution, to influence a foreign government or events in a 

foreign country.29 Both of these activities apply directly to UW and, as described 

in Chapter 1, share a common lineage in the U.S. experience traceable to the 

wartime OSS.  

 During the infancy of the U.S. Army Special Forces in 1962, OSS veteran 

Franklin Lindsay made the first public case for development of an American UW 

capability in order to address the growing crisis in Southeast Asia brought on by 

                                                       
28 Joint Publication 3-05: Special Operations (Washington, D.C.: U.S. Department of Defense, 
2014). According to this manual, Special Operations are "operations requiring unique modes of 
employment, tactical techniques, equipment and training often conducted in hostile, denied, or 
politically sensitive environments and characterized by one or more of the following: time 
sensitive, clandestine, low visibility, conducted with and/or through indigenous forces, requiring 
regional expertise, and/or a high degree of risk."   
29 Abram N. Shulsky and Gary James Schmitt, Silent Warfare: Understanding the World of 
Intelligence (Sterling, VA: Brassey’s, 1993); Shulsky's definition states that covert action "refers 
to the attempt by one government to pursue its foreign policy objectives by conducting some 
secret activity to influence the behavior of a foreign government or political, military, economic, 
or societal events and circumstances in a foreign country.”See also Michele Malvesti, “Risk-
Taking in Countering Terrorism: A Study of United States Presidential Decisions to Use Special 
Operations and Covert Action” (PhD dissertation, The Fletcher School of Law and Diplomacy at 
Tufts University, 2002). 
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the spread of communism. He emphasized that such specialized units must be 

able to conduct political warfare employing guerilla methods and surrogate 

forces.30 The year prior, the term unconventional warfare appeared for the first 

time in Army doctrine, which stated: 

Unconventional warfare consists of the interrelated fields of 
guerrilla warfare, evasion and escape, and subversion against 
hostile states (resistance). Unconventional warfare operations are 
conducted in enemy or enemy controlled territory by predominately 
indigenous personnel usually supported and directed in varying 
degrees by an external source.31 
 

Current U.S. military unconventional warfare doctrine resembles this original 

definition although, as discussed in the previous chapter, places more emphasis on 

the resistance aspect of UW.32  

 Much of the scholarly literature on special operations includes firsthand 

accounts and historical case studies. Admiral William McRaven, a scholar-

practitioner, analyzes a set of case studies of special operations from World War 

II through the 1970s and, in addition to constructing narratives of each, attempts 

to develop a theory of special operations based upon a set of principles.33 As is 

the case with much of the special operations historical literature, the focus is 

largely on direct action operations and raids, with little attention paid to 

unconventional warfare.34 One exception is Richard Shultz's account of American 

                                                       
30 Franklin A. Lindsay, “Unconventional Warfare,” Foreign Affairs 40, no. 2 (1962): 264–74. 
31 Field Manual 31-21: Guerilla Warfare and Special Forces Operations (Washington, D.C.: U.S. 
Department of the Army, 1961). 
32 Joint Publication 3-05: Special Operations; Field Manual 3-05: Army Special Operations 
Forces (Washington, D.C.: U.S. Department of the Army, 2006). 
33 William H. McRaven, Spec Ops: Case Studies in Special Operations Warfare: Theory and 
Practice (Novato, CA: Presidio Press, 2009). 
34 Robert W. Black, Rangers in World War II (New York: Random House Publishing Group, 
1992); Robert W. Black, Rangers in Korea (New York: Random House Publishing Group, 1989); 
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attempts to conduct UW within North Vietnam. In reality these operations were 

more successful at making the communist government believe, albeit temporarily, 

that an underground resistance existed than in fomenting actual resistance.35  

 Tracing the institutional and bureaucratic history of U.S. SOF, Marquis 

outlines the process which led from the wartime OSS to an Army Special Forces 

designed for Cold War UW.36 Over the next fifty years, the roles, missions, and 

organizations of the Special Forces and other SOF components continued to 

evolve as the result of both a changing international security environment and 

government organizational dynamics.37        

 Scholarship surrounding the related area of covert action gives additional 

historical context for the study of UW, including several works which chronicle 

CIA actions from the agency's inception to the modern day.38 A theme which 

surfaces repeatedly in this literature is the bureaucratic struggle to find an 

appropriate place for covert action amongst the other instruments of statecraft 

available to American presidents. Coll focuses on U.S. activity in Afghanistan 

from the Cold War to the 9/11 attacks, which consisted primarily of CIA covert 

action.39 During the period of the Soviet occupation in the 1980s, this amounted 

                                                       
Hampton Sides, Ghost Soldiers: The Epic Account of World War II’s Greatest Rescue Mission 
(New York: Anchor Books, 2002). 
35 Richard H. Shultz, The Secret War against Hanoi: Kennedy’s and Johnson’s Use of Spies, 
Saboteurs, and Covert Warriors in North Vietnam, 1st ed. (New York: HarperCollins, 1999). 
36 Susan Marquis, Unconventional Warfare: Rebuilding U.S. Special Operation Forces 
(Washington, D.C.: Brookings Institution Press, 2011), 8–20. 
37 Marquis, 255. 
38 Tim Weiner, Legacy of Ashes: The History of the CIA (New York: Knopf Doubleday Publishing 
Group, 2008); Christopher M. Andrew, For the President’s Eyes Only: Secret Intelligence and the 
American Presidency from Washington to Bush, 1st ed. (New York: HarperCollins, 1995); 
Michael McClintock, Instruments of Statecraft: U.S. Guerrilla Warfare, Counterinsurgency, and 
Counter-Terrorism, 1940-1990, 1st ed. (New York: Pantheon Books, 1992). 
39 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). 
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to a secret campaign to force a withdrawal as painfully as possible.40 Accounts of 

the more recent UW campaign in Afghanistan and counterterrorism operations in 

Iraq describe closer coordination between the CIA and military SOF which 

developed out of necessity for the United States in the post-9/11 environment.41 

 

III. Military Effectiveness 

 The central question of this research is one of military effectiveness. 

Specifically, what makes one method, UW, operationally effective or ineffective 

in different cases? In the military effectiveness literature, the work of Millett, et 

al. stands out. These authors established a framework for evaluating military 

effectiveness at each of four levels of analysis: political, strategic, operational, 

and tactical which Millet and Murray then apply to historical cases from World 

War I, the interwar period, and World War II.42  

 The operational level of this framework applies directly to the research 

question of this study because it evaluates such qualities as the military 

organization's ability to to win major battles, seize and hold territory, and 

generally accomplish military goals supportive of the overall strategy. There are 

                                                       
40 Coll, 53–70. 
41 Gary Schroen, First In: How Seven CIA Officers Opened the War on Terror in Afghanistan 
(New York: Random House Publishing Group, 2005); Richard H. Shultz Jr, Transforming US 
Intelligence for Irregular War: Task Force 714 in Iraq (Washington, D.C.: Georgetown 
University Press, 2020). 
42 Allan R. Millett, Williamson Murray, and Kenneth H. Watman, “The Effectiveness of Military 
Organizations,” International Security 11, no. 1 (1986): 37–71; See also the following three-
volume edited series for application of this analytical framework to seven nations during World 
War I, the interwar years, and World War II: Allan Reed Millett and Williamson Murray, Military 
Effectiveness: The First World War (Cambridge, UK: Cambridge University Press, 1988); 
Williamson R. Murray and Allan R. Millett, Military Innovation in the Interwar Period 
(Cambridge, UK: Cambridge University Press, 1998); Allan R. Millett and Williamson Murray, 
Military Effectiveness: Volume 3, The Second World War (Cambridge, UK: Cambridge University 
Press, 2010). 
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serious limitations to its utility, however. While the framework is not explicitly 

confined to the analysis of traditional, interstate warfare, this is clearly its focus. 

Application of Murray, et al.'s military effectiveness framework to 

unconventional warfare requires additional theoretical support and highlights a 

gap which this study strives to fill.    

 Biddle also examines military effectiveness, specifically at the operational 

level. His research finds that conflict outcomes are determined more by the 

manner in which forces are employed than by force ratios or technology.43 These 

findings indicate that under certain conditions a quantitatively and technologically 

inferior insurgent force could prevail over a militarily superior opponent. While 

this research does not address UW per se, its conclusions imply that a resistance 

movement or insurgency, such as the type supported in UW operations, can be 

successful even against a powerful state military if it employs the proper 

approach. Robinson, Egel, and Brown's work constitutes essentially a user's guide 

to measuring SOF effectiveness. The authors do not address UW specifically or 

seek to explain conflict outcomes, but their work is instructive for tactical and 

operational commanders, including those conducting UW, who wish to evaluate 

their organizations.44  

                                                       
43 Stephen D. Biddle, Military Power: Explaining Victory and Defeat in Modern Battle (Princeton, 
N.J.: Princeton University Press, 2004).Biddle finds that dispersion and concealment are key 
explanatory factors in battle. Correlation-of-forces calculation refers to the practice in many 
militaries of predicting battle outcomes based upon such material factors as the number of troops 
and amount of equipment on each side. This approach is criticized for its neglect of less tangible 
factors such as the moral aspect and the skill of commanders. 
44 Linda Robinson, Daniel Egel, and Ryan Andrew Brown, “Measuring the Effectiveness of 
Special Operations” (Santa Monica, CA: RAND Corporation, 2019). 
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  One of the reasons special operations sometimes fail, according to 

scholarship by Colin Gray, is improper employment rather than inherent flaws in 

their operational concepts. He identifies a chronic American cultural aversion to 

unconventional units and methods. When this aversion is overcome and decision 

makers choose the special operations option, however, there exists a gap between 

their understanding of SOF and what these units and methods can realistically 

accomplish.45 Gray emphasizes that SOF is a strategic instrument and implies that 

these units should be regarded as a boutique capability, not appropriate for all 

problems but, under certain conditions, able to do things which conventional 

military organizations can not. While Gray's focus falls squarely at the strategic 

and policy level, his findings imply that these decision makers must understand 

the operational limitations of UW and conditions under which success becomes 

more or less likely to determine if such an approach is even worth consideration.  

 A final category of the military effectiveness scholarship draws upon 

psychology, sociology, and anthropology in order to assess military unit cohesion 

and establish a causal link to battle outcomes. In developing their "primary group 

thesis" by examining unit cohesion in World War II, Janowitz and Shils were 

among the first scholars to study this topic.46 More current research has 

subdivided cohesion into two types: social cohesion, based upon interpersonal 

bonds and exemplified by primary group thesis, and task cohesion, or 

commitment to the group resulting from training and performance of collective 

                                                       
45 Colin Gray, “Handfuls of Heroes on Desperate Ventures: When Do Special Operations 
Succeed?,” Parameters 29, no. 1 (1999): 2–24. 
46 Edward A. Shils and Morris Janowitz, “Cohesion and Disintegration in the Wehrmacht in World 
War II,” Public Opinion Quarterly 12, no. 2 (1948): 280–315. 
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tasks.47 A sizable body of the recent literature is based upon data from post-9/11 

conflicts and disputes Janowitz and Shils original theory of social cohesion. 

Instead, it finds task cohesion to be a more powerful factor driving success in 

battle.48 These authors conclude that soldiers' willingness to continue fighting 

amidst the danger and uncertainty of combat derives from trust and commitment 

to the group resulting from shared collective training rather than interpersonal or 

social bonds. This literature is valuable to the study of UW because it sheds light 

on characteristics indicative of a potentially viable partner force.                

 

IV. International Relations and Military Intervention  

  The international relations literature, which generally explores questions of 

war and peace, provides a necessary second theoretical pillar to this study. That 

scholarship which examines military interventions and proxy conflict is 

particularly relevant. This subset of the literature typically seeks to answer two 

types of questions: (1) why do states employ non-state proxies and (2) what are 

the outcomes when they do? While the second applies more directly to our 

research question, the first gives useful context.  

  On the surface, the answer to the first question appears simple. After all, it 

is logical, perhaps even tautological, that states employ non-state proxies in order 

                                                       
47 Ben Connable et al., “Will to Fight: Analyzing, Modeling, and Simulating the Will to Fight of 
Military Units” (RAND Corporation, 2018), 65–67. 
48 Anthony King, “On Combat Effectiveness in the Infantry Platoon: Beyond the Primary Group 
Thesis,” Security Studies 25, no. 4 (October 1, 2016): 699–728; Robert J. MacCoun and William 
M. Hix, Chapter 5: Unit Cohesion and Military Performance, in Sexual Orientation and U.S. 
Military Personnel Policy: An Update of RAND’s 1993 Study (Santa Monica, CA: RAND 
Corporation, 2010); Robert J. MacCoun, Elizabeth Kier, and Aaron Belkin, “Does Social 
Cohesion Determine Motivation in Combat?,” Armed Forces and Society 32, no. 4 (2016): 646–
654. 
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to pursue their national security objectives. This may be true, but it raises a host 

of additional questions which scholars have tried to answer. Why use proxies in 

some cases and intervene directly in others? Why intervene at all? How do states 

choose which non-state group with which to partner?   

  A substantial number of authors use various rational choice models to 

explain states' decisions to intervene. Patrick Regan concludes that states use cost-

benefit analysis when considering intervention. Unsurprisingly, greater 

uncertainty about the likelihood of success shows up as a declining probability of 

intervention.49 He uses U.S. policy debates surrounding interventions in the 

1990s, such as Haiti, Bosnia, and others, as examples. Maoz and San-Akca find 

similar results in their study of intervention decisions. They specifically examine 

relationships between state sponsors and non-state armed proxy groups and 

determine that both parties employ rational choice calculations based upon their 

own specific interests.50 Further advancing this rational actor argument, Salehyan 

et al. find that states and non-state proxies partner according to a supply and 

demand model where armed groups, the demand side of the equation, only choose 

to accept outside support when doing so offers a sufficiently attractive marginal 

benefit to their cause.51 While each of these studies focus on why proxy 

relationships occur rather than outcomes, their findings help to inform this study 

because they all suggest that groups behave according to their own particular 

                                                       
49 Patrick M. Regan, “Choosing to Intervene: Outside Interventions in Internal Conflicts,” The 
Journal of Politics 60, no. 3 (1998): 754–79. 
50 Zeev Maoz and Belgin San-Akca, “Rivalry and State Support to Non-State Armed Groups 
(NAGs), 1946-2001,” International Studies Quarterly 56 (2012): 720–34. 
51 Idean Salehyan, “Explaining External Support for Insurgent Groups,” International 
Organization 65, no. 4 (Fall 2011): 709–44. 



 41 

interests. This idea bears directly on UW outcomes and may explain why some 

relationships perform better than others.   

  In their studies of military interventions and counterterrorism operations, 

Taliaferro and Malvesti deviate from the state-as-rational-actor concept with the 

application of behavioral economics to explain policy decisions. They find that 

prospect theory helps to explain why states are more willing to undertake these 

risky strategies when they perceive that they are limiting losses rather than 

accruing gains.52 These authors do not analyze UW operations specifically, but 

their research helps advance our understanding of why decision makers 

sometimes choose a UW approach despite the risks involved and often low 

probability of success. 

  We turn now to the key question of outcomes. What determines whether 

or not a proxy approach will result in achievement of policy objectives? Regan 

and Cunningham both find that intervention through non-state proxies extends the 

duration of a conflict and delays resolution.53 When one state chooses such an 

approach, according Noel Anderson, this provides incentive for the opposing state 

to do the same. The result is a tit-for-tat escalation of support for each side's proxy 

group which he calls competitive intervention.54 These authors' conclusions all 

seem to indicate that UW or any other type of proxy strategy is unlikely to be 

                                                       
52 Jeffrey W. Taliaferro, “Power Politics and the Balance of Risk: Hypotheses on Great Power 
Intervention in the Periphery,” Political Psychology 25, no. 2 (2004): 177–211; Malvesti, “Risk-
Taking in Countering Terrorism.” 
53 Patrick M. Regan, “Third-Party Interventions and the Duration of Intrastate Conflicts,” The 
Journal of Conflict Resolution 46, no. 1 (February 2002): 55–73; David E. Cunningham, 
“Blocking Resolution: How External States Can Prolong Civil Wars,” Journal of Peace Research 
47, no. 2 (March 2010): 115–27. 
54 Noel Thomas Anderson, “Competitive Intervention and Its Consequences for Civil Wars” (PhD 
dissertation, Massachusetts Institute of Technology, 2016). 
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successful unless the goal is simply to drag out a conflict. Determining whether or 

not this is the case or if certain variables might lead to more favorable outcomes is 

a primary goal of this study.  

  External intervention in otherwise civil conflicts does tend to extend 

duration except in cases where the intervening state employs a sufficient level of 

force to tip the balance decisively, according to Balch-Lindsay and Enterline's 

study of one hundred and fifty-two civil wars from 1820 through the end of the 

Cold War. Sullivan and Karreth find that in cases where the state patron provides 

support which fills specific capability gaps for the non-state proxy, a speedy 

resolution favorable for the rebel group and its external sponsor becomes more 

likely.55 Byman concedes that external support to rebel groups may help bring 

about a favorable outcome, but such support is a double-edged sword. By 

accepting support from a state sponsor, these groups give up a degree of 

autonomy and open themselves up to accusations that they have become a puppet 

of the sponsor.56 Rather than examining proxy conflict as a monolith, these 

authors attempt to explain the outcomes which result from different forms of state 

support to non-state armed groups. Their findings and the theories they develop 

are directly applicable to unconventional warfare. UW appears to be neither a 

silver bullet nor doomed to failure; rather, it will succeed or fail based, at least 

                                                       
55 Patricia L. Sullivan and Johannes Karreth, “The Conditional Impact of Military Intervention on 
Internal Armed Conflict Outcomes,” Conflict Management and Peace Science 32, no. 3 (July 1, 
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56 Daniel Byman, “Understanding Proto-Insurgencies,” Journal of Strategic Studies 31, no. 2 
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partially, on the nature of the partner and the manner in which it is supported by 

the intervening state.  

 The relationship between patron and client is fundamental to UW and any 

other type of proxy warfare approach. Principal-agent theory explains how 

differences between each groups' interests and the information which is available 

to them can lead to negative outcomes for the principal. Some authors have 

contributed to the military intervention literature by applying this theory to 

patron-client relationships in proxy conflict. Salehyan describes the role of two 

types of principal-agent problems: adverse selection and agency slack.57 Adverse 

selection exists where the state sponsor makes a decision to provide support based 

upon faulty or insufficient information about the potential client. Agency slack 

exists where the rebel client neglects the interests of its sponsor in pursuit of its 

own divergent objectives. The degree to which either of these problems can be 

mitigated by the state sponsor helps to determine the success of a proxy warfare 

approach. 

  Byman and Kreps conclude that one form of warfare-by-proxy, state 

sponsorship of terrorist groups, is most likely to succeed where principal-agent 

problems are minimized.58 Such conditions are found where the objectives of the 

state sponsor and the terror group are more closely aligned, therefore reducing 

agency slack, or the likelihood that the agent will act against the interests of the 

principal. Although some degree of interest divergence is inevitable, this is not an 
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Resolution 54, no. 3 (2010): 493–515. 
58 Daniel Byman and Sarah E. Kreps, “Agents of Destruction? Applying Principal-Agent Analysis 
to State Sponsored Terrorism,” International Studies Perspectives 11 (2010): 1–18. 



 44 

insurmountable problem for the principal. Salehyan's examination of multiple 

studies on the subject finds that principals can reduce their agency losses by 

closely monitoring the actions of the agent and holding out credible threats 

against transgressions.59 In the case of rebel atrocities against civilians, the nature 

of the sponsoring state, specifically whether or not it is democratic and therefore 

less likely to condone such actions, makes a significant difference in determining 

whether or not atrocities occur.60 This suggests that principals are not powerless 

when faced with the problem of a wayward agent. 

 Walter Ladwig's comparative study of U.S. proxy interventions further 

demonstrates this point. He finds that the sponsor's ability to monitor the proxy 

group and use incentives to shape its behavior is critical because these actions 

work to mitigate principal agent problems which would otherwise exist.61 His 

analysis of the United States' support to the Philippine government against the 

Huk rebellion and the government of the Republic of Vietnam against communist 

insurgency provide the most illuminating contrast. In the former case, U.S. 

advisors more effectively monitored the actions of their Filipino clients and 

placed conditions on the distribution of aid with positive, behavior-modifying 

results. In the latter case, advisors were less willing and able to police the actions 

of the Vietnamese government. Unlike the Philippines case, in Vietnam they used 
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aid instead as an inducement rather than a reward, hoping for positive behaviors 

which never materialized. 

  Studies by Linnington and Scott both analyze the conduct and outcomes of 

UW campaigns during the Cold War and the 1990s. This research provides 

original narratives of individual cases and helps to explain the causes of strategic 

success or failure. They can be summarized as thus: UW campaigns are more 

likely to succeed when there is a clear strategy and policy which the entire 

government pursues with a sense of unity.62 These findings remain relevant today 

and provide an important foundation and historical context for this dissertation 

research.  

 Analyzing operational effectiveness of U.S. UW operations in Afghanistan 

in 2001, Stephen Biddle concludes that success was essentially a one-off event 

resulting from a unique and unlikely environment and combination of actors. This 

campaign was characterized by Afghan militia groups supported by U.S. SOF and 

airpower against an enemy with limited capabilities. Biddle calls this new method 

the "Afghan model."63 While some scholars and policymakers were optimistic 

about this model and its potential in future interventions, Biddle argues this is a 

chimera. He predicted that attempts to replicate the success of the Afghan UW 

campaign elsewhere are likely to fail.64 More recent cases of U.S. unconventional 

warfare appear to support Biddle's findings that UW can not be expected to work 
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Afghanistan, Nicaragua, and Iraq from 1979-2001”; James M. Scott, Deciding to Intervene 
(Durham, NC: Duke University Press, 1996). 
63 Stephen Biddle, “Afghanistan and the Future of Warfare,” Foreign Affairs 82, no. 2 (2003): 31–
46. 
64 Stephen D. Biddle, “Allies, Airpower, and Modern Warfare: The Afghan Model in Afghanistan 
and Iraq,” International Security 30, no. 3 (2005): 161–76. 
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in every situation. However, these recent cases also suggest that, in some 

situations, it might.  

 

V. Summary of the Literature 

  Why have some post-9/11 U.S. UW campaigns succeeded operationally 

while others have not? Military effectiveness helps to explain outcomes when 

armies face off against one another but does not translate well when states fight 

indirectly through others. The intervention literature, particularly that which 

applies principal-agent theory to proxy conflict, goes a long way in bridging the 

gap. This scholarship, combined with the insurgency literature, helps to explain, 

at least partially, why some UW partners and methods produce better results than 

others. Building upon the existing military effectiveness and intervention 

literature to more completely answer this question is the goal of the chapters 

which follow. 
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CHAPTER 3: Methodology 

 

 The next time U.S. national security decision makers face a crisis, they 

will, as in the past, have a variety of policy instruments to consider. 

Unconventional warfare, as part of a broader national strategy, is one instrument 

which offers the hope of achieving military objectives at a relatively low cost 

when compared to a major troop deployment or other possible options. To be 

sure, these crisis situations tend to offer only a range of unattractive options, and 

it is up to senior leaders to choose the least bad of the lot. Before selecting the 

UW instrument, appealing as it may be, they would be well-advised to answer the 

following basic questions: Is there a viable group with which to partner? If so, 

how well are their interests aligned with those of the United States and to what 

degree can they be influenced? The purpose of this study is not simply to answer 

the research question posed in Chapter 1, but to do so in a way that is sufficiently 

generalizable and therefore useful in answering these practical questions.        

 This dissertation uses the case study method to accomplish this goal, 

specifically within-case analysis or process tracing. Advocates of large-n, 

quantitative research methods point out the dangers of drawing conclusions from 

such a small dataset as is available. Historians warn of the pitfalls when "[t]he 

past comes in, if at all, in the form of analogy, with someone speaking of the 

current situation as like some other."1 These are valid concerns. Still, within-case 

analysis offers the best chance of capturing the nuance and complexity of 

                                                       
1 Richard E. Neustadt and Ernest R. May, Thinking in Time: The Uses of History for Decision-
Makers (New York, London: Free Press, Collier Macmillan, 1986), 4. 
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unconventional warfare and identifying generalizable causal relationships. George 

and Bennett state that "within-case analysis is essential to such studies and can 

sufficiently ameliorate the limitations of Mill's methods" where cases might vary 

in too many ways for cross-case comparison to be effective.2 By process tracing 

multiple cases, the study identifies common causal mechanisms and "draw[s] 

them together within a common theoretical framework" to develop its findings.3 

By ensuring that scope conditions are similar to those likely to be faced by 

national security decision makers today, we can reasonably expect our findings to 

be generalizable going forward.4        

 

I. Research Objective 

 The central question which this research seeks to answer is what factors 

best explain the operational success or failure of post-9/11 U.S. unconventional 

warfare campaigns? In order to do so, the dissertation examines recent cases of 

U.S. support to resistance movements in order to identify variables which explain 

outcomes at the operational level of war. It is this researcher's intent that the 

findings and conclusions included here will be sufficiently generalizable to inform 

future decisions about whether and how to undertake a UW campaign. Pursuing 

security objectives through non-state proxies is neither a magic bullet nor doomed 

                                                       
2 Alexander L. George and Andrew Bennett, Case Studies and Theory Development in the Social 
Sciences, BCSIA Studies in International Security (Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 2005), 125. 
3 George and Bennett, 125. 
4 Andrew Bennett and Jeffrey Checkel, eds., Process Tracing: From Metaphor to Analytic Tool, 
Strategies for Social Inquiry (Cambridge, New York: Cambridge University Press, 2015), 13. 
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to fail.5 As later chapters will demonstrate, under certain conditions and with a 

certain approach, UW can succeed. Under unfavorable conditions, even the best 

approach is likely to disappoint. Therefore, the goal of this research is to help 

policy makers and military leaders answer these "whether" and "how" questions 

by identifying the circumstances and approaches which improve the likelihood of 

operational success.   

 Although "UW operations are a national strategic option", this study 

focuses on the operational level because that is where we can isolate and analyze 

UW separately from the broader strategy.6 Civilian and military leaders at the 

highest levels are involved in the decision to employ SOF to achieve national 

goals, but these decisions must be informed by operational level considerations. 

The most basic is: can a UW campaign reasonably achieve U.S. operational 

objectives and thus support strategic goals? As Colin Gray states in his study of 

why special operations succeed or fail, "SOF needs an educated consumer, 

political and military patrons who appreciate what SOF should, and should not, be 

asked to do."7 The objective of this research is to help educate that high-level 

consumer. After all, even the most well-thought-out strategy is unsound if it relies 

on an operationally infeasible method.  

 

II. Research Strategy 

                                                       
5 Mark Mazzetti, “C.I.A. Study of Covert Aid Fueled Skepticism About Helping Syrian Rebels,” 
The New York Times, October 14, 2014, sec. U.S. 
6 Joint Publication 3-05: Special Operations (Washington, D.C.: U.S. Department of Defense, 
2014). 2-9. 
7 Colin Gray, “Handfuls of Heroes on Desperate Ventures: When Do Special Operations 
Succeed?,” Parameters 29, no. 1 (1999): 5. 
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 This section describes how the study answers the research question 

described above. First, it identifies and defines relevant variables, justifies their 

inclusion based upon existing research, and lists questions used to determine their 

presence or absence. Next, it summarizes the cases of post-9/11 U.S. 

unconventional warfare used to test our hypotheses and identifies data sources 

used to construct each case study. Finally, it assesses the potential uses and 

limitations of our findings. 

 

 A. Dependent Variable: Operational Success of the UW Campaign 

 The dependent variable which this study seeks to explain is the 

operational success of the UW campaign. To rephrase, what factors have a causal 

effect on success or failure of the UW campaign at the operational level of war? 

To understand how the study defines this dependent variable, it is helpful to break 

operational success into its component parts. 

 Millett, Murray, and Watman describe the operational level of war as the 

level at which theater objectives are selected and major forces are employed for 

the purpose of achieving strategic results.8 Use of the modifier operational on our 

dependent variable creates an important distinction. As discussed above, this 

research will not attempt to assess the wisdom of a policy or success or failure of 

overall military strategy. Rather, it will assess the degree to which a certain type 

of operation, unconventional warfare, accomplished the objectives it was assigned 

in support of the overall strategy. Typically, these objectives will be either terrain-

                                                       
8 Allan R. Millett, Williamson Murray, and Kenneth H. Watman, “The Effectiveness of Military 
Organizations,” International Security 11, no. 1 (1986): 50. 
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based, such as the capture of a key city or gaining support of a population, or 

enemy-based, such as the defeat of a specific adversary group or military 

formation.  

    The second component of our dependent variable, success, is more 

straightforward. William Martel observes that definitions of success and victory 

often become ambiguous at the strategic and policy levels, particularly in the 

post-9/11 conflicts examined in this study.9 At the operational level, military 

objectives are typically well-defined through the planning and orders production 

process. U.S. joint military doctrine establishes the standard for unity of effort as 

"the coordination and cooperation toward common objectives, as a result of 

unified action, even if the participants are not necessarily part of the same 

command or organization" where "SOF are often employed as part of a whole-of-

government effort".10 Therefore, we should expect to see clear operational 

objectives, common across military SOF and interagency partners, for the UW 

operations being analyzed. The presence or absence of the operational success 

dependent variable is determined by the degree to which those operational 

objectives, as defined by the appropriate military headquarters and understood by 

those executing, were achieved.    

 

 B. Independent Variables 

                                                       
9 William C. Martel, Victory in War: Foundations of Modern Strategy, Revised and expanded 
edition (Cambridge, New York: Cambridge University Press, 2011).See Chapter 2 for further 
explanation of this phenomenon. 
10 Joint Publication 3-05: Special Operations.. 3-1. 
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 This study employs five independent variables hypothesized to contribute 

to the operational success or failure of post-9/11 U.S. unconventional warfare 

campaigns. These variables are: the supported non-state armed group's cohesion, 

legitimacy, and ability to exercise territorial control, the degree of preference 

alignment between the United States and the group, and the ability of the United 

States to perform monitoring of group's activities. The first three variables assess 

the viability of the non-state armed group as a potential UW partner and have as a 

theoretical basis the insurgency and military effectiveness literature discussed in 

Chapter 2. These variables help us determine who to partner with or if a viable 

partner even exists. The final two variables assess the relationship between the 

United States and the supported group and are derived from the international 

relations and principal-agent literature. These variables help us determine how to 

partner and if effective partnering is even possible.  

 Because the focus of this study is the operational level of war, each 

variable will be evaluated accordingly in the case studies. For example, 

determination of preference alignment between the United States and the Afghan 

Northern Alliance is made by examining operational objectives such as the 

capture of key cities from the Taliban rather than strategic goals or policy 

preferences such as the nature of the Afghan government which would follow 

Taliban rule.   

 This study argues that these five variables represent necessary but not 

sufficient conditions for operational success in UW. A range of other factors 

identified in the insurgency and counterinsurgency literature, from tactics and 
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strategy to terrain and external support, help determine the success or failure of 

rebel movements.11 While this scholarship is essential for theorists and 

practitioners of insurgency and UW, the focus of this particular study is on what 

group to partner with and how to most effectively mitigate principal-agent 

problems in the relationship. The hypothesized relationship between each 

independent variable and the dependent variable operational success is explained 

below.  

 

Hypothesis 1: Unconventional warfare is more likely to achieve operational 

success when the non-state partner has cohesion. 

 

Cohesion 

 A UW campaign is hypothesized to achieve operational goals when the 

partner group has demonstrated the ability to maintain unit cohesion despite the 

rigors of combat. The military effectiveness literature which examines cohesion in 

fighting units finds that the interpersonal bonds within the group (social cohesion) 

and commitment to the group resulting from collective task training (task 

cohesion) impacts battle outcomes.12 As discussed in the previous chapter, there 

                                                       
11 Seth G. Jones, Waging Insurgent Warfare: Lessons from the Vietcong to the Islamic State 
(Oxford University Press, 2017); Ivan M. Arreguín-Toft, How the Weak Win Wars: A Theory of 
Asymmetric Conflict, Cambridge Studies in International Relations ; 99 (New York: Cambridge 
University Press, 2005); David Galula, Counterinsurgency Warfare: Theory and Practice (New 
York: Praeger, 1964); Earl Conteh-Morgan, Collective Political Violence: An Introduction to the 
Theories and Cases of Violent Conflicts (New York: Routledge, 2004). 
12 Ben Connable et al., “Will to Fight: Analyzing, Modeling, and Simulating the Will to Fight of 
Military Units” (RAND Corporation, 2018); For historical illustrations of the impact of the will to 
fight and unit cohesion on battle outcomes, see also John Keegan, The Face of Battle (New York: 
Penguin, 1978). 
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is disagreement as to which form of cohesion has the greatest degree of 

explanatory power; therefore, this dissertation looks for indicators of this variable 

in the cases while remaining agnostic to its source.13 Consistent with the 

literature, the level of analysis is primarily the small unit or the militia group's 

equivalent of platoons, companies, and battalions which are involved in individual 

combat engagements. Above this level, we venture into questions of command 

and control which is a separate quality not examined here. 

 To test this first hypothesis, the study uses an independent variable 

cohesion. We measure the presence of this variable by studying firsthand accounts 

of combat engagements and assessing the degree to which small units maintained 

their integrity during engagements and effectively moved on to subsequent 

engagements or otherwise retained their ability to continue operations. Mass 

desertions and disintegration of entire units serve as negative indicators. This is 

not a binary variable, but one which exists on a continuum where fighting units 

display it to greater or lesser degrees. Hypothesis 1 predicts that the level of 

cohesion which the partnered force displays has a direct bearing on the degree of 

operational success. One practical implication of this hypothesis, if accurate, is 

that UW is more likely to succeed when the United States partners with an 

existing group rather than one which it attempts to create. Logically, we expect 

existing groups with a history of training and operating together to display higher 

levels of both social and task cohesion than those formed on an ad hoc basis.  

                                                       
13 Edward A. Shils and Morris Janowitz, “Cohesion and Disintegration in the Wehrmacht in World 
War II,” Public Opinion Quarterly 12, no. 2 (1948): 280–315; Anthony King, “On Combat 
Effectiveness in the Infantry Platoon: Beyond the Primary Group Thesis,” Security Studies 25, no. 
4 (October 1, 2016): 699–728. 
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Hypothesis 2: Unconventional warfare is more likely to achieve operational 

success when the non-state partner has legitimacy. 

 

Legitimacy 

 A UW campaign is hypothesized to achieve operational goals when the 

partner group is perceived as legitimate by relevant populations. Robert Lamb 

calls legitimacy "worthiness of support or a right to loyalty."14 This is a subjective 

quality which can nonetheless be objectively assessed by the degree to which the 

armed group is supported by the population in the area where it operates. The 

research borrows from Lamb two proxy indicators of legitimacy: the group-

behavior proxy and the individual-belief proxy. The former is determined by the 

level of voluntary support given to the armed group in various ways such as 

membership, compliance, and monetary contributions. The latter indicator is 

determined by the way in which individuals express their support or non-support 

for the group. These can be summed up by saying legitimacy is granted through 

both actions and words.  

 This dissertation will use the independent variable legitimacy to measure 

the degree to which the partnered force is granted legitimacy by the population. 

As with the previous variable, legitimacy is measured on a continuum and is not 

binary. Because UW takes place in the context of an insurgency, a violent 

struggle where popular support is crucial, Hypothesis 2 predicts that a non-state 

                                                       
14 Robert Lamb, “Microdynamics of Illegitimacy and Complex Urban Violence in Medellín, 
Colombia” (PhD dissertation, University of Maryland, 2010). 
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group which enjoys higher levels of legitimacy is a UW partner which is more 

likely to succeed. 

        

Hypothesis 3: Unconventional warfare is more likely to achieve operational 

success when the non-state partner demonstrates the ability to exercise territorial 

control. 

 

Territorial Control 

 A UW campaign is hypothesized to achieve operational goals when the 

partner group is able to secure and maintain control of physical territory. The 

qualities which Millett et al. associate with operational effectiveness, such as the 

ability to employ combined arms and support operations with effective logistics 

and medical support, all contribute to territorial control.15  Kalyvas demonstrates 

the importance of territorial control as both an indicator of rebel strength and a 

capability which motivates the population to provide vital information to the 

group.16 In addition to indicating military capabilities, Robert Lamb finds that 

territorial control results in higher levels of legitimacy to the extent that it bolsters 

the image of the group as being effective and capable.17 Military doctrine 

indicates that secure territory within which to recruit, train, and operate the 

guerilla base, while not essential, makes circumstances more favorable for 

                                                       
15 Millett, Murray, and Watman, “The Effectiveness of Military Organizations.” 
16 Stathis N. Kalyvas, The Logic of Violence in Civil War, Cambridge Studies in Comparative 
Politics (Cambridge ; New York: Cambridge University Press, 2006). 
17 Lamb, “Microdynamics of Illegitimacy and Complex Urban Violence in Medellín, Colombia.” 
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successful conduct of UW.18 This study uses the independent variable territorial 

control to assess this characteristic by examining the degree to which the non-

state group was able to gain and maintain control over physical territory even 

before receiving U.S. support. I expect that groups which demonstrate higher 

levels of territorial control constitute more viable potential UW partners. 

 

Hypothesis 4: Unconventional warfare is more likely to achieve operational 

success when patron and client preferences are closely aligned. 

 

Preference Alignment 

 A UW campaign is hypothesized as more likely to achieve operational 

goals when the United States and its non-state partner share a similar set of 

preferences. Although the strategic and political interests of a state sponsor and a 

non-state rebel group are likely to be different, they may share similar operational 

goals such as the capture of certain key cities or defeat of an enemy formation. 

Principal-agent theory suggests that to the degree to which their preferences 

diverge, the relationship will suffer from agency loss.19 Prior to contracting with 

the agent, the principal typically has incomplete information about the agent's 

preferences. This information asymmetry leads to adverse selection problems in 

UW where the state patron chooses a sub-optimal partner. After contracting, 

agents with preferences which diverge from those of the principal will tend to 

                                                       
18 Field Manual 3-05.130: Army Special Operations Forces Unconventional Warfare 
(Washington, D.C.: U.S. Department of the Army, 2008). 
19 Idean Salehyan, “The Delegation of War to Rebel Organizations,” The Journal of Conflict 
Resolution 54, no. 3 (2010): 502. 
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shirk or pursue their own goals at the expense of the principal. Salehyan refers to 

this form of principal-agent problem in proxy conflict as agency slack.  

 Using an independent variable preference alignment, this study will assess 

the degree to which the patron-client relationship in each case was able to 

minimize both forms of agency loss. Specifically, analysis of each case compares 

the operational objectives of the United States and those of its partner to 

determine how closely they align. This hypothesis predicts that a higher degree of 

preference alignment contributes to operational success of the UW campaign.  

 

Hypothesis 5: Unconventional warfare is more likely to achieve operational 

success when the patron is able to monitor the client. 

 

Monitoring 

 A UW campaign is hypothesized to achieve operational goals when U.S. 

advisors are able to effectively monitor the actions of the non-state partner in 

order to prompt favorable behavior and constrain undesirable actions. Even in 

cases where patron and client preferences are aligned reasonably well, UW still 

involves two actors with their own set of interests, creating risk of agency loss. In 

order to mitigate these losses, principals can closely monitor the actions of the 

agent in order to minimize the opportunity to shirk. In the context of UW, 

shirking might manifest as a refusal to stand and fight or commission of war 
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crimes such as prisoner execution or abusing non-combatants.20 This matters not 

only because such actions can undermine the military campaign and compromise 

U.S. values. Providing support to groups guilty of human rights abuses also is 

specifically prohibited by laws including the Leahy amendments.21 Scholars have 

demonstrated that monitoring the agent's actions is a method which principals can 

use to mitigate these problems.22 In the context of proxy warfare, it allows the 

sponsor to guide the client's actions and more effectively threaten punishment or 

withholding of support when they shirk.23  

 This study will use the independent variable monitoring to assess the 

degree to which the United States was able to monitor UW partners' behavior in 

each case. This may consist of U.S. advisors accompanying the partner force on 

operations, presence in the partner's headquarters, or other means of monitoring 

client behavior. I expect to find that more effective monitoring leads to a higher 

likelihood of operational success.    

 

 

 

 

                                                       
20 Salehyan, “The Delegation of War to Rebel Organizations”; Idean Salehyan, David Siroky, and 
Reed M. Wood, “External Rebel Sponsorship and Civilian Abuse: A Principal-Agent Analysis of 
Wartime Atrocities,” International Organization 68, no. 3 (ed 2014): 633–61. 
21 “22 U.S. Code § 2378d - Limitation on Assistance to Security Forces,” Cornell Law School 
Legal Information Institute, accessed February 11, 2021, 
https://www.law.cornell.edu/uscode/text/22/2378d. 
22 Peter Feaver, Armed Servants: Agency, Oversight, and Civil-Military Relations (Cambridge, 
Mass.: Harvard University Press, 2003). 
23 Walter C. Ladwig, The Forgotten Front (Cambridge, UK: Cambridge University Press, 2017). 
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Figure 1. Variable reference chart. 

 

 

 C. Hypothesized Causal Pathways 

 In summary, this study hypothesizes that the variables cohesion, 

legitimacy, and territorial control indicate a viable potential partner for UW. It 

predicts that preference alignment and monitoring indicate a UW relationship 

where potential principal-agent problems can be effectively mitigated. These are 

not binary variables. Rather, each one is assessed on a continuum by the degree to 

which it is present in the cases. Hypotheses 1 through 5 predict that both of these 

conditions, a viable partner and a relationship where principal-agent problems are 

mitigated, are necessary for operational success in UW. The hypothesized causal 

model is illustrated by Figure 2 below.    
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Figure 2. Hypothesized causal model. 

 

 

 D. Questions for Analysis 

 Process tracing methodology requires the researcher to follow the causal 

path in each case from the presence or absence of independent variables to their 

actual outcomes. The following questions serve as an aid in the analysis of each 

case study for identifying the degree to which each variable is present. While the 

questions do not appear explicitly in each subsequent chapter, they are crucial for 

the analysis and underlie the study's findings. 

 

Dependent Variable: Operational Success 

•  To what degree were U.S. operational objectives (i.e. specific terrain 

or enemy-based objectives) achieved: 

o as stated in military plans and orders? 

o as expressed by commanders? 

o as understood by UW operators? 
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• To what degree did UW operational outcomes contribute to strategic 

success or failure? 

 

Independent Variable: Cohesion 

• Has the armed group demonstrated the ability to: 

o maintain unit integrity after engagements? 

o maintain combat effectiveness after engagements? 

• Is desertion a problem within the armed group? (negative indicator) 

• How long has the armed group been training and operating together? 

Is it ad hoc or a standing force? 

 

Independent Variable: Legitimacy 

•  [Group-behavior proxy indicators] Does the local population: 

o voluntarily seek to join the armed group? 

o give compliance to the armed group? 

o provide monetary contributions to the armed group if solicited? 

o actively or passively oppose the armed group? (negative 

indicator) 

• [Individual-belief proxy indicators] Do individuals: 

o express support for the armed group? 

o express non-support for the armed group? (negative indicator) 
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Independent Variable: Territorial Control 

•  Has the armed group demonstrated the ability to gain physical control 

of territory? 

• Within territory under its physical control, is the armed group able to: 

o maintain control despite enemy pressure? 

o provide security for itself and the population? 

o provide basic administration, governance, and services? 

 

Independent Variable: Preference Alignment 

• How closely do stated operational objectives of the United States and 

the partnered force align, where operational objectives are defined in 

terms of: 

o achieving a specific effect (e.g. control, secure, seize, etc.) on 

key terrain or populations? 

o achieving a specific effect (e.g. defeat, destroy, interdict, etc.) on 

an enemy group or formation?  

• Has the provision or promise of support effectively brought partnered 

force preferences into alignment with U.S. preferences where 

disagreements existed?  

• Is the planning and execution of operations driven by U.S. advisors, 

the partnered force, or is it collaborative? 
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Independent Variable: Monitoring 

•  Do U.S. advisors accompany the partnered force on operations? If so: 

o at what echelon and where are they positioned on the battlefield? 

o what is their role (e.g. advise the commander, control close air 

support, observe and report, etc.)? 

• If not, are U.S. advisors present in the partnered force's headquarters? 

• Does monitoring, to the degree that it takes place, enable U.S. advisors 

to guide partnered force behavior (i.e. take desirable actions and avoid 

undesirable action)? 

 

 E. The Cases 

 Although unconventional warfare has existed in the American toolkit 

formally since World War II, this study is scoped to reach conclusions most 

relevant to policymakers today. According to Stephen Van Evera, "scholars 

interested in offering policy prescriptions should therefore study cases whose 

background characteristics parallel the characteristics of current or future policy 

problems."24 For this reason, I am restricting case selection to U.S. UW 

operations in armed conflict in the post-9/11 period. Significant changes in the 

twenty-first century security environment mean that UW is not only a tool for 

great power competition, as it mainly was during the Cold War, but may also be 

                                                       
24 Stephen Van Evera, Guide to Methods for Students of Political Science (Ithaca: Cornell 
University Press, 1997), 84. 
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employed against non-state actors and proto-states in religious, ethnic, or resource 

wars. This research employs the U.S. military's joint definition of UW:  

[A]ctivities 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. Also called UW.25  
 

The four cases of U.S. unconventional warfare post-9/11 which meet this 

definition are: U.S. support to Afghan militias (2001), support to the Iraqi 

peshmerga (2003), support to Syrian rebels through the Train and Equip program 

(2014-2017), and support to the Syrian Democratic Forces (2015-2019).         

 Although the Afghan and Iraqi cases have similarities across both 

dependent and independent variables, both Syrian cases introduce significant 

variation. This variation enables the study to better isolate a causal effect, making 

it "stand out against the background of the case more clearly."26 Because these 

four cases represent all instances of in-scope UW, selection bias is eliminated as a 

concern.  

 Some have argued that the U.S. training mission to combat extremist 

groups in Libya after the chaos which followed the Arab Spring also falls within 

the study's stated scope, particularly considering the inclusion of Syrian Train and 

Equip. Important differences exist, however. According to U.S. government 

documents, the goal of the Libyan mission was "to counter terrorist and extremist 

threats in Libya". This mission was carried out in support of the internationally 

                                                       
25 Joint Publication 3-05: Special Operations. 
26 Van Evera, Guide to Methods for Students of Political Science, 80. 
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recognized governing authority in Libya.27 It is perhaps best described as 

counterterrorism (CT) in support of a broader counterinsurgency. Unlike CT in 

Libya, Syrian Train and Equip was initiated to defeat the ISIS proto-state, which 

controlled considerable territory and constituted a "government or occupying 

power" consistent with the definition of UW.28 Summaries of each in-scope case 

follow. 

 

Support to Afghan Militias (2001)  

 Following the 9/11 attacks on the United States, the Bush administration 

adopted the policy objectives of denying al-Qaeda's (AQ) ability to conduct future 

attacks and removing the Taliban from power in Afghanistan where they had 

harbored AQ leadership.29 As the U.S. military began planning for an eventual 

deployment of conventional forces to the region, CIA officers and Special Forces 

teams were already arriving in Afghanistan. They sought to commence a UW 

campaign in cooperation with militia groups opposing the Taliban and AQ.30  

 While the UW component was only intended to set conditions for the 

conventional deployment of forces months later, the U.S.-backed Northern 

Alliance and other militias defeated the Taliban territorially and set AQ leadership 

                                                       
27 Eric Schmitt, “U.S. Training Elite Antiterror Troops in Four African Nations,” The New York 
Times, May 26, 2014, sec. World. The specific funds utilized for this mission, authorized by Title 
10 U.S.C. Section 1208 and, after 2016, Section 127e, support "ongoing military operations by 
United States special operations forces to combat terrorism."   
28 Joint Publication 3-05: Special Operations. 
29 George W. Bush, “Presidential Address to the Nation,” October 7, 2001, https://georgewbush-
whitehouse.archives.gov/news/releases/2001/10/20011007-8.html. 
30 Gary Schroen, First In: How Seven CIA Officers Opened the War on Terror in Afghanistan 
(New York: Random House Publishing Group, 2005). 
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to flight before conventional forces could arrive in significant numbers.31 Despite 

the bloody and frustrating insurgency which would eventually ensue, the speed 

and scale of this initial success was a welcome surprise. In contrast to Cold War-

style covert action, this campaign employed a more robust style of support to the 

partnered force. In addition to providing cash, weapons, and other supplies to 

their militia partners, SOF teams accompanied them on operations against the 

Taliban and directed U.S. airpower with devastating effect.32 This constituted 

such a novel approach that scholars coined a new term to describe it: the Afghan 

Model.33 Still, debate ensues as to how successful this model actually was, key 

contributing factors, and exportability. 

 Although both SOF and conventional forces continued to work with non-

state proxy forces in Afghanistan for years to follow, this study delimits the case 

from the insertion of the first SOF teams in October 2001 to the conclusion of the 

Battle of Tora Bora in December, the final operation of this UW-intensive period.  

 

Support to the Iraqi Peshmerga (2003) 

 As the United States and allies positioned forces in the Middle East for an 

anticipated invasion of Iraq in early 2003, one component proved particularly 

vexing to planners. The main invasion force would attack north toward Baghdad 

                                                       
31 Eric Blehm, The Only Thing Worth Dying For: How Eleven Green Berets Fought for a New 
Afghanistan (New York: Harper Collins, 2010); Michael G. Walling, Enduring Freedom, 
Enduring Voices: US Operations in Afghanistan (Oxford: Osprey Publishing, 2015). 
32 Richard B. Andres, Craig Wills, and Thomas E. Griffith Jr., “Winning with Allies: The Strategic 
Value of the Afghan Model,” International Security 30, no. 3 (2005): 124–60. 
33 Stephen D. Biddle, “Allies, Airpower, and Modern Warfare: The Afghan Model in Afghanistan 
and Iraq,” International Security 30, no. 3 (2005): 161–76; Stephen Biddle, “Afghanistan and the 
Future of Warfare,” Foreign Affairs 82, no. 2 (2003): 31–46. 
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from staging areas in the Kuwaiti desert while a supporting force built around a 

U.S. heavy division staged in Turkey would attack south to defeat Iraqi military 

units which might otherwise foil the coalition's capture of the capital and key 

northern cities. A SOF element, called Task Force (TF) Viking, would work with 

northern Kurdish militias, collectively known as peshmerga, as a minor 

supporting effort. At the eleventh hour and after months of negotiation, the 

Ankara government resolved to forbid coalition forces from staging in or 

transiting through Turkish territory. Suddenly, TF Viking became the lone effort 

in the north supporting the initial main attack from the south. Despite significant 

planning complexity introduced by Turkish restrictions, the SOF units 

constituting TF Viking and their peshmerga partners met their operational 

objectives in support of the overall invasion plan.34 As with the Afghanistan case, 

support mainly consisted of U.S. airpower, intelligence, and on-the-ground 

advisors to coordinate operations. While TF Viking lacked the press coverage and 

dramatic flair of the campaign against the Taliban several years earlier, it is 

generally viewed as a successful case of UW. 

 For the purposes of this study, this case begins with the insertion of SOF 

teams into Northern Iraq on the eve of the invasion in early March and ends in 

April as the task force handed off responsibility for liberated areas to follow-on 

conventional units.  

                                                       
34 Timothy D. Brown, Unconventional Warfare as a Strategic Force Multiplier : Task Force 
Viking in Northern Iraq, 2003, Occasional Paper (MacDill AFB, FL: Joint Special Operations 
University Center for Strategic Studies, JSOU Press, 2017); Mark Giaconia, Operation Viking 
Hammer: One Green Beret’s Firsthand Account of Unconventional Warfare in Iraq 2003 
(CreateSpace Independent Publishing Platform, 2018). 
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The Syrian Train and Equip Program (2014-2017) 

 The ongoing Syrian civil war presents two cases characterized by two 

distinctly divergent approaches to UW. The first case is the initial U.S. effort to 

provide funding, materiel support, and training to various rebel groups opposing 

the Islamic State in Syria without introducing U.S. troops into the country. This 

effort, referred to broadly as Train and Equip, consisted of bringing recruits to 

sites in Jordan and Turkey where they would receive training and equipment 

before infiltration back into Syria. According to plans, these militia groups would 

maintain communications with their U.S. advisors in order to coordinate 

operations and support. Some of these fighters eventually worked with U.S. forces 

in the country for years to come, yet many others were killed, captured, or 

deserted soon after insertion. The program became a liability for military and 

civilian leaders in 2015 when the press began reporting on Train and Equip's 

failure to produce positive results against ISIS.35  

 This study analyzes the Syria Train and Equip program beginning in 2014 

after the U.S. Congress granted the military authority for its conduct. Other 

concurrent programs, mainly those led by the CIA to support rebels fighting the 

Assad regime, are out of scope. This case concludes in 2017 when the program 

was finally shuttered, although its focus is on 2014 and 2015 when it was the 

                                                       
35 Michael D. Shear, Helene Cooper, and Eric Schmitt, “Obama Administration Ends Effort to 
Train Syrians to Combat ISIS,” The New York Times, January 19, 2018, sec. World. 
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military's main effort in Syria against ISIS prior to formal partnership with the 

Syrian Democratic Forces.36 

 

Support to the Syrian Democratic Forces (2015-2019) 

 Following the failure of Train and Equip, with ISIS continuing to expand 

territorially in both Syria and Iraq in late 2015, President Obama authorized a 

dramatic expansion of the UW campaign. The new policy authorized several 

hundred SOF soldiers to operate on the ground in Syria in direct support to anti-

ISIS militias.37 At the same time, the Syrian Democratic Forces (SDF) became the 

supported partner of choice. The SDF was the umbrella organization built around 

the Kurdish YPG, or People's Protection Units. While the SDF includes Arab and 

other militias, the command structure and majority of operational units are 

Kurdish. Over the course of the next two years, the U.S.-supported SDF steadily 

recaptured ISIS-held territory in Syria, symbolically liberating the capital of the 

caliphate in Raqqa in the fall of 2017.38 As the civil war drug on, the SOF task 

force continued to partner with the SDF in order to provide security and civil 

administration in a still-volatile northern Syria. This support ended abruptly in 

late-2019 when President Trump announced an immediate withdrawal of U.S. 

forces from the country. The SDF achieved far greater results against ISIS than 

                                                       
36 Jim Miklaszewski and Courtney Kube, “Small Number of U.S.-Trained Syrian Rebels Still 
Fighting,” NBC News, September 16, 2015, https://www.nbcnews.com/news/military/small-
number-u-s--trained-syrian-rebels-still-fighting-n428381. 
37 Barbara Starr, “Top U.S. Commander Completes Day-Long Secret Visit to Syria,” CNN, May 
23, 2016, https://www.cnn.com/2016/05/21/politics/top-u-s-commander-completes-day-long-
secret-visit-to-syria/index.html. 
38 “US Airstrikes Pave Way for PYD, Regime Advance in Northern Syria,” DailySabah, March 30, 
2016, https://www.dailysabah.com/syrian-crisis/2016/03/30/us-airstrikes-pave-way-for-pyd-
regime-advance-in-northern-syria. 
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the Train and Equip program ever did. With the assistance of SOF advisors, fires 

and airpower, and intelligence support, the Syrian Democratic Forces eliminated 

the Islamic State's physical caliphate. Yet, the operational and strategic situation 

in Syria at the time the task force was ordered to withdraw in 2019 was too 

uncertain to allow for easy classification as a success or failure.  

 This case begins with the the presidential authorization for direct SOF 

support to the SDF in late 2015 and ends in late 2019 with the announcement of a 

troop withdrawal which effectively concluded UW operations. 

 

 F. Limitations of the Study 

 Bennett and Checkel point out that "[b]ecause causal mechanisms are 

operationalized in specific cases, and process tracing is a within-case method of 

analysis, generalization can be problematic."39 Despite the generalization 

problem, within-case analysis does have its clear advantages. This method allows 

the researcher to better cope with complexity and nuance in specific cases to infer 

a causal story than other methods might offer.40 Process tracking is also effective 

in determining causal mechanisms even when cases vary in multiple ways, as do 

the cases in this dissertation.41 However, the aim of this study is not simply to 

explain outcomes in the four cases under examination but rather to identify factors 

contributing to UW operational effectiveness which might be applied to future 

real-world decisions.  

                                                       
39 Bennett and Checkel, Process Tracing, 13. 
40 George and Bennett, Case Studies and Theory Development in the Social Sciences, 25. 
41 George and Bennett, 125. 
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 For this reason, I have selected only cases where the United States 

conducted unconventional warfare in post-9/11 conflicts. Bennett and Checkel 

also state that "[t]he use of process tracing to test and refine hypotheses about 

causal mechanisms can clarify the scope conditions under which a hypothesis is 

generalizable."42 In other words, although the study's findings may not be helpful 

when making predictions about other forms of proxy warfare or UW in some 

other international security context, past or future, we can expect them to be a 

reasonably reliable guide for U.S. officials considering UW under similar 

conditions.  

 Another limitation of this study is the sources available. Because of the 

dearth of unclassified government documents related to the cases, the research 

relies heavily on participant interviews for primary source material. Ten or fifteen 

years after events took place, memories can fade. Additionally, bias may be 

introduced when individuals recount an action where they played a key role and 

may bear some responsibility for the result. These risks may not be eliminated 

altogether, but they can be mitigated. To do so, I have gathered data from a range 

of written sources including both military and press accounts. Interviews subjects, 

while mostly drawn from the SOF community, represent a diversity of 

organizational perspectives (e.g. detachment and task force level, commanders 

and staff officers). Where sources and subjects might disagree, I have made every 

effort to seek out additional sources in order to determine the truth and have 

                                                       
42 Bennett and Checkel, Process Tracing, 13. 
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noted, as applicable, instances where a particular fact or assessment remains in 

dispute.       
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CHAPTER 4: U.S. Support to Afghan Militias (2001) 
 
 

I. Introduction 
 

The United States' military involvement in Afghanistan is entering its 

twentieth year at the time of this writing and appears to be coming to a rapid 

conclusion.1 During most of this period, the conflict there has been characterized 

by variations of minimalist nation-building, counterinsurgency, and, to a lesser 

degree, counterterrorism. The intention of the NATO coalition behind the effort 

has generally centered on stabilizing the country while building indigenous 

Afghan capacity to do so on its own.2 What is less widely understood is the 

unconventional warfare campaign, designed to overthrow the existing Taliban 

regime, which preceded the nation-building effort and served as the opening act 

of the U.S.-led war. 

In the days following the September 11, 2001 attacks on the United States, 

the national security team within the Bush administration grappled to determine 

an appropriate policy response. While the military lacked an off-the-shelf plan for 

attacking al-Qaeda and the Taliban, CIA director George Tenet made a proposal 

for covert action and military unconventional warfare. The president approved 

this approach of working by, with, and through indigenous forces and issued the 

first set of directives putting it in motion less than a week after the attacks.3 

 

1 Oren Lieberman, Zachary Cohen, and Kylie Atwood, “Biden Has No Good Options on 
Afghanistan with Deadline for Troop Withdrawal Looming,” CNN, February 14, 2021, 
https://www.cnn.com/2021/02/14/politics/biden-afghanistan-deadline-looming/index.html. 
2 “NATO Resolute Support | Mission,” accessed December 27, 2020, https://rs.nato.int/rsm/about- 
us/mission. 
3 National Commission on Terrorist Attacks Upon the United States, Thomas H. Kean, Lee H. 
Hamilton, The 9/11 Commission Report, authorized edition (New York: Norton, 2004), 332–33. 

http://www.cnn.com/2021/02/14/politics/biden-afghanistan-deadline-looming/index.html
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Within about three months, the CIA and Army Special Forces teams partnered 

with a variety of anti-Taliban militias managed eject the group from power and 

capture virtually all of Afghanistan. Although a large number of enemy fighters 

and leaders did flee the country, the mission was largely successful at 

accomplishing its assigned objectives.4 

Despite the speed with which the initial UW campaign in 2001 unfolded, 

the conflict would continue to ebb and flow for years while policy and military 

approaches evolved. The purpose of this case study is to analyze that period in 

late 2001 when UW was the primary instrument of U.S. power in Afghanistan. 

Consistent with the other analyses contained in the study, this chapter will 

evaluate the factors contributing to operational success or failure of the UW 

campaign rather than assess the wisdom of policy and strategy over the nineteen 

years which followed. 

 
 

II. The U.S. Campaign to Support the Northern Alliance and Other Militias 
 
 

A. Campaign Overview 
 

In late September 2001, an initial team of CIA officers descended by 

helicopter into Afghanistan's Panjshir Valley, north of Kabul.5 Over the next 

several weeks, they were followed by additional intelligence personnel and 

 
 
 

4 Seth G. Jones, In the Graveyard of Empires: America’s War in Afghanistan, 1st ed. (New York: 
WWNorton & Co, 2009), 86–108. 
5 Gary Schroen, First In: How Seven CIA Officers Opened the War on Terror in Afghanistan (New 
York: Random House Publishing Group, 2005), 73–78. This CIA team constituted the CIA's 
Northern Alliance Liaison Team (NALT), also known as JAWBREAKER. 
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eventually military special operations teams. Their purpose was to deny al-Qaeda 

the sanctuary and secure staging base which it had enjoyed in Afghanistan in 

order to preclude potential future attacks.6 While the exact means of 

accomplishing this were not immediately clear, the plan approved by the president 

involved a joint CIA and SOF effort working through anti-Taliban militias. These 

groups primarily consisted of the loose confederation known as the Northern 

Alliance and others expressing a willingness to cooperate with and accept support 

from the United States.7 Each, for their own reasons, shared an interest in 

removing the Taliban from power. The plan to employ unconventional warfare 

was only a preliminary phase in what would be called Operation Enduring 

Freedom (OEF). UW was intended to set conditions for major combat operations 

involving a larger U.S. troop deployment thought by most to be necessary to 

defeat the Taliban.8 

The initial ground component of OEF was built around two Joint Special 
 

Operations Task Forces (JSOTFs): JSOTF-North and JSOTF-South.9 JSOTF- 

North, called TF Dagger, was primarily composed of the soldiers of the U.S. 

Army's 5th Special Forces Group (Airborne) including its subordinate 

 
 
 
 
 

6 National Commission on Terrorist Attacks Upon the United States, Thomas H. Kean, Lee H. 
Hamilton, The 9/11 Commission Report, 333–34; Lieutenant General (Retired) John Mulholland, 
interview conducted by the author, video call, August 26, 2020. 
7 Jones, In the Graveyard of Empires, 89–91. 
8 National Commission on Terrorist Attacks Upon the United States, Thomas H. Kean, Lee H. 
Hamilton, The 9/11 Commission Report, 337–38; Michael G. Walling, Enduring Freedom, 
Enduring Voices: US Operations in Afghanistan (Oxford: Osprey Publishing, 2015), 23. 
9 John D. Gresham, “The Campaign Plan - Special Operations Forces and Operation Enduring 
Freedom,” Defense Media Network, accessed November 2, 2019, 
https://www.defensemedianetwork.com/stories/operation-enduring-freedom-the-first-49-days-2/. 

http://www.defensemedianetwork.com/stories/operation-enduring-freedom-the-first-49-days-2/
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headquarters and ODAs.10 Because the Northern Alliance militias were viewed as 

the most viable partners and operated around the key cities of Mazar-i-Sharif, 

Kunduz, and Kabul, JSOTF-North, or TF Dagger, was given responsibility for the 

UW component of OEF.11 JSOTF-South included special operators from all of the 

U.S. military services and other coalition members. It was tasked with conducting 

raids, exploiting sensitive sites, intelligence collection, and maritime smuggling 

interdiction. As such, the activities of JSOTF-South were separate and distinct 

from UW operations in Afghanistan but complemented the overall strategy.12 

 
Map 1. Afghanistan. 

 

Source: Google Maps 
 
 

10 Walling, Enduring Freedom, Enduring Voices, 26. The 12-person Operational Detachment- 
Alpha (ODA), also called an A-Team, is the basic unit of action in the Army Special Forces. In 
most cases, deployed Army ODAs include an attached team of Air Force Joint Terminal Air 
Controllers (JTACs) to coordinate and control air support from fixed-wing platforms. In this 
study, reference to special forces ODAs implies the inclusion of this joint component. 
11 Mulholland, interview conducted by the author. 
12 Walling, Enduring Freedom, Enduring Voices, 26–27. 
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Although outside the military chain of command, another key component 

of the UW effort in Afghanistan were the CIA teams which were on the ground 

first and would remain deeply engaged even after the military's arrival. These 

teams leveraged pre-existing relationships and broader legal authorities to make 

cash payments to militia leaders and lay the groundwork for the Special Forces 

ODAs which began arriving in October. They would continue to work closely 

with U.S. SOF in Afghanistan throughout the campaign, bringing agency 

resources to bear and assisting with the delicate management of inter-militia 

politics.13 

 
 

The Capture of Mazar-i-Sharif 
 

The first set of ODAs arrived in Afghanistan on the night of October 19th 

by helicopter from Karshi-Khanabad airbase in Uzbekistan. ODA 595 landed in 

the Darya Suf valley and was welcomed by men belonging to the militia of Abdul 

Rashid Dostum. The U.S. soldiers met the Uzbek commander the following day 

and began planning for the capture Mazar-i-Sharif to the north.14 Front lines 

between the Northern Alliance and Taliban forces had moved little over the 

months. Dostum's forces were equipped mostly as lightly armed horse cavalry and 

possessed little means to break the ongoing stalemate.15 Accounts from this period 

 
 

13 Gresham, “The Campaign Plan - Special Operations Forces and Operation Enduring Freedom”; 
Schroen, First In; Walling, Enduring Freedom, Enduring Voices. 
14 Max Boot, War Made New: Technology, Warfare, and the Course of History, 1500 to Today 
(New York: Gotham Books, 2006), 352–84; Walling, Enduring Freedom, Enduring Voices. 
15 Chief Warrant Officer (Retired) Robert Pennington, interview conducted by the author, video 
call, August 19, 2020. 
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read like World War I history, with bunker complexes, barbed wire, minefields, 

and no-man's-land.16 The U.S. air campaign which began bombing Taliban 

positions several weeks earlier was having some effect; however, it became 

severely limited by the challenges of target detection and identification from high 

altitude.17 

Another Special Forces team assigned to TF Dagger was ODA 534, 

inserted into the Darya Balkh valley on November 2nd with the mission to work 

alongside the Northern Alliance commander Atta Mohammad.18 The addition of 

this team to TF Dagger's on-the-ground presence within the country was as much 

an operational decision as a means of ameliorating the contentious internal 

politics of the Northern Alliance which viewed the presence of foreign advisors as 

a sign of power and status.19 The plan developed by the teams and their Afghan 

counterparts involved Dostum's militia clearing north up the Darya Suf valley, 

capturing the town of Bai Beche, while Atta Mohammad's militia cleared the 

Darya Balkh valley, capturing the town of Aq Kopruk.20 The two elements would 

then meet in the Tangi Gap where the valleys converged, thus positioning 

themselves for the capture of Mazar-i-Sharif which lay just beyond.21 

As well as keeping the efforts of the Afghan militias focused upon the 

main Taliban and AQ threat, the ODAs had several other key tasks in support of 

 
16 David Rohde, “A Nation Challenged: The Front Line; Waging a Deadly Stalemate on 
Afghanistan’s Front Line,” The New York Times, October 28, 2001, sec. World. 
17 Boot, War Made New: Technology, Warfare, and the Course of History, 1500 to Today, 352– 
84. 
18 Boot, War Made New: Technology, Warfare, and the Course of History, 1500 to Today; 
Gresham, “The Campaign Plan - Special Operations Forces and Operation Enduring Freedom.” 
19 Schroen, First In. 
20 Boot, War Made New: Technology, Warfare, and the Course of History, 1500 to Today. 
21 Boot; Schroen, First In. 
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their advisory role. Among the most important was to coordinate the application 

of U.S. airpower by directing pilots overhead via radio and laser-designating 

targets on the ground. Having taken note of the dire supply situation among 

militia members where some fighters were unarmed and clad only in sandals, the 

teams also requested and received airdropped bundles of weapons, ammunition, 

food, and clothing.22 

 
 

Map 2. Northern Afghanistan. 
 

Source: Google Maps (detail added by author) 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

22 Boot, War Made New: Technology, Warfare, and the Course of History, 1500 to Today. 
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As the two-pronged assault toward Mazar-i-Sharif commenced, the teams 

working alongside Dostum and Atta Mohammad developed a kind of synergy 

with their Northern Alliance counterparts. Facing dug-in Taliban positions 

typically equipped with heavy machine guns and the occasional T-55 tank, the 

militias would posture for the assault as ODA members directed precision-guided 

munitions onto the enemy locations. Timing their assault so that any surviving 

Taliban fighters had minimal time to regroup after the bombs impacted, the 

militias then assaulted on horseback to clear through enemy positions using 

mostly small arms.23 The following account from one special operator involved 

describes the drill: 

Over the next days, Tiger 02 would ride with the muj[ahedin], and 
ride hard. They developed an effective method of warfare with 
Dostum’s love of cavalry charges. One part of the team would stay 
on the ridges, lazing targets and sending in the bombs, and as soon 
as they detonated, the rest of the team would charge with Dostum, 
guns blazing. The Taliban and AQ [al-Qaeda] would still have 
their heads down when Dostum and the boys overran the enemy 
positions jumping over AQ bodies and galloping through the bomb 
debris.24 

 
On November 6, having captured their intermediate objectives and with 

the Taliban and al-Qaeda forces in retreat north, ODA 595 and Dostum's militia 

arrived at the Tangi Gap. In order to slow the advancing Northern Alliance forces, 

the Taliban had mined the pass and dug in heavy weapons. Once again, these 

positions were neutralized by coalition airpower directed by special operators on 

the ground while Dostum's forces assaulted on horseback. After their successful 

 
23 Brian Glyn Williams, “General Dostum and the Mazar i Sharif Campaign: New Light on the 
Role of Northern Alliance Warlords in Operation Enduring Freedom,” Small Wars & Insurgencies 
21, no. 4 (December 1, 2010): 610–32. 
24 Williams. 
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capture of the critical chokepoint, the ODA and Dostum were joined by ODA 534 

and Atta's men. Over the next several days, any remaining Taliban and al-Qaeda 

elements had lost the capability to resist, and the militias entered Mazar-i-Sharif 

as liberators on the ninth.25 Dostum's advance did not stop there. Assisted by U.S. 

Special Forces and airpower, his forces would continue to recapture northern 

territory until the Taliban's eventual, though temporary, defeat a month later.26 

 
 

The Capture of Kabul 
 

On the night of October 19, the same night that ODA 595 landed in the 

Darya Suf, about 120 miles to the southeast another Special Forces team, ODA 

555, touched down north of Kabul in the Panjshir Valley.27 Here, the special 

operators alongside the original CIA team which had been in place since late 

September would partner with the Tajik Northern Alliance commander General 

Fahim Khan.28 In anticipation of a longer UW campaign, TF Dagger also inserted 

with this group a Special Forces battalion headquarters in an effort to establish a 

command and control structure in-country.29 As with the other teams, ODA 555's 

primary role was to direct coalition airpower against Taliban and al-Qaeda 

 
 

25 Schroen, First In. 
26 Stephen Tanner, Afghanistan: A Military History from Alexander the Great to the Fall of the 
Taliban, 1st ed. (New York: Da Capo Press, 2002). 
27 Walling, Enduring Freedom, Enduring Voices; John D. Gresham, “‘Triple Nickel’ at Bagram - 
Special Operations Forces and Operation Enduring Freedom,” Defense Media Network, accessed 
November 14, 2019, https://www.defensemedianetwork.com/stories/operation-enduring-freedom- 
the-first-49-days-3/. 
28 Schroen, First In. Fahim Khan served as head of security for commander Ahmed Shah Masoud 
when he was assassinated by al-Qaeda operatives on 9 September 2001, at which time he 
succeeded Masoud as commander of militia forces in the Panjshir and nominal head of the 
Northern Alliance. 
29 Lieutenant General (Retired) John Mulholland, “Email Message to the Author,” December 31, 
2020. 

http://www.defensemedianetwork.com/stories/operation-enduring-freedom-
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positions in order to facilitate the militia's assault. Fahim Khan's forces were 

essentially bottled up in the Panjshir, with Bagram Airbase at the southern 

entrance to the valley and dug-in Taliban positions beyond that supported by 

tanks and artillery. Still farther to the south lay the capital city of Kabul.30 

After an initial period of frustration due to Fahim Khan's reluctance to 

commit his Tajik force to combat, the Northern Alliance commander finally took 

the offensive in early November. It is likely that he was at least partially 

motivated by a desire to avoid being eclipsed by Dostum's success on the northern 

front.31 The combination of militia ground forces and U.S. airpower came 

together with similarly devastating effects as had been seen earlier on the advance 

to Mazar-i-Sharif. Following a period of intense fighting around Bagram Airbase, 

Fahim Khan and his militia broke through the Taliban and al-Qaeda lines which 

had contained them in the Panjshir Valley for so long.32 

Unique strategic and political considerations surrounded the capture of 

Kabul because of its status as the capital city. Some policy makers in Washington 

shared concern that if it was seized by any single Northern Alliance militia, its 

liberation would devolve into an ethnically-charged, inter-militia battle for 

control.33 In the run-up to its capture, President Bush stated that "we will 

encourage our friends to head south, but not into the city of Kabul itself."34 The 

"Kabul last" strategy was justified on the idea that capturing the other key 

 

30 Gresham, “‘Triple Nickel’ at Bagram - Special Operations Forces and Operation Enduring 
Freedom.” 
31 Mulholland, “Email Message to the Author,” December 31, 2020. 
32 Schroen, First In. 
33 David Rohde, “A Nation Challenged: The Rebels; Northern Alliance Says Its Forces May Enter 
Kabul,” The New York Times, November 12, 2001, sec. World. 
34 Tanner, Afghanistan, 302. 
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northern cities first would allow the coalition to bide time for an orderly entrance 

into the capital when a larger, conventional, and most importantly non-Afghan 

force, was on-hand.35 

Despite concerns within the U.S. government over the implications of a 

Northern Alliance capture of Kabul, however, what may have been unavoidable 

occurred several weeks later. Fahim Khan's offensive, supported by ODA 555, 

caused the Taliban's defenses to rapidly crumble. With the only obstacle between 

himself and Kabul eliminated, Fahim Khan, his men, and his American advisors, 

entered the capital against virtually no resistance on November 13th.36 While 

countless Taliban and al-Qaeda fighters lost their lives in the combat of the 

previous weeks, many others responded to Taliban leader Mullah Mohammad 

Omar's call to flee to those cities still under Taliban control, such as Kandahar in 

the south, or take to the mountains in order to fight another day.37 

 
 

Hamid Karzai and the War in the South 
 

While Dostum, Atta Mohammad, Fahim Khan, and other militia leaders 

were beginning to gain ground with assistance from TF Dagger in the north, 

conditions were being set in the south not only for military operations against the 

Taliban but also the political future of the country. Hamid Karzai, a member of a 

prominent Pashtun family, spent much of his early life in Afghanistan and 

 
 
 
 
 

35 Schroen, First In. 
36 Tanner, Afghanistan; Walling, Enduring Freedom, Enduring Voices. 
37 Tanner, Afghanistan, 302. 
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opposed the Soviet occupation in the 1980s.38 After an initial period of 

cooperation with the Taliban, he eventually alienated himself with the group's 

leadership and fled to Pakistan in 1996 where he spent the next five years 

lobbying the international community to support anti-Taliban movements.39 

One day after the commencement of the U.S. air campaign, on October 8, 

Karzai and several associates entered southern Afghanistan on motorbikes with no 

weapons and a bold plan to instigate a popular rebellion against the Taliban. Their 

only link to outside support was a satellite phone given to Karzai by his CIA case 

officer in Pakistan. The group was quickly overwhelmed by Taliban forces.40 At 

least one member was killed before Karzai made his narrow escape back to 

Pakistan aboard a U.S. helicopter.41 After roughly five weeks back in exile, which 

included dogged attempts to negotiate a Taliban surrender, Karzai was on another 

U.S. aircraft headed back to Afghanistan on the night of November 14th. This 

time the future president of Afghanistan was accompanied by a complement of 

special operators including ODA 574 as well as a small team of CIA handlers.42 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

38 “Online NewsHour Profile: Hamid Karzai,” PBS, December 2001, 
https://web.archive.org/web/20100116114230/http://www.pbs.org/newshour/bb/asia/afghanistan/k 
arzai.html; Jones, In the Graveyard of Empires. 
39 “Hamid Karzai Biography - Facts, Birthday, Life Story,” A+E Television Networks, May 27, 
2013, https://web.archive.org/web/20130527203208/http://www.biography.com/people/hamid- 
karzai-537356?page=2. 
40 Eric Blehm, The Only Thing Worth Dying For: How Eleven Green Berets Fought for a New 
Afghanistan (New York: Harper Collins, 2010). 
41 Dwight Zimmerman, “Eleven Men at the Gates of Kandahar - Special Operations Forces and 
Operation Enduring Freedom,” Defense Media Network, accessed November 15, 2019, 
https://www.defensemedianetwork.com/stories/operation-enduring-freedom-the-first-49-days-5/. 
42 Zimmerman; Boot, War Made New: Technology, Warfare, and the Course of History, 1500 to 
Today. 
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Map 3. Southern Afghanistan. 
 

Source: Google Maps (detail added by author) 
 
 
 

Within about seventy-two hours of their arrival in the country, the group 

had partnered with local militiamen loyal to Karzai, captured Tarin Kowt, the 

dusty capital of Oruzgun province, and narrowly defeated a major Taliban 

counterattack. Unlike the paramilitary forces constituting the Northern Alliance, 

anti-Taliban militias in the south were essentially ad hoc Pashtun village 

militias.43 For this reason, they were that much more dependent on U.S. support.44 

Nonetheless, the U.S. advisors, Hamid Karzai, and his growing militia force 

 
 
 

43 Colonel (Retired) Mark Rosengard, interview conducted by the author, video call, August 31, 
2020. 
44 Zimmerman, “Eleven Men at the Gates of Kandahar - Special Operations Forces and Operation 
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continued to advance toward Kandahar over the next two weeks, inflicting 

damage on Taliban defenses. On December 5, an errant U.S. bomb dropped in the 

course of battle outside of Shawali Kot killed three U.S. Special Forces soldiers 

and several Afghan partners, while wounding many more U.S. operators and 

Afghans. Hamid Karzai narrowly escaped injury.45 Despite this tragedy, the 

following day saw another militia commander, Gul Agha Sherzai, supported by 

ODA 583, capture Kandahar as Mullah Omar and his entourage fled on 

motorcycles.46 As with the capture of the northern cities, the Taliban put up 

almost no resistance. On that same day, the United Nations Security Council 

approved Resolution 1383, which ratified the outcome of a conference in Bonn, 

Germany involving a collection of Afghan leaders. Effective December 22, the 

resolution named Hamid Karzai interim leader of Afghanistan.47 

 
 

The Battle of Tora Bora 
 

As the southern militias closed in on Kandahar in late November and early 

December, Taliban and al-Qaeda fighters fled to the rugged mountains along the 

eastern border with Pakistan. One such location increasingly becoming the focus 

of U.S. intelligence and military attention was called Tora Bora, in the White 

Mountains about twenty-five miles southeast of Jalalabad.48 This area, 

characterized by a central valley surrounded by twelve to fifteen thousand foot 
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peaks and dotted with caves, was the most difficult terrain U.S. forces and their 

Afghan partners had contended with to date.49 Intelligence reporting indicated that 

bin Laden and his senior lieutenants may have been located in Tora Bora, and the 

valley's proximity to Pakistan made preventing his escape a main goal for U.S. 

planners.50 

Operations in Tora Bora commenced with heavy bombing on November 

30, with ground operations beginning several days later. The U.S. military was 

still unable to muster significant forces of its own and once more relied upon 

Afghan militias partners.51 This time, the militias were a collection drawn from 

around the Jalalabad area. Although the operation was led by a separate U.S. 

counterterrorism task force and not part of the core UW effort in the Afghanistan, 

TF Dagger contributed a small element to control air support and advise several 

mutually hostile anti-Taliban militia commanders.52 

Conditions were not ideal at Tora Bora. The harsh terrain and high 

elevations compounded the effects of the worsening winter weather, all of which 

the militia forces were ill-equipped to handle.53 The Muslim holy month of 

Ramadan coincided with the battle, requiring the observant fighters to fast during 

the day and withdraw to their camps each night.54 These factors, combined with a 

promised Pakistani blocking force along the border which never materialized and 
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militia commanders, supposed U.S. allies, reportedly accepting AQ bribes to 

allow their escape, likely all contributed to what is generally viewed as a failed 

operation.55 Although approximately three hundred enemy fighters were killed in 

the battle which continued until mid-December, bin Laden and all of his senior 

AQ leaders present were assessed by U.S. officials to have escaped to sanctuary 

in Pakistan.56 

 
 

B. Analysis 
 

The following section accomplishes several analytical functions central to 

this study. First, it assesses the degree to which each independent variable was 

present (or not) in this particular case. As discussed in the previous chapter, this is 

not a binary measure of presence or absence, but rather a sliding scale ranging 

from low to high. Next, we follow events in the case to trace a causal path, 

determining whether and how the degree to which each independent variable was 

present affected operational outcomes.  Similar analysis sections in the 

subsequent case study chapters will mirror this format. 

 
 

Cohesion: ability of the partner to remain combat effective and maintain unit 
 

integrity through sustained combat engagements 
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With a few notable exceptions, accounts of militia performance in 

Afghanistan in 2001 portray groups of fighters which remained combat effective 

and maintained unit integrity, fitting our definition of highly cohesive UW 

partners. In many cases, they sustained this performance under conditions of 

being outnumbered and ill-equipped compared to the adversary. Perhaps cohesion 

in combat is easy to muster when the United States is dropping precision-guided, 

five-hundred-pound bombs on your enemies; however, the available evidence 

suggests that most Afghan militias displayed high levels of cohesion even before 

the arrival of U.S. support. The exceptions which existed, rather than providing 

counterevidence to our hypothesis, instead illustrate the risks associated with a 

UW partner displaying low cohesion. 

The greatest contrast in group cohesion is seen when comparing the 

militias forming the Northern Alliance with the anti-Taliban militias in the south. 

Although individual fighters rotated in and out over the years, most northern 

groups had been operating together in some manner since the days of Soviet 

occupation and continued operating in the 1990s to oppose the Taliban 

encroachment.57 That these longstanding armed groups retained their cohesion 

despite the rigors of combat is confirmed by the Special Forces advisors who 

arrived in fall of 2001 and worked alongside of them. They paint a picture of a 

force which, although typically outmatched by the Taliban and possessing only 

rudimentary military organization, maintained unit integrity to the extent that it 

ever existed and continued to fight. The TF Dagger operations officer describes 
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Dostum's group as "a horde... but they understood who they worked for and he 

paid them so there was plenty of loyalty."58 Advisors on the ground with Dostum 

portray a situation where, although essentially a tactical stalemate at the time of 

ODA 595's arrival, his force had little or no apparent problem with desertions and 

were generally holding their ground despite supply shortages and a superior 

enemy.59 

Accounts of the other major Northern Alliance forces, those under Fahim 

Khan in the Panjshir Valley, are similar. Although they lacked the aggressive 

spirit of Dostum and his Uzbek militia, the Tajiks under Fahim Khan registered 

similarly high levels of cohesion.60 This was a force which had fought the Soviets 

from their Panjshiri base under the legendary Ahmad Shah Masoud and continued 

to resist Taliban rule over the decade which followed. Masoud was assassinated 

by al-Qaeda agents on September 9, 2001, and Fahim Khan, as Masoud's head of 

security, stepped up as next in line for command. When the CIA team and a 

Special Forces ODA arrived in the weeks to follow, they found a force which was 

unable to advance yet also maintained their unit integrity and fighting ability 

despite almost continual enemy contact.61 As with Dostum's militia, those in the 

Panjshir Valley under Fahim demonstrated a level of cohesion consistent with that 

of a professional military organization. 

In the case of the Northern Alliance militias, the evidence suggests that the 

the social bonds of shared ethnicity and longtime service together, in some cases 
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going back to the 1980s, were the primary source of their cohesion.62 Task 

cohesion, the result of collective task training and shared competence in small- 

unit drills, would have been difficult to develop in a force which, despite its 

valiant performance in combat, was a fairly low-skilled and untrained 

paramilitary force.63 

Cohesion within the anti-Taliban militias in the south was an altogether 

different story. Unlike the militias of the Northern Alliance, which had fought 

together for years often under the same commanders, the militias in southern 

Afghanistan which partnered with the United States were ad hoc. These were 

tribal militias, essentially farmers with an AK-47 rifle, which formed when called 

to do so by village leaders.64 Prior to the arrival of U.S. advisors, they may have 

experienced minor skirmishing with other tribal groups but nothing resembling 

sustained combat. The ODA 574 detachment commander describes the situation 

his team faced as the Taliban counterattacked following their ouster from Tarin 

Kowt on November 16th: 

...and then we headed out of town in a few trucks with about half 
the force and that might have been about thirty guys... when we 
engaged the enemy on the 17th [of November] the guerrillas 
basically all ran away and almost left us behind. So, we ended up 
taking their trucks and went back out and continued to fight with 
just my team...So, ultimately, the defense of Tarin Kowt came 
down to just the team because of all our guerrillas just running 
away.65 
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Following the defense of Tarin Kowt, with ODA 574 having demonstrated 

both its fighting ability and the efficacy of U.S. airpower under its control, 

additional tribal militias arrived to join what was now viewed as the winning side. 

One group in particular stood out to the ODA members for its cohesion and 

fighting ability which would be demonstrated in the weeks to follow. This militia, 

commanded by Bari Gul, fought alongside their American partners in early 

December through the capture and subsequent defense of Shawali Kot. These 

actions involved several days of relatively sustained combat with Taliban forces, 

during which Bari Gul's men stayed together and kept fighting.66 

The exact reasons for this performance, in stark contrast to other groups' 

poor showing in previous engagements, are difficult to determine. The U.S. 

detachment commander attributes Bari Gul's group's willingness to stay and fight 

to a high level of trust granted to the Americans after their successful defense of 

Tarin Kowt as well as personal rapport which developed between the Afghans and 

their American advisors.67 These possible explanations are consistent with 

Connable et al.'s description of social cohesion which forms among groups which 

fight together.68 It is also conceivable that Bari Gul's group shared some previous 

experience which knit it together as a more cohesive fighting group than the 

others. Two decades later, finding what exactly caused the difference would be 

nearly impossible and unnecessary for this analysis. We can confidently 

determine from the available evidence on militia performance in both the north 
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and south, however, that higher levels of cohesion in UW partners, whatever the 

source may have been, contributed directly to a favorable outcome. This supports 

the hypothesis that a group which displays cohesion, the ability to remain combat 

effective and maintain unit integrity, is a necessary condition for a viable UW 

partner. 

 
 

Legitimacy: local perception that the partner force is worthy of loyalty and 
 

support 
 
 

Participant accounts indicate that militia legitimacy, or "worthiness of 

support or a right to loyalty", in the Afghan context of late 2001 was derived from 

three sources.69 First was the legitimacy bestowed by the local population on a 

militia based upon shared ethnicity. Second, local populations which had for years 

been growing increasingly agitated by heavy-handed Taliban rule tended to 

support any group which promised to oppose their oppressors. Finally, militias 

won legitimacy through battlefield success and demonstrated power. The first two 

sources of legitimacy are consistent with Robert Lamb's findings regarding the 

perceived rightness of a group's cause, while the final source aligns with his 

findings that a group's ability to demonstrate military strength increases its 

legitimacy.70 The evidence suggests that in most cases, at least up until the battle 
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of Tora Bora in December, the anti-Taliban militias in 2001 enjoyed high levels 

of legitimacy from all three sources. 

The description of Dostum's advance up the Darya Suf Valley toward 

Mazar-i-Sharif illustrates how he leveraged the legitimacy of power and anti- 

Taliban sentiment directly into operational success: 

As he would go into a town or city and we're about to take it, he 
would call those key leaders... because most of them are "good 
Taliban"... so when Dostum called them he said, "Hey, I've got 
Americans here with me and we're coming to get you. You want to 
come fight on the real side?" and sure enough some of those would 
turn and you could see the Taliban and al-Qaeda leaving on the 
backside of the village.71 

 
 

The term "good Taliban", as used in this participant account, refers to Afghans 

who disliked but submitted to Taliban rule only as a means of survival rather than 

being true believers in the movement. When offered an alternative to Taliban rule 

and the opportunity to support a more powerful side, they generally took it. 

The reception of Dostum's militia in Mazar-i-Sharif after the city's 

liberation is indicative of a group perceived as legitimate not only on the basis of 

raw coercive power, however. Inhabitants of the majority Uzbek city cheered 

Dostum's arrival, sacrificing sheep and following him to the famous blue-domed 

Shrine of Hazrat Ali to thank God for the victory.72 Although U.S. airpower 

undoubtedly tipped the military balance in favor of Dostum's forces, it appears 

that his status as an Uzbek leader with anti-Taliban credentials contributed to 
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operational success. What might have otherwise been a brutal urban fight for the 

key northern city was instead essentially bloodless. 

The advance of Fahim Khan's militia southward into Kabul lacked the 

dramatic equestrian flourish of Dostum's actions farther west; however, it appears 

that his group enjoyed similarly high levels of legitimacy in the areas where it 

operated. Having inherited his position of leadership from the slain Ahmad Shah 

Masoud, Fahim and his militia were viewed as the guarantors of security in the 

heavily Tajik Panjshir Valley.73 After U.S. airpower facilitated his uncontested 

entry into Kabul, the city's inhabitants reportedly played music in the streets and 

threw flowers in front of Fahim's tanks. Some women even removed their veils in 

public.74 Kabulis, being more ethnically diverse and less religiously conservative 

than more rural regions of the country, appear to have bestowed legitimacy on the 

militia based upon some combination of martial strength and anti-Taliban 

sentiment. 

As with the cohesion variable, militia legitimacy in southern Afghanistan 

in 2001 was more complicated. The Taliban was born in Kandahar, Afghanistan's 

second largest city, and is primarily a Pashtun movement, the predominant ethnic 

group in the south. These factors, coupled with the stability which Taliban rule 

brought, gave the group a firmer base of support there as compared to the north.75 

Still, after seven years of strict religious rule, many tribal leaders and ordinary 

Afghans in the south began to chafe under the oppression and seemed ready to 
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support an alternative, as long as the personal risks of doing so were not too 

great.76 Even before his return to Afghanistan, Hamid Karzai held frequent 

telephone calls with southern tribal leaders to muster support for his impending 

arrival and campaign to unseat the Taliban.77 After the insertion on November 14, 

Karzai remained in frequent contact with tribal leaders in Oruzgan and Kandahar 

provinces, ensuring that he and his accompanying Special Forces team only 

travelled through areas sympathetic to his cause.78 

Following the display of American airpower in the defense of Tarin Kowt 

several days later, the U.S. detachment commander was concerned about the 

impact of the American presence on Karzai's legitimacy. When a group of area 

tribal leaders arrived in the village, he feared they may have come to repudiate 

Karzai for his associations. Quite the opposite occurred when they actually 

expressed their support and willingness to contribute forces.79 This appears to 

have been a legitimacy bestowed based upon some combination of anti-Taliban 

sentiment and military strength. As in the north, there also existed an ethnic 

component. When asked by non-Pashtun Northern Alliance commanders if he 

sought their support in the south, Karzai declined, stating to his U.S. advisor that 

"his whole goal was to make this a Pashtun versus Pashtun fight", implying that 

his movement would lose legitimacy in the eyes of the populace if seen receiving 

assistance from northern Tajiks, Uzbeks, and others.80 
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By mid-December, as the operational focus shifted from liberating cities 

from Taliban control to pursuing Taliban and AQ fighters and leadership who had 

fled to the mountainous border areas, legitimacy suffered. The militias themselves 

generally continued to enjoy the support of ethnically aligned locals. However, 

their perceived "rightness of cause", fitting Lamb's definition of legitimacy, 

dissipated among the high peaks of Tora Bora. A number of factors certainly 

militated against the successful prosecution of this operation, but lack of 

legitimacy appears to have played a role. 

Bin Laden was first given refuge by the Jalalabad Shura when he arrived 

in Afghanistan in 1996 and continued to enjoy significant support in the nearby 

city in 2001.81 This effectively limited local support for the militias co-opted by 

the U.S. military and seemed to create a feeling even among militia members 

themselves that this was not a worthy fight.82 A Pakistani military report indicated 

that AQ fighters essentially "hid in plain sight" among the scattered villages in the 

valley.83 This would indicate that regardless of any affection the people may have 

retained for the local militias, whose efforts in any case were only half-hearted by 

this point, they had no intent of supporting a cause which they viewed as 

illegitimate. 

The available evidence regarding the perceived legitimacy of 

Afghanistan's anti-Taliban militia groups in 2001 and associated operational 

outcomes supports our hypothesis that legitimacy is a necessary characteristic in a 

 
 

81 Rashid, Taliban, 133; Rosengard, interview conducted by the author. 
82 Rosengard, interview conducted by the author. 
83 Jones, In the Graveyard of Empires, 97. 



99  

viable UW partner. Prior to the Battle of Tora Bora, when militias focused their 

effort on opposing Taliban rule, these groups enjoyed high levels of support 

among the population, albeit hesitant at times due to the fear of Taliban reprisal. 

That each militia tended to operate in areas where they shared ethnicity with the 

local population also appears to have made a major difference. High levels of 

legitimacy translated to both tacit support and active recruitment and facilitation. 

This was true both prior to and following the arrival of U.S. forces in the wake of 

9/11 and contributed to the rapid liberation of major cities and territorial defeat of 

the Taliban. The situation changed, however, in mid-December when the focus 

shifted to operations at Tora Bora. The analysis strongly suggests that a 

confluence of circumstances, including weather, terrain, and a porous nearby 

border, as well as the perceived illegitimacy of the mission, prevented a 

successful outcome there.84 

 
 

Territorial Control: ability of the partner to secure and maintain control of 
 

territory 
 
 

By September 2001, the Taliban controlled virtually all of Afghanistan, 

including every major city.85 The exceptions included the northeastern corner of 

the country and smaller pockets of territory where other anti-Taliban groups 

managed to hold on. For these reasons, the level of territorial control exercised by 

 
 

84 Rosengard, interview conducted by the author; Gordon and Schmitt, “A Nation Challenged”; 
Glasser, “The Battle of Tora Bora: Secrets, Money, Mistrust.” 
85 Jones, In the Graveyard of Empires, 66. 



100  

Afghanistan's anti-Taliban militias with which the United States would partner in 

late 2001 can be only be assessed as partial. 

Gary Schroen, the CIA officer who led the initial Northern Alliance 

Liaison Team into Afghanistan in September stated that, as of his arrival in mid- 

September, "[n]either side was strong enough to break the other, and the situation 

had been stalemated for well over a year."86 Press accounts from this period 

describe a system of static, frontline fortifications reminiscent of trench warfare in 

the World War I which had moved little over time.87 The area of Northern 

Alliance territorial control was centered on the Panjshir Valley, north of Kabul, 

where Fahim Khan commanded militia forces. The southern front extended east to 

west south of Panjshir running through Bagram and Charikhar eastward toward 

Jalalabad. Running south from Taloqan toward Kabul was the Northern Alliance's 

western, or Takhar, front. These two fronts formed a rough L-shape enclosing the 

northeastern corner of Afghanistan.88 

Elsewhere in northern Afghanistan, other militia commanders falling 

nominally under the Northern Alliance umbrella maintained a more tenuous hold 

on territorial control during the period leading up to U.S. entry in the conflict. 

West of Panjshir and south of Mazar-i-Sharif, General Dostum's force of several 

thousand Uzbek militiamen controlled a small island of territory centered on the 

Darya Suf Valley.89 Upon arrival, ODA 595 assessed that, similar to the situation 
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with Fahim's forces, the fighting was at a stalemate, although Dostum had lost 

ground in some recent battles which he was in the process of trying to win back.90 

While the situation on the front lines with the Taliban was tenuous in late 2001, 

the fact that Dostum garrisoned fighters and maintained his headquarters near the 

village of Dehi suggests that, far from being banished to the barren mountains, he 

maintained firm control even in population centers within his territory.91 

Other islands of Northern Alliance control existed in the rugged terrain of 

north-central Afghanistan where the Taliban was unable to firmly extend its writ. 

In the Darya Balkh valley, the forces of Atta Mohammad which would fight 

alongside Dostum's maintained a similar island of territorial control until U.S. 

combat power broke the deadlock.92 In Bamiyan, a province in the Hindu Kush 

mountains populated mainly by the Hazara ethnic group, anti-Taliban militias 

exercised no actual territorial control prior to U.S. arrival. Only after the fall of 

Mazar-i-Sharif were the Hazaras able to stage a successful uprising against their 

hated Taliban oppressors.93 In the northwestern corner of the country, Ismail 

Khan had been living in exile just over the border in Iran and was only able to 

return to his seat of power in the city of Herat after the fall of the Taliban was set 

in motion. Leveraging support from both the U.S.-led coalition and his Iranian 

sponsors, Ismail Khan returned on a wave of local support to unseat the Taliban 

and re-exert the territorial control he had lost years earlier.94 
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In southern Afghanistan, anti-Taliban militias exercised no substantive 

territorial control prior to receiving U.S. support. As discussed earlier in this 

chapter, organized militias in this part of the country did not exist apart from ad 

hoc village self-defense forces. These groups did not actively oppose Taliban rule 

until military conditions changed to the extent that doing so would not be 

suicidal.95 Although Gul Agha Sherzai was an influential power broker and 

businessman in his border town fiefdom of Spin Boldak, he did not actively 

oppose the Taliban prior to U.S. entry in the war or hold actual territory.96 Only 

after a partnership with ODA 583 in mid-November brought the benefit of U.S. 

airpower and support did Sherzai initiate his attack northward, which ended with 

the Taliban expelled from Kandahar and himself seated in the governor's palace 

on December 7th.97 

Territorial control among the Afghan militias at the commencement of 

UW operations in 2001 was partial and highly variable from region to region. The 

available evidence does not indicate that territorial control, where it did exist, 

contributed through a causal process to operational success. Although Fahim's 

forces in Panjshir maintained the only remaining anti-Taliban physical stronghold, 

it was only after a fair amount of American prodding that his Tajik forces 

assumed the offensive and captured Kabul. In the south, more ad hoc militias such 

as Sherzai's and Bari Gul's, which controlled no territory whatsoever, proved to be 

surprisingly viable partners for the U.S. Special Forces teams which arrived to 

 
 

95 Amerine, interview conducted by the author. 
96 Colonel (Retired) Mark Rosengard, “Email Message to the Author,” September 17, 2020. 
97 Rosengard, interview conducted by the author. 



103 
 

partner with them. The string of operational successes which resulted, the capture 

of Kandahar and burgeoning movement in support of the future president, had 

major strategic implications. 

Based upon the geographic variability of militia territorial control and 

consistent operational success in both the north and south, it might appear as 

though the evidence from this case fails to support our hypothesis. Deeper 

analysis, however, reveals several important points. Although the southern 

militias did not control territory per se, the fact that the Taliban government did 

not have a state-like security or governance structure in place in these areas means 

that local militia groups enjoyed an informal type of sanctuary which does not 

normally exist under a more traditional state. Within this context, the presence of 

U.S. advisors bringing to bear an unprecedented level of modern airpower created 

conditions where local, informal militia groups progressed through the initial 

phases of UW to employment in offensive operations within a matter of days, 

bypassing the normally gradual process of building a guerilla force in a denied 

area.98 While territorial control was not a strict precondition for Afghan militia 

partner viability, the evidence in this case does demonstrate some causal linkage 

between de facto sanctuary and ability to control territory on one hand and 

operational success on the other. Therefore, we assess that the case provides weak 

support to this hypothesis. 
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Preference Alignment: degree to which the United States and the partner force 
 

share common operational goals 
 
 

Although the United States and individual Afghan militia commanders 

surely were driven by their own distinct political and strategic interests, the 

operational goals which supported these respective interests proved to be aligned 

to a remarkable degree. When President Bush announced the commencement of 

military airstrikes in Afghanistan on October 7, his stated goal was to "disrupt the 

use of Afghanistan as a terrorist base of operations, and to attack the military 

capability of the Taliban regime" in support of a broader policy of forward 

engagement against al-Qaeda and other terrorist groups.99 The overarching 

objective of the anti-Taliban militia commanders was, by all appearances, to 

secure their own political futures in a post-Taliban Afghanistan. Early in the 

campaign, the set of objectives required to attain both U.S. and militia strategic 

goals were nearly identical and operational success followed. As the evidence laid 

out below demonstrates, when preferences began to diverge, the U.S. military's 

ability to achieve operational objectives by, with, and through unconventional 

warfare partners slipped away. 

At the outset of the campaign, the TF Dagger commander, Colonel John 

Mulholland, was primarily focused on capturing the key northern cities of Mazar- 

i-Sharif and Kabul. Seizing these cities not only would not only wrest the centers 

of political control from the Taliban, but also enable CENTCOM to begin flying 
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in humanitarian supplies to the major airfields, providing some relief to a people 

enduring the seventh year of a drought. Fortuitously, the Northern Alliance 

commanders were also fixated on capturing Mazar-i-Sharif and Kabul, viewing 

them as prizes to be won back after losing these cities to the Taliban during the 

preceding years.100 

Other on-the-ground accounts confirm the understanding which existed in 

the TF Dagger headquarters at the time. The ODA 595 intelligence officer 

described the team's first meeting with General Dostum where the militia 

commander showed them a map depicting his detailed plan for the capture of 

Mazar-i-Sharif and cities farther north. This was a plan which aligned almost 

perfectly with the objectives assigned to the team.101 

The capture of Kabul was another key operational objective which, if not 

of greater military value than Mazar-i-Sharif, held greater political and symbolic 

importance. Multiple high-level statements during the early days of the UW 

campaign indicated that U.S. policy was to restrain the Northern Alliance militias 

from entering the capital city. President Bush stated on November 10th that he 

supported the Northern Alliance advance to the city, but that the militias should 

not enter it. The reason expressed by the administration was to avoid an inter- 

ethnic battle for control and the perception in the Pashtun south that Tajiks were 

on the ascendant.102 Therefore, the capture of Kabul by Fahim Khan's forces on 

 
 
 
 
 

100  Mulholland, interview conducted by the author. 
101  Pennington, interview conducted by the author. 
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the thirteenth might indicate divergent operational preferences between the UW 

patron and client. 

Analysis of direct interactions between Fahim and U.S. military and 

intelligence officers, however, paints a different picture. Multiple firsthand 

accounts of the late October meeting in Dushanbe between Fahim and 

CENTCOM commander General Tommy Franks state that the singular point 

which the Americans attempted to make was the importance of breaking out of 

Panjshir and attacking Kabul.103 In fact the problem, according to the TF Dagger 

commander who attended the meeting, was not an overeager Fahim in need of 

restraint but rather one who had to be coaxed and cajoled into taking the 

offensive.104 Only after the United States increased air support ten days later, 

albeit not to the degree desired by Fahim, did this occur. According to the JSOTF 

operations officer, the thinking in that headquarters at the time was that "we don't 

want to slow it down... that's for sure. We were happy that Fahim Khan was able 

to roll up [Kabul]."105 The apparent disconnect between U.S. policy statements 

and operational planning around the capture of Kabul can not be explained given 

the available unclassified documentation. The most likely explanation is that 

statements from the White House were only meant to assuage those voicing 

concerns over the degree to which the Northern Alliance militias were being 

empowered. It is clear from the evidence, however, that the act and timing of 

 
 
 

103 Schroen, First In, 304; Mulholland, interview conducted by the author. Accounts by Hank 
Crumpton and then-Colonel Mulholland, both present at the meeting, indicate that the thrust of the 
meeting was to coax Fahim into attacking Kabul rather than stopping short of entering the city. 
104 Mulholland, interview conducted by the author. 
105 Rosengard, interview conducted by the author. 
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Fahim Khan's capture of Kabul was in full alignment with U.S. operational 

objectives as expressed by military commanders and intelligence officers at the 

time. 

What about U.S. unconventional warfare objectives in the south? Because 

southern Afghanistan was the Taliban's heartland and lacked any organized anti- 

Taliban militias comparable to the Northern Alliance, TF Dagger viewed southern 

Afghanistan as a more deliberate and protracted UW effort than the north.106 The 

ODAs inserted into Oruzgan and Kandahar provinces in November envisioned 

their mission less as a race to capture Kandahar City and more of a months-long 

campaign to build an anti-Taliban movement where none had existed.107 Although 

at the outset TF Dagger anticipated spending the winter with the Taliban still in 

control of the territory south of the Hindu Kush mountains, the eventual goal was 

always the capture of Kandahar.108 As stated by a Special Forces staff officer 

accompanying Karzai: 

[T]he operational objective was Kandahar City and taking that 
from the Taliban and al-Qaeda. In the process, we were directed to 
work with Hamid Karzai and advise him. The other team was with 
Gul Agha Sherzai.109 

 
As it happened, the Taliban collapsed from a rapid succession of defeats starting 

in the north and events in the south played out much faster than expected. On 

December 6, the same day that United Nations Security Council Resolution 1383 

ratified the Bonn agreement naming Karzai interim leader of Afghanistan, Sherzai 

 
 

106 Mulholland, “Email Message to the Author,” December 31, 2020. 
107 Amerine, interview conducted by the author. 
108 Mulholland, interview conducted by the author. 
109 Brigadier General (Retired) Donald Bolduc, interview conducted by the author, August 13, 
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and ODA 583 entered Kandahar.110 Thus, the Afghan leaders and their U.S. 

advisors simultaneously achieved a shared operational objective in support of 

their individual strategic and political ends. 

Kandahar was the last major city to be liberated, at which point large 

numbers of Taliban and al-Qaeda leadership and rank-and-file fled to the 

mountainous area near the Pakistani border.111 Two specific valleys drew 

concentrations of Taliban and AQ. One such area was Shah-i-kot southeast of 

Gardez, which would be the site of another major U.S.-led operation several 

months later.112 The other was Tora Bora farther north, where in mid-December 

when operations commenced there, U.S. and Afghan militia objectives failed to 

align the way they had previously in the campaign.113 

After the liberation of Kandahar, the U.S. focus shifted to killing or 

capturing fleeing enemy fighters and leadership before they could reach the 

relative safety of Pakistan. Up until this point, the anti-Taliban militia 

commanders generally served as willing and capable partners to the United States 

and were now firmly in control of Afghanistan's population centers. The same 

was not true of those expected to pursue remnants of the Taliban and al-Qaeda 

 

110 “Security Council Resolution 1383” (United Nations Security Council, December 6, 2001), 
http://unscr.com/en/resolutions/1383; Amerine, interview conducted by the author. 
111 Walling, Enduring Freedom, Enduring Voices, 39–40. 
112 For a detailed account of the March 2002 operation in the Shah-i-kot Valley, see Sean Naylor, 
Not a Good Day to Die: The Untold Story of Operation Anaconda (Penguin, 2005). Although 
Afghan militias were employed by the U.S. military in the Shah-i-Kot, the force package consisted 
primarily of U.S. military units and therefore is not a clear instance of unconventional warfare. 
While TF Dagger supported the indigenous advising component of the Tora Bora operation, Joint 
Special Operations Command had the lead for planning and execution due to the belief that Osama 
bin Laden and other high-value targets may be taking refuge in the area. Tora Bora was not part of 
the TF Dagger-led UW campaign in 2001, but is within the scope of this study due to the 
important role played by local militia forces through which the U.S. military sought to pursue its 
objectives. 
113 Tanner, Afghanistan, 309–11. 

http://unscr.com/en/resolutions/1383%3B
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along Afghanistan's rugged eastern border. These commanders recognized that 

local political power which they sought emanated from the cities, not the caves 

and mountaintops of Tora Bora.114 This, combined with the onset of winter and 

the Ramadan holiday, meant that fighters and commanders had relatively little to 

gain from supporting exclusively American objectives. The TF Dagger operations 

officer summarized the situation by stating that: 

When you're in the environment we were in, in the geography we 
were in, in the weather pattern that we were in, with the indigenous 
motivation that we had to work with, there were significant 
limitations to what could and couldn't be done.115 

 
The incentives of extra pay, equipment, weapons, and a $25 million bounty on 

Osama bin Laden were apparently insufficient to outweigh their desire to go home 

to tend to families and farms.116 Observer reports indicate that some commanders 

negotiated with enemy counterparts to facilitate their escape across the border in 

exchange for bribes.117 Thus, for a variety of causes, not least of which included a 

sudden divergence of interests and preferences, the Afghan militias at Tora Bora 

were unwilling to support U.S. goals and the outcome of the operation suffered 

accordingly. 

On the surface, it may seem apparent that alignment of preferences 

between the U.S. patron and Afghan militia clients in 2001 followed a direct 

causal path to achieving shared operational objectives, and where that alignment 

did not exist, the mission failed. The evidence of the case does support this 

 
 

114 Mulholland, interview conducted by the author. 
115 Rosengard, interview conducted by the author. 
116 Tanner, Afghanistan, 310–11; Rosengard, interview conducted by the author. 
117 Glasser, “The Battle of Tora Bora: Secrets, Money, Mistrust.” 
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hypothesis to a point, but one more factor bears examination. As discussed earlier, 

the U.S. military in Afghanistan, both in multiple headquarters and on the ground, 

understood their objectives to be broadly defined as removing the Taliban from 

power and denying sanctuary to AQ. They understood the means of doing so as 

capturing key population centers through unconventional warfare operations. 

Beyond these broad goals, no one could anticipate exactly how or when these 

things would happen. Given such wide latitude, Special Forces advisors working 

with militia commanders describe "empowering" their Afghan counterparts to 

achieve what, in some cases, they had been working toward for years.118 ODAs 

were told to partner with indigenous militias and conduct UW to accomplish as 

much as they could within the intent of the larger strategy.119 Rather than 

attempting to dictate the details of execution or a specific timeline, advisors were 

able to plan collaboratively with militia commanders in order to determine the 

next step. 

Part of the reason U.S. and militia objectives aligned so well, at least until 

December, is that U.S. operational objectives were, if not ill-defined, flexible to 

an extraordinary degree. The American advisor with detailed operational plans 

and timelines descending on a militia commander, either incapable or unwilling to 

adhere to such precision, is easy to imagine. That the Green Berets who arrived in 

Afghanistan in 2001 did not fit that caricature, combined with broad objectives 

which aligned remarkably well with those of the Afghan militias, contributed 

 
 
 

118 Bolduc, interview conducted by the author. 
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directly to operational success. The single, clear exception was Tora Bora, where 

no such preference alignment existed. 

 
 

Monitoring: ability of advisors to monitor partner behavior in order to prompt 
 

favorable action and constrain unfavorable action 
 
 

The ability of a handful of 12-man ODAs and CIA officers to monitor the 

activities of Afghan militias numbering in the thousands was, predictably, quite 

limited. Still, firsthand accounts show that advisors did exercise a degree of 

effective monitoring to ensure that their partners acted in accordance with U.S. 

goals and norms. In some instances, this monitoring can be directly linked to 

mission success. Where U.S. advisors were less able to monitor militia activity, 

the result was not necessarily failure, but rather mixed outcomes depending on 

how well U.S. and militia objectives were aligned in a particular situation. 

In the Darya Suf, ODA 595 deliberately split into multiple small teams in 

order to provide coverage over more of Dostum's force as well as that of the Tajik 

commander, Atta Mohammad, to the west in the Darya Balkh valley.120 Although 

the team did discuss with Dostum withdrawal of support as a consequence of war 

crimes, it is not clear whether their thinly spread physical presence made a 

difference in this regard. Nor is there evidence that, where the advisors were 

unable to monitor militia actions, any shirking took place. Dostum and Atta both 

were intent on capturing Mazar-i-Sharif and other northern objectives and only 
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needed the support of U.S. airpower, weapons, and supplies to do so.121 They 

required no further incentive or threat of sanction in order to accomplish this. 

Even before TF Dagger inserted ODA 534 to serve as dedicated advisors to Atta 

Mohammad, he and Dostum began cooperating toward this shared goal.122 When 

this second team finally was inserted on November 4, it was just as much for an 

advising and monitoring function as to help settle inter-militia politics.123 

The teams in southern Afghanistan experienced a similar set of 

circumstances. Although ODAs and a command and control element were co- 

located with both Hamid Karzai and Gul Agha Sherzai, the evidence suggests that 

U.S. monitoring did not necessarily change their behavior in a significant way. 
 

Both leaders, for their own reasons, sought to defeat the Taliban in the southern 

provinces and saw Kandahar as the key objective. One Special Forces officer 

assigned to work with Karzai summed up the situation as such: 

[W]e just had to learn to go with the flow... They really dictated 
where we stopped for fuel, where we stopped to eat, where we 
stopped to pray, and when we did any tactical halts and how long... 
you just had to be flexible enough to deal with that. They dictated 
it because Karzai knew where he needed to stop in order to get the 
support of the village elders and the tribal elders. We did not.124 

 
 

Rather than using monitoring as a means of employing punishment and 

reward to shape behavior, the advisors working with Karzai and his sub- 

commander, Bari Gul, emphasize the psychological benefit that came with their 

 
 
 

121 Williams, “General Dostum and the Mazar i Sharif Campaign”; Pennington, interview 
conducted by the author. 
122 Schroen, First In, 227–29. 
123 Briscoe et al., Weapon of Choice: U.S. Army Special Operations Forces in Afghanistan. 
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physical presence. During intense combat near Shawali Kot during the first week 

of December, the detachment commander described how militia members 

followed the lead of the U.S. soldiers, only engaging enemy fighters and exposing 

themselves to danger after seeing their advisors do the same.125 

Analysis of the capture of Mazar-i-Sharif and Kandahar reveals multiple 

militia commanders strongly motivated to achieve these objectives. They only 

needed the benefit of U.S. combat power and perhaps the additional confidence 

which comes along with it. Close monitoring of behavior by U.S. advisors was 

unnecessary under these conditions. In order to better understand the effect of 

monitoring on operational success, we need to examine instances where militia 

commanders were less motivated to accomplish U.S. goals. 

Although Fahim Khan desperately wanted to break out of Panjshir and 

capture Kabul, his caution made him initially unwilling take the offensive without 

unrealistic levels of air support tantamount to carpet-bombing every Taliban 

position in his path. Under pressure from Washington to start showing results 

from the UW campaign, General Franks used the Dushanbe meeting with Fahim 

to make clear the rewards of compliance, continued flow of U.S. money and 

support, and the consequences of non-compliance, a shift in support favoring his 

Uzbek rival, Abdul Rashid Dostum.126 The monitoring function of American 

advisors in the Panjshir combined with the promise of reward and threat of 

punishment presented in the Dushanbe meeting seem to have shaped Fahim's 
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behavior in the desired way. Two weeks later, after over a month of frustration 

and despite never receiving the level of air support he desired, Fahim and his U.S. 

sponsors were in Kabul.127 

Tora Bora presents a different set of circumstances. Prior to this point in 

the campaign, the ability of small teams of Americans to closely monitor 

thousands of Afghan militiamen did not seriously hinder operational success 

because the two groups pursued generally the same objectives. At Tora Bora, 

environmental factors, mixed loyalties, bribes, and misaligned interests meant that 

militia commanders and fighters were not independently motivated to accomplish 

U.S.-defined goals.128 There appears to be little that their advisors could have 

done to change that fact. Whether more extensive monitoring and use of 

punishment and reward would have been sufficient to overcome these conspiring 

factors will remain unknown. 

The ODAs and intelligence officers who advised anti-Taliban militias in 

the autumn of 2001 did their best according to their training to monitor the actions 

of their indigenous partners. Despite this, they could only do so much to shape 

militia behavior under the circumstances. Where patron and client objectives were 

aligned, specifically in the liberation of key cities from the Taliban earlier in the 

campaign, it does not appear that monitoring had much effect or was even 

necessary. In at least one case, where a hesitant commander, Fahim Khan, just 

needed a prod to get moving, monitoring and the promise of punishment and 
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reward which comes with it proved effective. Where preferences were hopelessly 

misaligned, as at Tora Bora, more extensive monitoring may not have made much 

of a difference. 

 
 

III. The Outcome: Operational Success of the UW Campaign 
 

The strategic purpose of the UW campaign in Afghanistan in 2001, as 

defined in Washington and understood in the task force headquarters, was to deny 

al-Qaeda sanctuary and remove the Taliban from power.129 The initial operational 

objectives which supported these goals consisted of liberating population centers 

around the country.130 These objectives were not only accomplished, they were 

successfully met with a speed which astonished everyone involved, from advisors 

on the ground to the national security team in the White House. In less than three 

months from the insertion of the first CIA team, city after city fell and the Taliban 

was effectively ousted from control and on the run.131 

As the Taliban and their AQ associates fled into the mountainous 

borderlands, U.S. commanders recognized that although the initial UW campaign 

had succeeded, the broader U.S. mission in Afghanistan was not yet 

accomplished. As such, operational objectives shifted from the liberation of 

Afghan cities to clearing enemy fighters and leadership from their rugged 

sanctuary. The combination of U.S. airpower and Afghan militias proved unable 

to achieve operational success at Tora Bora. Although many enemy fighters were 
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killed, many more, including perhaps Osama bin Laden, escaped to Pakistan or 

otherwise melted away.132 For these reasons, this study designates U.S. support to 

Afghan militias in 2001 as a partial operational success. 

 
 

IV. Conclusions 
 

This case study, examining the first U.S. employment of unconventional 

warfare in the post-9/11 world, supports four of our five hypotheses to varying 

degrees. Where some independent variables were present, they contributed to 

operational success. Among those variables which affected the outcome, the 

evidence shows that some mattered far more than others in the causal chain. 

In the previous chapter, we hypothesized that the variables cohesion, 

legitimacy, and territorial control contribute to operational success of the 

unconventional warfare campaign. This works through a causal process whereby 

these are necessary qualities indicative of a viable potential partner in UW. 

Analysis of this case provides supporting evidence for the importance of only the 

first two variables: cohesion and legitimacy. 

The Northern Alliance militias had fought together for years, developing 

into cohesive units which were able to remain effective through successive 

combat engagements. The ad hoc militias in the south provide both positive and 

negative examples. When fighters simply ran away at Tarin Kowt, the ODA and 

Hamid Karzai were nearly overrun. Later, at Shawali Kot, the cohesion displayed 

by Bari Gul's militia proved a critical component to operational success there 
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which secured the northern approach to Kandahar. Determining exactly why this 

particular group displayed such high cohesion is beyond the scope of this study. 

For our purposes, it is enough to say that one should seek a partner in UW which 

displays the indicators of a cohesive fighting group, specifically a demonstrated 

ability to remain combat effective and maintain unit integrity through multiple 

enemy engagements. By implication, pursuing UW through an ad hoc collection 

of fighters with no history of fighting together is a risky approach. 

Similarly, both positive and negative examples from the case support the 

importance of militia legitimacy. The combination of ethnic kinship, anti-Taliban 

sentiment, and demonstrated fighting ability bestowed high legitimacy on the 

U.S.-supported militias until Tora Bora. There, the population and the militia 

members themselves did not perceive the cause as legitimate because the Taliban 

had already been removed from power and local sentiment tended to favor bin 

Laden due to his history in the Jalalabad area. 

Territorial control, on the other hand, exerted only a weak causal effect on 

the operational outcome. It existed among the Northern Alliance militias which 

controlled sizable swathes of territory, but not among those in the south which 

existed merely as local village self-defense forces. Despite this difference 

between north and south, the outcome was same: rapid liberation of Afghan 

territory from the Taliban. Within the Northern Alliance, the militia which 

enjoyed the highest level of territorial control, Fahim Khan's forces in the 

Panjshir, was actually the most operationally challenged. Therefore, while 

territorial control may be a desirable quality in a partner and physical sanctuary 
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improves the likelihood of success in UW, the evidence in this particular case 

study provides only weak support to the hypothesis that it is linked causally to 

operational success. 

We earlier hypothesized that the final two independent variables, 

preference alignment and monitoring, operate through a causal process whereby 

their presence is necessary to mitigate potential principle-agent problems in the 

UW partnership, contributing to operational success. The facts of the Afghanistan 

case support a modified version of this hypothesis. 

In the instances where U.S. and militia preferences aligned in the form of 

shared operational objectives, success followed. This was generally the case from 

September until early December after Kandahar, the last major city under Taliban 

control, was liberated. At this point, the Afghan militia partners, having toppled 

the Taliban and secured their own political futures, saw their job as done. In 

colloquial terms, they "no longer had a dog in the fight" and no amount of U.S. 

cash or coaxing could change this fact. 

Advisors' ability to monitor militia actions played a somewhat secondary 

role. Although advisors did their best to monitor and shape militia behavior, the 

evidence suggests that their ability to do so was still quite limited due to practical 

constraints. However, this did not matter as long as U.S. and militia objectives 

were sufficiently aligned. Where major objectives were agreed upon, monitoring 

did allow advisors to modify militia behavior on the margins. Examples are the 

ODAs ability to restrain militia behavior to avoid potential war crimes and 

coaxing Fahim to take the offensive even without his requested level of bombing. 
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Where preferences were hopelessly misaligned, as at Tora Bora, it is doubtful that 

any level of monitoring would have helped. Therefore, the evidence of the case 

provides weak support to the hypothesis that monitoring is necessary. Where 

preferences are closely aligned, it may not be necessary and where they are 

misaligned, it makes no difference. Where the militia partner only needs a nudge, 

monitoring combined with the threat of punishment and promise of reward can 

shape behavior to such a degree that it brings about a favorable outcome. 
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CHAPTER 5: U.S. Support to the Iraqi Peshmerga (2003) 
 
 

I. Introduction 
 

Soon after U.S. forces in Afghanistan began transitioning from 

unconventional warfare to a protracted counterterrorism and minimalist nation- 

building campaign, military planning efforts shifted focus to Iraq. As it developed 

through 2002, the plan called for a UW component working with Kurdish militias 

in the north to tie up elements of the Iraqi Army, thereby preventing their 

interference with the coalition capture of Baghdad. This UW operation was 

originally intended to be only a small supporting effort to the overall invasion 

plan. In the end, however, several hundred special operators and their indigenous 

partners kept over half of Iraqi ground forces out of the critical fight for the 

capital city.1 

The United States' strategic missteps in Iraq, particularly in the post- 

invasion stabilization phase, are well documented, and debate over the wisdom of 

a policy of regime-change is largely a settled matter by now. As with the rest of 

this dissertation, the following case study limits its analysis to unconventional 

warfare in northern Iraq in the spring of 2003, evaluated against the metric of 

operational success or failure. 

 
 
 
 
 

1 Jeanne Godfroy et al., The U.S. Army in the Iraq War – Volume 1: Invasion – Insurgency – Civil 
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II. The U.S. Campaign to Support the Iraqi Peshmerga Forces 
 
 

A. Campaign Overview 
 

Although the unconventional warfare campaign in northern Iraq in 2003 

became the main event in that part of the country during the early weeks of the 

invasion, this was not the plan as of late 2002.2 In the months leading up to 

Operation Iraqi Freedom, military planners envisioned a main attack directed at 

Baghdad from staging bases in the Kuwaiti desert to the south. With roughly half 

of Saddam Hussein's forces arrayed north of Baghdad along the Green Line, the 

boundary demarcating the Kurdish Autonomous Zone (KAZ), a supporting attack 

entering overland from Turkey through the KAZ was required to prevent these 

forces from interfering with the capture of the capital city. The task of attacking 

along this northern axis fell primarily to the U.S. 4th Infantry Division, a heavy 

mechanized formation, assisted by Special Forces partnered with Kurdish militia 

forces.3 

Ugly surprise reared its head in early 2003 when the Turkish government 

dithered over granting permission for coalition forces to launch an attack from its 

territory. Although the Turkish leadership sought to retain the image of a reliable 

NATO ally, concerns over empowerment of Iraqi Kurds fueling regional Kurdish 

nationalism and the threat which they might pose to Iraq's Turkoman minority 

 
 
 

2 Lieutenant General (Retired) Kenneth Tovo, interview conducted by the author, video call, 
October 9, 2020. Early planning efforts (Spring 2002) designated the northern mission as a 
primarily UW effort, however as planning progressed through that year, the northern main effort 
shifted to the 4th Infantry Division. 
3 Godfroy et al., The U.S. Army in the Iraq War – Volume 1, I:31–76. 
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eventually caused the Turkish parliament to deny the coalition both ground 

staging and overflight permission.4 With the 4th Infantry Division's ground attack 

now on indefinite hold, the task of fixing the thirteen Iraqi divisions in the north 

fell to Combined Joint Special Operations Task Force - North (CJSOTF-North, 

also called TF Viking) and their Kurdish peshmerga partners.5 

The Kurds had long constituted an ethnic majority in parts of northern 

Iraq. After decades of violent oppression, a weakened post-Gulf War Saddam 

Hussein granted them semi-autonomous status in the northeastern corner where 

they enjoyed the additional protection of a coalition-enforced northern no-fly 

zone.6 The KAZ, demarcated from the rest of the country by the heavily guarded 

Green Line, was divided into two zones as a result of Kurdish internal political 

rivalries. The Kurdish Democratic Party (KDP) controlled the northwestern zone 

while the splinter Patriotic Union of Kurdistan (PUK) controlled the southeast.7 

The militias providing security for both zones are known collectively as 

peshmerga.8 A history of political differences led each group to view the other 

 
4 Timothy D. Brown, Unconventional Warfare as a Strategic Force Multiplier : Task Force Viking 
in Northern Iraq, 2003, Occasional Paper (MacDill AFB, FL: Joint Special Operations University 
Center for Strategic Studies, JSOU Press, 2017), 9–11. 
5 Brown, 10; Field Manual 1-02.1: Operational Terms (Washington, D.C.: U.S. Department of the 
Army, 2019). In U.S. military doctrine, fix is a tactical mission task meaning to "prevent the 
enemy from moving any part of that force from a specific location for a specific period." In the 
case of JSOTF-N, the intent was to prevent the Iraqi divisions in the north from maneuvering 
against the coalition forces attacking Baghdad. 
6 Martin Walker, “The Making of Modern Iraq,” The Wilson Quarterly 27, no. 2 (2003): 29–40; 
Brown, Unconventional Warfare as a Strategic Force Multiplier, 7; Scott Taylor, “The Enemy to 
the North: The Kurds Are Ready to Help an Invading American Army,” Maclean’s, February 17, 
2003. This northern no-fly zone was implemented by a U.S.-led coalition under Operation 
Northern Watch and was intended to restrain the regime's ability to further brutalize the Iraqi 
Kurds. The no-fly zone did not cover the entirety of the KAZ, rather only the northern portion 
roughly aligned with the KDP zone. 
7 Taylor, “The Enemy to the North.” 
8 Brown, Unconventional Warfare as a Strategic Force Multiplier, 8; “Kurdish Peshmerga,” The 
Kurdish Project, accessed September 24, 2020, https://thekurdishproject.org/history-and- 
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with suspicion and hostility. While in the end, it did not seriously jeopardize 

mission accomplishment, this dynamic would emerge to cause friction later in the 

UW campaign.9 

 
 

Map 4. Iraq and the Levant. 
 

Source: Google Maps (detail added by author) 
 
 

TF Viking, formed around the 10th Special Forces Group (Airborne) and 

commanded by Colonel Charles Cleveland, brought two Special Forces battalion 

task forces as its primary SOF complement. TF 102 would partner with the KDP- 
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aligned peshmerga, and TF 103 would partner with the PUK.10 TF Viking also 

controlled several conventional formations: the 173rd Airborne Brigade, the 26th 

Marine Expeditionary Unit (Special Operations Capable) (MEU(SOC)), and an 

infantry battalion from the Army's 10th Mountain Division.11 In order to achieve 

its key task of fixing Iraqi forces along the Green Line and therefore preventing 

their reinforcement of Baghdad, TF Viking had to accomplish several things.12 

First, in order to protect the PUK northern flank and investigate a 

suspected chemical weapons facility in Sargat village, TF 103 and their 

peshmerga counterparts would attack to defeat the Islamist group Ansar al-Islam 

(AAI) in their enclave between the town of Halabja and the Iranian border in the 

Khurma region.13 After accomplishing this and with their rear areas relatively 

secure, both task forces would then focus the efforts of their nearly 70,000 

peshmerga partners on fixing Iraqi forces to the southwest. As preparations 

moved forward, TF Viking planners came to realize that simply engaging the 

enemy divisions across the Green Line would devolve into a war of attrition 

which the outnumbered Special Forces and peshmerga could not hope to win. In 

order to tie up Iraqi forces in the north long enough for the coalition to capture 

Baghdad, it was necessary for TF Viking to attack in depth toward the key 

 
10 Brown, Unconventional Warfare as a Strategic Force Multiplier, 10. This task organization was 
unorthodox and controversial, as it placed two conventional units commanded by Colonels, the 
173rd Airborne and 26th MEU(SOC), under a Special Forces Group also commanded by a 
Colonel. 
11 Isaac J. Peltier, “Surrogate Warfare: The Role of U.S. Army Special Forces” (monograph, Fort 
Leavenworth, KS, School of Advanced Military Studies, U.S. Army Command and General Staff 
College, 2005), 26–27. 
12 Briscoe et al., All Roads Lead to Baghdad, 117. 
13 Godfroy et al., The U.S. Army in the Iraq War – Volume 1, I:89. Although Ansar al-Islam 
constituted the main Islamist group within this border pocket, it also contained elements of the 
Islamic Movement of Kurdistan (IMK) and the Islamic Group of Kurdistan (IGK). 
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northern cities of Mosul and Kirkuk.14 Adding a layer of complexity, Turkish 

sensitivities for the Iraqi Turkoman population and coalition concerns over inter- 

ethnic conflict meant that the Kurdish forces, TF Viking's main source of military 

manpower, must not be allowed to control either city or even enter in large 

numbers.15 

 
 

Condition Setting and Operation Viking Hammer 
 

To lay the groundwork for the eventual arrival of the Special Forces main 

body, the TF inserted a thirty-seven-person pilot team in civilian vehicles from 

Turkey under cover of a diplomatic mission to the KAZ in February.16 This team 

was joined in early March by a further complement of Special Forces which 

included task force commanders and key staff.17 In addition to joint planning and 

assessing peshmerga capabilities, the teams were tasked to repair the airstrip at 

Sulaymaniyah in the PUK zone, thus facilitating the arrival of the main body. 

The Special Forces pilot team and advanced force arrived in northern Iraq 

to find a complicated relationship with their Kurdish would-be partners. Indeed, a 

few showed the Americans overt hostility based upon their perceived 

 
14 Lieutenant Colonel (Retired) Mark Grdovic, interview conducted by the author, video call, 
September 28, 2020. 
15 Godfroy et al., The U.S. Army in the Iraq War – Volume 1, I:89. 
16 Brown, Unconventional Warfare as a Strategic Force Multiplier, 12.This pilot team is 
sometimes referred to as the "Lost 37" because its members essentially melted away behind Iraqi 
lines in the KAZ upon conclusion of the diplomatic mission. The team joined CIA officers already 
on the ground to continue planning with Kurdish leadership. 
17 Mark Giaconia, Operation Viking Hammer: One Green Beret’s Firsthand Account of 
Unconventional Warfare in Iraq 2003 (CreateSpace Independent Publishing Platform, 2018), 5–6; 
Mark Grdovic, “Task Force 103 in Operation Iraqi Freedom,” unpublished manuscript, June 2016, 
10. In Special Forces doctrine, the teams arriving after the pilot team and before the main body 
conduct advanced force operations (AFO), which, among other tasks, conduct UW planning and 
evaluate the capabilities of the potential UW partner. 
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abandonment following the 1991 Gulf War.18 This was ameliorated in large part 

by U.S. support later in the 1990s during Operations Provide Comfort and 

Northern Watch, but some suspicion remained as to the reliability of the 

Americans.19 The fact that 10th Special Forces Group (Airborne) was heavily 

involved with Provide Comfort was still remembered by some in the Kurdish 

homeland and aided significantly in the re-establishment of trust.20 Furthermore, 

the potential which the impending U.S. invasion and policy of regime-change in 

Baghdad held for the advancement of Kurdish autonomy was lost on no one.21 

By mid-March, events began moving rapidly. Having his March 16th 

ultimatum rejected by Saddam Hussein, President Bush gave the order to launch 

Operation Iraqi Freedom. After failed decapitation strikes targeting Saddam and 

his sons on the nineteenth, the ground invasion began the following day as 

coalition land forces in the south crossed the Kuwaiti border into Iraq.22 Offensive 

military action had not yet commenced in the north, but, fearing a pre-emptive 

chemical attack, many Kurds already began fleeing to the mountains.23 On March 

21st, in preparation for the U.S.-assisted peshmerga attack on the AAI stronghold, 

Operation Viking Hammer, the coalition launched sixty-four Tomahawk Land 

Attack Missiles (TLAMs) at enemy positions in the Halabja salient.24 While this 

 
 
 

18 Grdovic, interview conducted by the author. 
19 Brown, Unconventional Warfare as a Strategic Force Multiplier, 7. 
20 Peltier, “Surrogate Warfare,” 25; Giaconia, Operation Viking Hammer, 28–29. 
21 Grdovic, interview conducted by the author. 
22 Fontenot, Degen, and Tohn, On Point, 86. 
23 Hugh Pope and Farnaz Fassihi, “The Assault on Iraq: Iraqi Kurds Seek Safety, Hoping to Wait 
Out War,” The Wall Street Journal, March 24, 2003, Eastern edition. 
24 Kenneth Finlayson, “Operation Viking Hammer: 3/10 SFG Against the Ansar Al-Islam,” Veritas 
1, no. 1 (2005): 16, https://arsof-history.org/articles/v1n1_op_viking_hammer_page_1.html. 
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strike had significant shock effect, it failed to significantly degrade AAI defensive 

capabilities.25 With the ground attack still about a week off, the timing of the 

strike also afforded significant opportunity for the enemy to regroup and rebuild 

fortifications. 

With the invasion to the south already underway, TF Viking continued the 

difficult task of planning for the air infiltration of the Special Forces main body. 

Turkish denial of overflight permission forced the task force to stage in 

Constanta, Romania, fly around Turkish airspace to Jordan, then conduct 

nighttime, low-level flight through Iraqi air defenses along the jagged border. The 

flight route was nicknamed "Ugly Baby" because only a mother could love it. On 

March 22, via the Ugly Baby, five planeloads of ODAs from TF 102 and TF 103, 

in some cases suffering heavy damage from ground fire but miraculously without 

casualties, landed at Bashur and Sulaymaniya airfields in the KAZ.26 The UW 

campaign had now officially begun. Over the course of the next few weeks, the 

TF Viking build-up would result in the task force and subordinate headquarters, 

fifty-one ODAs, and various support troops on the ground in Iraq.27 

In the early-morning hours of March 28, approximately 7,000 peshmerga 

of the PUK supported by TF 103 and U.S. airpower launched a six-prong attack 

 
25 Grdovic, “Task Force 103 in Operation Iraqi Freedom,” 13; Briscoe et al., All Roads Lead to 
Baghdad, 195–96; Charles H Briscoe et al., Weapon of Choice: U.S. Army Special Operations 
Forces in Afghanistan (Fort Leavenworth, KS: U.S. Army Command and General Staff College 
Combat Studies Institute, 2003). 
26 Brown, Unconventional Warfare as a Strategic Force Multiplier, 12–13. Six MC-130 Combat 
Talon aircraft had taken off from Romania, but one bound for Bashur was forced to turn back due 
to severe damage from Iraqi anti-aircraft fire. The following day, 23 March, in light of the Ugly 
Baby infiltration, the Turkish government granted overflight rights to coalition forces. This 
significantly eased the air infiltration of successive TF Viking flights over the course of the 
following weeks. 
27 Briscoe et al., All Roads Lead to Baghdad, 193. 
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on the AAI stronghold near Halabja.28 Each prong, comprised of nine hundred to 

fifteen hundred Kurdish fighters and advised by a single twelve-person ODA, 

cleared through successive enemy positions with supporting fires provided by 

coalition aircraft.29 By late morning on that first day of fighting, the peshmerga 

had secured the suspected chemical weapons facility at Sargat, making possible 

its inspection by U.S. sensitive site exploitation teams.30 Through the next day 

and a half, the peshmerga and the ODAs of TF 103 continued the assault, killing 

an estimated three hundred AAI fighters and driving several hundred more to 

sanctuary across the Iranian border.31 By the thirtieth, the PUK controlled the 

entire three hundred square kilometer area beyond Halabja up to the border, 

reporting only three peshmerga killed and twenty-three wounded. TF 103 

registered no American casualties.32 With Operation Viking Hammer complete, 

the task force focus shifted southwest to operations against thirteen Iraqi Army 

divisions along the Green Line. 

 
 

The Capture of Kirkuk 
 

By March 30, prior to direct assault by U.S. and Kurdish forces and 

presumably in response to the main coalition attack taking place to the south, Iraqi 

 
 

28 Brown, Unconventional Warfare as a Strategic Force Multiplier, 14. 
29 Finlayson, “Operation Viking Hammer: 3/10 SFG Against the Ansar Al-Islam,” 16. 
30 Finlayson, 17; Giaconia, Operation Viking Hammer, 2–5; Babak Dehghanpisheh, “Another 
Front,” Newsweek, March 31, 2003, https://www.newsweek.com/another-front-132339. The 
facility at Sargat had been an area of U.S. national-level interest due to suspected links to Abu 
Musab al-Zarqawi and al-Qaeda which, many U.S. officials believed at the time, could provide 
evidence of cooperation between Saddam Hussein and the terror group to develop weapons of 
mass destruction. 
31 Finlayson, “Operation Viking Hammer: 3/10 SFG Against the Ansar Al-Islam,” 17. 
32 Peltier, “Surrogate Warfare,” 30. 
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forces along the Green Line began pulling back from frontline positions.33 Since 

the arrival of the first ODAs weeks earlier, teams had been conducting 

reconnaissance and target identification alongside the peshmerga and were now 

cleared to begin employing airpower against the retreating units.34 TF 102 and the 

KDP faced Mosul while TF 103 and the PUK, with its rear area now secure 

following Operation Viking Hammer, faced Kirkuk. 

 
 

Map 5. Northeastern Iraq. 
 

Source: Google Maps (detail added by author) 
 
 
 
 
 
 

33 David Rohde, “A Nation at War: Iraqis Pull Back,” The New York Times, March 30, 2003, sec. 
World. 
34 Giaconia, Operation Viking Hammer, 5–6. 
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Around these key northern population centers, the task forces would 

confront similar problems. After granting the Kurds semi-autonomy within the 

KAZ in the wake of the 1991 Gulf War, Saddam undertook a policy of ethnic 

cleansing in areas outside this zone in order to "Arabize" the northern part of the 

country which had traditionally been majority Kurdish.35 This included forcing 

many Kurdish families from their homes where they had lived for generations. As 

such, an uncontrolled peshmerga assault beyond the Green Line held great 

potential for ethnic clashes as Kurds sought to settle old scores. Turkey viewed 

such a scenario as an unacceptable threat to the significant Turkoman population 

there and had massed its own forces along the border.36 TF Viking numbered only 

several hundred personnel at this point and, despite the potential for ethnic 

violence, required the assistance of their peshmerga partners in order to achieve 

their objectives. To thread this needle, ODAs were directed to limit the number of 

Kurdish fighters advancing across the Green Line and prevent them from gaining 

control of the cities.37 

For the first few days of April, TF 103, commanded by Lieutenant Colonel 
 

Kenneth Tovo, employed coalition airpower to harass and attrit the dug-in Iraqi 

forces. U.S. Special Forces were assisted by PUK fighters with extensive 

knowledge of the enemy disposition.38 On the fifth, the peshmerga and their 

American advisors began advancing.39 In some cases, the partners captured towns 

 
35 Godfroy et al., The U.S. Army in the Iraq War – Volume 1, I:119. 
36 Godfroy et al., I:120. 
37 Peltier, “Surrogate Warfare,” 31. 
38 Giaconia, Operation Viking Hammer, 86–121; Mark Giaconia, interview conducted by the 
author, video call, September 30, 2020. 
39 Briscoe et al., All Roads Lead to Baghdad, 247. 
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and villages with little or no resistance, while in other cases, the Iraqi forces 

attempted to hold their ground.40 Within several days, they had seized 

intermediate objectives on the approaches to Kirkuk, including Cham Chamal and 

Tuz, a town laying astride a critical line of communication between Baghdad and 

the northern cities.41 The capture of Tuz may have foreshadowed the challenges 

of the coming weeks and months, as over a dozen militant groups battled for 

control of the city after the flight of the Iraqi Army forces.42 

While the PUK peshmerga and ODAs of TF 103 closed in on Kirkuk, a 

peshmerga underground comprised of ethnic Kurds living in the city rose up in 

resistance to the remaining Iraqi forces. In response, fedayeen irregulars loyal to 

Saddam Hussein began executing Kurds in the streets.43 On April 9, the statue of 

the dictator statue fell in Baghdad's Firdos Square. As if on signal, those Iraqi 

forces still in Kirkuk completely disintegrated. Over the next twenty-four hours, 

the peshmerga rushed in to fill the vacuum. TF 103 struggled to stabilize the 

situation and avert an inter-ethnic war by projecting as overt an American 

presence as possible.44 The days to follow saw the welcome, yet slower than 

expected, arrival of troops from the 173rd Airborne Brigade and an official 

 
 
 
 
 

40 Briscoe et al., 251. 
41 Linda Robinson, Masters of Chaos: The Secret History of the Special Forces, 1st ed. (New 
York: PublicAffairs, 2004), 324; Grdovic, “Task Force 103 in Operation Iraqi Freedom,” 20. 
42 Giaconia, Operation Viking Hammer, 104–5. 
43 Briscoe et al., All Roads Lead to Baghdad, 365–68. The Fedayeen Saddam were irregular units 
formed by Saddam Hussein to conduct sabotage and terrorist-style attacks against an anticipated 
invasion. The Arabic term fedayeen is understood to mean "those willing to sacrifice themselves 
for God." 
44 Briscoe et al., 368; Godfroy et al., The U.S. Army in the Iraq War – Volume 1, I:119. 
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transfer of control of Kirkuk from TF 103 to conventional forces.45 Although they 

far outnumbered the SOF teams they replaced, these troops would experience 

similar difficulties controlling a chaotic situation characterized by ethnic violence 

and lawlessness.46 

 
 

The Capture of Mosul 
 

As TF 103 infiltrated via Sulaymaniyah airfield over the course of late 

March, TF 102 flew into Bashur airfield, within the KDP area in the northwestern 

half of the Kurdish Autonomous Zone. Their immediate priority was to array 

along the Green Line and begin establishing relationships with partnered 

peshmerga forces in preparation for the coalition invasion to the south.47 At the 

commencement of hostilities, the task force commander Lieutenant Colonel Bob 

Waltemeyer had not yet expected to physically enter Mosul. Events on the ground 

would eventually force a change to this plan.48 

Application of coalition airpower against Iraqi positions along the Green 

Line, combined with harassment by peshmerga and U.S. Special Forces teams, 

 
 

45 Mark Grdovic, “Lessons from TF 103 and the Invasion of Northern Iraq 2002-2003,” 
unpublished manuscript, August 2015, 15; Grdovic, “Task Force 103 in Operation Iraqi 
Freedom,” 23. 
46 Victor Morales, “U.S. and Kurdish Forces Keep Iraqi Northern Front Stable,” The Washington 
Institute, April 7, 2003, https://www.washingtoninstitute.org/policy-analysis/view/u.s.-and- 
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26, 2003, sec. World; Kim Sengupta, “THE Iraq Conflict: Turkomans Say Americans Are Turning 
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47 Nathan S. Lowrey, “The Battle for Debecka Crossroads,” Veritas 1, no. 1 (2005), https://arsof- 
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22, 2020. 

http://www.washingtoninstitute.org/policy-analysis/view/u.s.-and-
http://www.washingtoninstitute.org/policy-analysis/view/u.s.-and-


133  

during the first days of April sent the heavily attritted forces of the Iraqi 5th Corps 

withdrawing toward Mosul and other points south and west.49 Beginning on the 

fifth, TF 102 and their peshmerga partners initiated major engagements to seize 

key terrain en route to Mosul at Ayn Sifni and Debecka crossroads.50 With this 

accomplished, the task force and about 10,000 peshmerga fighters began 

encircling Mosul from the north, west, and east and continued to decimate 

remnants of the fleeing Iraqi corps.51 

On April 11, the day after the capture of Kirkuk to the south, the rapidly 

changing situation led the task force leadership to recognize the need to enter 

Mosul.52 Components of the Iraqi 5th Corps were now in the city and a massive 

column of Kurdish civilians and peshmerga, dubbed the "Million Man March" by 

the U.S. advisors, was headed that way. In order to regain control of the situation, 

an ODA from TF 102, as well as Lieutenant Colonel Waltemeyer himself, rushed 

to the head of the convoy.53 To avoid the perception of a peshmerga invasion, the 

lead U.S. vehicle displayed a large American flag and was accompanied by a 

local Arab leader to help smooth over their passage.54 

Similar challenges would face TF 102 as their sister battalion was facing 

in Kirkuk. Whereas Kirkuk was still heavily Kurdish, Mosul was dominated by 

Sunni Arabs friendly to the regime, having been a particular focus area for 

 
49 Rohde, “A Nation at War: Iraqis Pull Back.” 
50 Lowrey, “The Battle for Debecka Crossroads”; Briscoe et al., All Roads Lead to Baghdad, 247– 
51; Fontenot, Degen, and Tohn, On Point, 251. 
51 Briscoe et al., All Roads Lead to Baghdad, 372. 
52 Waltemeyer, interview conducted by the author. 
53 Brown, Unconventional Warfare as a Strategic Force Multiplier, 15–16. 
54 Godfroy et al., The U.S. Army in the Iraq War – Volume 1, I:119; Briscoe et al., All Roads Lead 
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Saddam's campaign of ethnic cleansing. In early 2003, the city was about seventy 

percent Sunni Arab and twenty-five percent Kurd, with the remaining five percent 

a mixture of Shia, Turkoman, Yezidi, and Christian.55 To tamp down the 

possibility of ethnic turf wars and assuage Turkish concerns over the treatment of 

Mosul's small Turkoman population, Waltemeyer limited the number of 

peshmerga accompanying him into the city to around one hundred.56 The task 

force commander also harbored concerns that some KDP fighters may abandon 

their U.S. counterparts and rush to Kirkuk after hearing news that the rival PUK 

had entered the city.57 Events would prove all of these concerns to be well- 

founded. 

Despite their efforts to stabilize Mosul, the small number of SOF soldiers 

were challenged to contain the continuing influx of Kurdish civilians, sectarian 

and ethnic violence, and general chaos which would follow.58 Overtures made by 

the task force toward former Iraqi officers in the city to cooperate in the post- 

invasion phase initially appeared fruitful but ended up falling flat. Many of these 

same individuals would soon lead regime-loyalist insurgent groups in Mosul.59 

Some relief came as U.S. Marines of the 26th MEU(SOC) arrived in larger 
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numbers, followed by the 101st Airborne Division, to which responsibility for the 

city was transferred on April 23.60 

After just over a month of combat alongside the peshmerga, having largely 

accomplished what it set out to do, TF Viking stood down. UW operations in 

northern Iraq would give way to the years-long counterinsurgency and nation- 

building campaign to follow. The Iraqi forces which the task force sought to keep 

out of the fight for Baghdad were effectively prevented from doing so. Most of 

these forces had been destroyed in place or abandoned their equipment and melted 

away. U.S. SOF advisors did their best to anticipate and mitigate ethnic and 

political rivalries but could only do so much, as these dynamics would continue to 

be a major source of tension. The difficulties which TF Viking faced would 

foreshadow the considerable frustration experienced by the U.S.-led coalition in 

Iraq for the next eight years. 

 
 

Postscript: The UW That Never Happened 
 

In addition to TF Viking's unconventional warfare operations in the north, 

CENTCOM's plan incorporated a UW role for CJSOTF-West in the Shi'a 

dominated south of the country. This task force, commanded by Colonel John 

Mulholland, was primarily focused on hunting for Iraqi SCUD missile sites in the 

western desert and reconnaissance to support the ground invasion from the 

south.61 Part of this plan envisioned ODAs from CJSOTF-West partnering with 

Shi'a resistance groups in the Nasiriya area in order to seize critical bridgeheads in 

 

60 Peltier, “Surrogate Warfare,” 32; Briscoe et al., All Roads Lead to Baghdad, 364. 
61 Briscoe et al., All Roads Lead to Baghdad, 203–10. 
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support of the coalition advance northward.62 Ultimately, no meaningful Shi'a 

resistance ever materialized. 

Saddam, long suspicious of the country's large population of Shi'a 

Muslims, had for years locked down the the south of the country where they 

constituted a majority. It was, essentially, a police state within a police state and a 

completely different security environment than the Kurdish Autonomous Zone in 

the north.63 According to Mulholland, this fact, along with the existing ties which 

the nascent Shi'a underground had with Iran, meant that this area had almost no 

potential whatsoever for successful unconventional warfare. As a result, only a 

handful of local fighters showed up. In the end, a small team of Special Forces 

soldiers had to secure the Nasiriya bridge themselves against sizable Iraq Army 

resistance in order to facilitate the coalition invasion.64 

 
 

B. Analysis 
 
 

Cohesion: ability of the partner to remain combat effective and maintain unit 
 

integrity through sustained combat engagements 
 
 

Firsthand accounts of the Kurdish peshmerga in combat show the 

hallmarks of a cohesive paramilitary force. The peshmerga had an established 

tradition as a militia dating back to the mid-twentieth century when Mustafa 

 

62 Godfroy et al., The U.S. Army in the Iraq War – Volume 1, I:57. 
63 Lieutenant General (Retired) John Mulholland, interview conducted by the author, video call, 
January 8, 2021. 
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Barzani established the modern movement for Kurdish autonomy in northern 

Iraq.65 Fighting alongside U.S. advisors in 2003, they maintained unit integrity, to 

the extent which they were organized in the first place, and combat effectiveness 

in the face of determined enemies despite sustaining casualties, including key 

leaders.66 Desertion does not appear to have been a problem either. Quite the 

opposite, those Kurds capable of fighting tended to pick up a weapon and move 

towards the fight when the opportunity to defend the homeland presented itself.67 

This assessment deserves two important qualifiers. First, because active 

combat did not commence until after the arrival of U.S. support, it is difficult to 

demonstrate based upon the events of 2003 that the peshmerga would have been 

cohesive in the absence of that support. The evidence cited below, however, 

suggests that, while airpower and U.S. SOF provided the capabilities the 

peshmerga needed to be successful, they were highly cohesive in their own right. 

The second caveat pertains to inter-group rivalry. While cohesion was 

extraordinarily high within fighting units, political tension, particularly between 

the KDP and PUK, became a factor at the higher levels. As discussed in earlier 

chapters, instances of conflict between separate militia groups touches more upon 

issues of command and control rather than cohesion, which is primarily assessed 

at the small unit level. As such, this analysis does not assess the KDP-PUK 

political rivalry as having any significant effect on cohesion. 

 
 

65 “Kurdish Peshmerga.” 
66 Babak Dehghanpisheh, “‘Now We Have America,’” Newsweek, April 6, 2003, 
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During the combined assault on the AAI stronghold, one ODA member 

present on the ground describes the PUK fighters as: 

...just like a giant swarm going into the mountains and... they're 
just moving one-hundred miles an hour. When any element makes 
contact, that element... tries to take that out and some element 
around them just keeps moving. They were amazing at offensive 
operations because they were just relentlessly moving forward. 
They were brutal.68 

 
Another Special Forces soldier participating in the same operation states that the 

"[peshmerga] took off and covered six [kilometers] in an hour. And they did all of 

that under fire. I'm extremely impressed."69 Particularly in the case of the PUK 

which was less formally organized than the KDP, we can not argue that 

peshmerga units maintained the integrity of squads, platoons, companies, and so 

on, because no such organization truly existed. Rather, the preponderance of the 

fighting force served in a kind of reserve capacity where, when called upon, they 

came together and fought as mobile columns which remained intact under fire.70 

While Operation Viking Hammer required the peshmerga to assault 

through the mountains against a committed, dug-in enemy, the fighting against 

the Iraqi Army was notably different. After the significant attrition inflicted by 

coalition airpower, many remnants of these Iraqi units fled south or west without 

affording the peshmerga much opportunity to fight.71 Several major engagements, 

however, saw peshmerga forces in sustained combat for hours or days. After four 

 
 

68 Giaconia, interview conducted by the author. 
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hours of intense combat at Ayn Sifni, outside Mosul, KDP peshmerga conducted 

house to house searches and continued clearing through the entire objective 

area.72 The battle for Debecka crossroads is another case where, far from simply 

relying on U.S. bombs to clear the way, the peshmerga fought as an effective 

infantry force to capture a key ridgeline, clear a minefield, secure the strategic 

intersection, then fend off successive Iraqi counterattacks for three more days.73 

At one point, the Kurdish commander refused to advance until the arrival of close 

air support; however, this may be more indicative of good judgement rather than 

poor cohesion. Ultimately, the peshmerga remained intact and kept fighting until 

they and their U.S. partners had seized these key points.74 

Significant internal rivalries existed between different peshmerga groups, 

however the evidence does not suggest that cohesion suffered as a result. At the 

lower levels, tribal and familial differences existed, but, according to U.S. 

advisors, their tendency was to set these aside in order to focus on the common 

goal.75 Before their arrival, the SOF advisors had expected to find a disaggregated 

collection of militias. Instead, they found peshmerga leaders exercising a 

surprisingly sophisticated degree of command and control across different 

organizations.76 

At the highest level, political rivalry between the KDP and PUK loomed 

large throughout the campaign. At one point after the capture of Kirkuk by the 
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PUK and U.S. forces, KDP leader Barzani had become so enraged that Colonel 

Cleveland, the TF Viking commander, saw fit to lecture he and Talabani about 

cooperating for the common cause.77 Mutual suspicion and political rivalry meant 

that the KDP and PUK would never achieve the degree of cohesion seen at the 

peshmerga small-unit level, but it appears they were able to set aside their 

differences, at least temporarily, to cooperate against the Iraqi regime.78 

Their actions in Iraq in 2003 demonstrate that the peshmerga were a 

highly cohesive paramilitary force, bolstered by coalition combat power to be 

sure, but independently capable of remaining effective through sustained infantry 

combat. The evidence suggests that this cohesion as a ground fighting force was 

crucial to TF Viking's ability to accomplish its objectives. This assessment 

supports the hypothesis that cohesion in the militia partner is a necessary 

condition for operational success in UW. In some cases, enemy forces merely 

scattered when subjected to aerial attack. In other engagements, the Iraqi Army 

and irregular adversaries fought with determination and could only be dislodged 

when airpower was combined with large-scale infantry assault which only highly 

cohesive peshmerga units could provide. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

77 Peltier, “Surrogate Warfare,” 34. 
78 Brown, Unconventional Warfare as a Strategic Force Multiplier, 8. 
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Legitimacy: local perception that the partner force is worthy of loyalty and 
 

support 
 
 

In most of the areas where the peshmerga operated in 2003, they were 

perceived as highly legitimate by the local population, a fact which contributed 

significantly to operational effectiveness. Where they were not considered 

legitimate, specifically outside of Kurdish-majority areas, the evidence shows that 

effectiveness suffered. Similar to the Afghan militias examined in the previous 

chapter, legitimacy was largely a function or ethnicity - the Kurdish identity in 

this case. As observed by one ODA member, the peshmerga were "part of the 

fabric of [Kurdish] society on a pretty basic level."79 Other evidence not only 

supports this assessment but also the establishment of a causal chain linking 

legitimacy to operational effectiveness. 

Peshmerga legitimacy was, unsurprisingly, highest within the Kurdish 

Autonomous Zone. Political division and mistrust between the KDP and PUK 

notwithstanding, people tended to view the peshmerga as legitimate defenders of 

their respective areas and gave at least tacit support.80 This political bifurcation of 

the KAZ, with two distinct sets of leadership, allowed TF Viking to task organize 

along the same lines, with battalion commanders advising political leadership of 

each respective group.81 

 
79 Giaconia, interview conducted by the author. 
80 Grdovic, interview conducted by the author. 
81 Lieutenant General (Retired) Charles Cleveland, interview conducted by the author, video call, 
October 15, 2020. Despite the political and physical separation between the KDP and PUK, a joint 
military command was established later in the campaign to aid coordination. However, both 
groups are still best understood as distinct militia forces. 
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Although the peshmerga enjoyed widespread legitimacy within their 

respective zones, security was contested in some areas and the political situation 

was not homogenous.82 Within the PUK zone in particular, the presence of Ansar 

al-Islam and the Islamic Group of Kurdistan is evidence of this security and 

political contestation.83 Still, the vast majority of people supported the peshmerga 

over these extremist alternatives. After Operation Viking Hammer, this support 

was demonstrated by the hundreds of families who celebrated their liberation at 

the hands of the U.S.-assisted PUK peshmerga.84 Throughout the KAZ, the 

peshmerga could move freely within their respective areas, relying not on force or 

intimidation to garner support but the legitimacy and respect people grant to a 

militia group which they regard as protecting their interests.85 

In addition to political differences, corruption was another factor which 

could have negatively impacted legitimacy but does not appear to have made 

much of a difference. Both the KDP and PUK operated familial-based patronage 

networks and controlled economic activity in their areas, benefitting party leaders 

handsomely.86 This did generate some discontent among ordinary Kurds to be 

sure. However, it was generally regarded as a fact of life and was ameliorated to a 

degree by party leaders sharing the burden of service in the peshmerga. This 

dynamic is described by the TF 103 operations officer: 

The leadership of the PUK... their kids had been educated in 
England... however they were directly involved in all the fighting 

 
82 Tovo, interview conducted by the author. 
83 Giaconia, Operation Viking Hammer, 3–4; Tovo, interview conducted by the author. 
84 Dehghanpisheh, “Another Front.” 
85 Waltemeyer, interview conducted by the author; Giaconia, Operation Viking Hammer; “Kurdish 
Peshmerga.” 
86 Tovo, interview conducted by the author. 
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and they put themselves in harm's way. The head of the PUK [Jalal 
Talabani] was pretty well-respected and his son [Bafel] was at the 
front of every assault we ever did.87 

 
Perhaps a stronger indicator of perceived legitimacy than simply tacit 

support is recruiting. When attempting to determine peshmerga disposition and 

strength in early March, TF Viking advanced force members found, rather than a 

standing force, one which would muster when and where needed.88 This "reserve" 

concept could be seen in practice when TF 102 and their peshmerga partners were 

preparing to attack Iraqi forces at Ayn Sifni on the approach to Mosul. The local 

peshmerga commander had maintained positions overwatching Ayn Sifni from 

across the Green Line for years with only a skeleton crew of fighters. However, 

when the opportunity came to attack with U.S. support, he mustered about six 

hundred peshmerga, essential reinforcements, from the nearby area within two 

hours of giving the call.89 After several more hours of intense combat, Ayn Sifni 

was in KDP and U.S. control. The willingness of the Kurdish population from 

across the autonomous zone to answer the peshmerga call to arms in 2003 is an 

example of Robert Lamb's group-behavior proxy indicator of legitimacy 

discussed in Chapter 3, whereby a population shows its support through 

membership.90 Throughout the UW operation, the active support which the 

peshmerga enjoyed in the form of almost universal membership allowed them to 

 
87 Grdovic, interview conducted by the author. 
88 Giaconia, interview conducted by the author; Abdulsalaam Kako, “Email Message to the 
Author,” October 29, 2020. Kako describes the peshmerga personnel system as highly formalized, 
where nearly all Kurdish men and women enlist upon reaching the appropriate age, receive 
training, salaries, and retirement benefits if they actively serve for a long enough period. 
89 Briscoe et al., All Roads Lead to Baghdad, 247–51. 
90 Robert Lamb, “Microdynamics of Illegitimacy and Complex Urban Violence in Medellín, 
Colombia” (PhD dissertation, University of Maryland, 2010). 
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muster the tens of thousands of fighters required to win and was integral to the 

operational success of TF Viking. 

Outside of the KAZ, peshmerga legitimacy varied significantly depending 

on the ethnicity of a particular area. When the nation of Iraq was created after 

World War I, the northern third, previously the Mosul vilayet, or province, was 

almost entirely Kurdish. Over the decades to follow, the nation became more 

heterogeneous as Sunni Arabs, Shia Arabs, and Kurds (also Sunni Muslims) were 

resettled around the country.91 This process was accelerated under Saddam during 

the 1980s when, fearing Kurdish nationalist instincts, he sought to Arabize the 

north, particularly the politically and economically important city of Mosul. By 

the 1990s, after suffering defeat in the Gulf War, his hand was forced in the 

establishment the Kurdish Autonomous Zone.92 This history, combined with the 

political schism of the KDP-PUK split, resulted in a northern Iraq which was 

almost completely Kurdish in the autonomous zone, but with significant Kurdish 

minorities in the remaining area. Political loyalty among those Kurds generally 

followed party lines, as if the KDP and PUK zones extended westward across the 

Green Line to Mosul and Kirkuk and beyond.93 Many Kurds living within the 

KAZ by 2003, in fact, had been forcibly removed from their homes by the Iraqi 

government during the decade prior and viewed that lost property as still rightly 

theirs.94 

 
 
 

91 Walker, “The Making of Modern Iraq.” 
92 Brown, Unconventional Warfare as a Strategic Force Multiplier, 6–7. 
93 Grdovic, interview conducted by the author. 
94 Godfroy et al., The U.S. Army in the Iraq War – Volume 1, I:119. 
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In this multi-ethnic environment of northern Iraq outside of the KAZ, 

legitimacy of the peshmerga was entirely dependent on Kurdish ethnicity. 

Although reality may have been more nuanced, the perception among non-Kurds 

was that the peshmerga simply could not represent interests other than those 

narrowly defined by their Kurdish identity.95 Following the fall of Baghdad on the 

night of April 9, with U.S. SOF and thousands of peshmerga poised around 

Kirkuk, members of TF 103 observed convoys of hundreds of civilian vehicles, 

presumably Sunni civilians, fleeing south.96 After the capture of Kirkuk, followed 

by Mosul a day later, the military coalition and the international media reported 

cases of Kurdish reprisals against Arabs and Turkoman and forcible reclamation 

of lost homes.97 Further degrading peshmerga legitimacy in these areas was a 

Turkish propaganda effort to stir up anti-Kurdish sentiment among Iraqi 

Turkoman and further stoke their fear of reprisals.98 

Amidst these challenges, both TF Viking and Kurdish political leadership 

appear to have done their best to manage a difficult situation. Although some 

lower level peshmerga commanders undoubtedly did some freelancing, official 

party policy, largely heeded, stated that the peshmerga were to remain under strict 

control of their U.S. advisors.99 A PUK minister was even deployed from 

Sulaymaniyah to the Kirkuk area to attempt, albeit not successfully, to stem the 

 
 

95 Morales, “U.S. and Kurdish Forces Keep Iraqi Northern Front Stable.” 
96 Tovo, interview conducted by the author. 
97 Godfroy et al., The U.S. Army in the Iraq War – Volume 1, I:119; Rohde, “AFTEREFFECTS”; 
Sengupta, “THE IRAQ CONFLICT”; Hamilton, “Iraq Report, March 2003-March 2008: The 
Fight for Mosul.” 
98 Tovo, interview conducted by the author; Grdovic, interview conducted by the author. 
99 Cleveland, interview conducted by the author. 
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flood of Kurdish civilians into the city.100 After a month of deliberately blending 

in with Kurds in the KAZ, wearing local garb and growing beards, the special 

operations soldiers donned their military uniforms to display an overt, American 

presence in the cities and thus avoid the appearance of a peshmerga invasion.101 

The TF 102 executive officer observed that "combat power bears its own 

legitimacy, depending on what phase of the operation you're in."102 In other 

words, combat effectiveness may have trumped ethnicity during the assault to and 

seizure of key cities, but the tables were turned when duties shifted to occupation 

and stabilization. During the first week of occupying Mosul, Lieutenant Colonel 

Waltemeyer, working to keep the peace among warring groups, at one point 

physically blocked a group of Kurdish civilians from flooding into the city en 

masse.103 

In Kirkuk, Lieutenant Colonel Tovo established a multi-ethnic city 

council, sending a message to the population that although the U.S. forces would 

rely on the peshmerga to help secure the city until the arrival of conventional 

units, "this wasn't going to be a Kurdish run effort."104 Tovo observes that any 

legitimacy the peshmerga enjoyed among Kirkuk's non-Kurdish people was solely 

by virtue of working with the Americans. This is consistent with Schneckener's 

concept of "borrowed legitimacy" as it applies to militia groups working in 

 
100 Farnaz Fassihi, “Kurdish Fighters and U.S. Do Increasingly Delicate Dance in Iraq,” Wall Street 
Journal, April 10, 2003, Eastern edition. 
101 Grdovic, “Task Force 103 in Operation Iraqi Freedom,” 22; Robinson, Masters of Chaos, 325– 
26. 
102 Beaudette, Lieutenant General Francis, interview conducted by the author, video call, 
November 24, 2020. 
103 Rohde, “In Newly Occupied Mosul, U.S. Colonel Faces 1.7 Million Added Responsibilities.” 
104 Tovo, interview conducted by the author. 
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support of a government, in this case the United States.105 This does not imply 

widespread Iraqi support for the U.S.-led invasion. However, it does suggest that 

the American troops were viewed, during this early period, as the Iraqis' best hope 

for limiting the chaos which followed the invasion, acting impartially, and 

constraining the peshmerga whom non-Kurds feared. 

Analysis of the case supports the hypothesis that legitimacy in a UW 

partner is a necessary condition for operational success. In northern Iraq in 2003, 

legitimacy was a function of ethnic and sectarian identity. For the peshmerga 

operating in the Kurdish Autonomous Zone, such as during Operation Viking 

Hammer, high legitimacy contributed to mission success. Outside of the KAZ, 

amongst other ethnic groups, peshmerga legitimacy suffered. Although the 

manpower they provided was vital to the capture of key cities and success of the 

overall mission, their presence eventually became counterproductive to a certain 

degree. Just as quickly as the peshmerga and their U.S. advisors rushed in to 

capture Kirkuk and Mosul, TF Viking struggled to send them back across the 

Green Line to the KAZ.106 At this point, any legitimacy which allowed the 

Kurdish fighters to contribute meaningfully to stabilization tasks was only granted 

by non-Kurds on the basis of their association with U.S. forces. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

105 Ulrich Schneckener, “Militias and the Politics of Legitimacy,” Small Wars & Insurgencies: 
Rebels & Legitimacy 28, no. 4–5 (2017): 799–816. 
106 Lieutenant Colonel (Retired) Mark Grdovic, “Email Message to the Author,” September 28, 
2020. 



148  

Territorial Control: ability of the partner to secure and maintain control of 
 

territory 
 
 

This study assesses the peshmerga, existing as they did within a politically 

semi-autonomous zone, as having a very high level of territorial control. In the 

1970s, the Iraqi state began ceding limited political control to Kurdish leadership 

in the northeast. This status was formalized with establishment of the Kurdish 

Autonomous Zone after the 1991 Gulf War and ensuing UN Security Council 

Resolution 688 aimed at protecting Iraq's Kurdish people. UNSCR 688 later 

served as legal justification for Operation Northern Watch, the U.S.- and British- 

enforced northern no-fly zone.107 Although security and political control was not 

uncontested within the KAZ, its territorial boundaries were, in 2003 at the start of 

unconventional warfare operations, relatively set. 

Exceptions to peshmerga territorial control existed in both the PUK, and to 

a lesser degree, the KDP zones. In particular, the Tehran-supported Ansar al- 

Islam had for several years controlled the pocket of territory between Halabja and 

the Iranian border in coexistence with the Islamic Movement of Kurdistan and the 

Islamic Group of Kurdistan.108 Although not posing an existential threat to the 

 
 
 

107 Louise Fawcett, “Down but Not out? The Kurds in International Politics,” Review of 
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Grove Press, 2006), 41. 
108 Patrick Cockburn, “Dozens Killed as US Special Forces Overrun ‘Terrorist’ Camps,” The 
Independent, March 31, 2003, https://www.independent.co.uk/news/world/middle-east/dozens- 
killed-as-us-special-forces-overrun-terrorist-camps-113125.html; Giaconia, Operation Viking 
Hammer. 
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PUK, these extremist groups contributed to general insecurity in the eastern KAZ, 

conducting sporadic suicide attacks as a challenge to peshmerga control.109 

Farther north, Turkey became another source of challenge, not to 

territorial boundaries per se, but to the peshmerga monopoly on the provision of 

security within the KAZ. In particular, Turkey was using its Peace Monitoring 

Force, in place since 1997 enforcing a KDP-PUK ceasefire, as a cover for 

infiltration of its Special Forces into the country.110 Additionally, Turkish 

conventional forces were massing across from the KAZ along the international 

border. These developments prompted concerns within coalition military 

headquarters that Ankara may have seen an opportunity in the chaos created by 

the invasion to gain a foothold for its own non-state proxy group, the Iraqi 

Turkoman Front.111 This challenge to Kurdish territorial control threatened to 

distract the peshmerga on the eve of the Green Line assault and further complicate 

the U.S.-Turkish relationship to such an extent that the TF 102 commander, 

Waltemeyer, told KDP leader Barzani, "I will put my men between you and the 

Turkish forces" in an attempt to head off a problematic conflict between the two 

U.S. allies.112 

 
Despite these exceptions, the peshmerga still enjoyed relatively firm 

control of the KAZ, which amounted to a long-term sanctuary. This enabled the 

peshmerga for years to recruit, train, and eventually stage for the eventual assault 

 
109 Tovo, interview conducted by the author. 
110 C. J. Chivers, “Threats and Responses: The Peacekeepers; Iraqi Kurds Are Wary Of a Turkish- 
Led Force,” The New York Times, February 23, 2003, sec. World; Godfroy et al., The U.S. Army in 
the Iraq War – Volume 1, I:120. 
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112 Robinson, Masters of Chaos, 304. 
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across the Green Line. Had the peshmerga lacked such a secure base from which 

to operate, they would have faced similar challenges as any resistance movement 

operating in denied territory. The case of stillborn UW in the Shi'a south is a case 

in point which supports this argument.113 Had security conditions in the KAZ 

been similar to those which CJSOTF-West encountered in Nasiriya, we can 

expect that TF Viking would not have found nearly as capable and robust a 

Kurdish partner when they arrived in 2003.114 In this way, the very high level of 

territorial control exercised by the peshmerga contributed meaningfully to 

operational success in the unconventional warfare campaign. 

 
 

Preference Alignment: degree to which the United States and the partner force 
 

share common operational goals 
 
 

Although pursuing their respective group interests, the events of early 

2003 presented a fairly auspicious confluence of goals between the United States 

and the Iraqi Kurds. This translated to a high degree of preference alignment 

between TF Viking and their peshmerga partners which contributed substantively 

to operational success of the UW mission. As the facts of the case will 

demonstrate, the relationship was not without difficulty at times, particularly later 

in the operation as the task force grappled to stabilize the northern cities. Kurdish 

political leadership was sometimes caught between the passions of the Kurdish 

 
 

113 Mulholland, interview conducted by the author. 
114 Michael Kershner, “Special Forces in Unconventional Warfare,” Military Review 81, no. 1 
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people and long-term political considerations. Still, the U.S. and Kurdish 

stakeholders involved managed the situation sufficiently well so that these 

tensions did not become major obstacles. 

While the U.S.-Kurdish relationship went back decades, their interests 

again came into close alignment after the 9/11 attacks when the Bush 

administration began considering a policy of regime change in Iraq. For his part, 

Saddam Hussein made every effort to derail the relationship by playing KDP and 

PUK political factions against one another in the months leading up to the 2003 

invasion.115 The preliminary work of the pilot team and advanced force helped to 

keep the relationship together and establish a set of shared goals. By the time TF 

Viking was postured to begin UW operations in late March, the major military 

objectives had been agreed upon.116 Colonel Charles Cleveland, TF Viking 

commander, summed up this shared strategy as: 

[T]ake ground when the Iraqis retreated, do so across our entire 
front, eventually occupy Kirkuk and Mosul, and secure the oil 
fields until relieved by American conventional units moving up 
from the south.117 

 
 

Lieutenant Colonel Tovo, the TF 103 commander, describes planning and 

execution once operations commenced as "collaborative", however with U.S. 

forces clearly being the dominant partner in the relationship by virtue of the 

resources they brought to the fight.118 

 
 

115 Grdovic, interview conducted by the author. 
116 Tovo, interview conducted by the author. 
117 Cleveland, interview conducted by the author. 
118 Tovo, interview conducted by the author. One example which illustrates the U.S. role as 
dominant partner was on the eve of Operation Viking Hammer. PUK leader Talabani expressed 
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Multiple participant accounts from TF 103 describe Operation Viking 

Hammer, the PUK assault on the AAI stronghold, as the instance where U.S. and 

Kurdish objectives were most well-aligned.119 The chemical facility in Sargat and 

suspected links to al-Qaeda and Abu Musab al-Zarqawi described by Secretary of 

State Powell at the United Nations in February garnered this target national-level 

attention.120 Additionally, the U.S. advisors recognized that eliminating the AAI 

threat was necessary to secure the PUK rear area and would be a prerequisite for 

the peshmerga to reorient their forces southward toward the Iraqi Army.121 

Special Forces advisors report that he PUK, having lost this territory to Ansar al- 

Islam and affiliated extremists several years earlier, were enthusiastic about the 

prospect of receiving U.S. assistance in its recapture. The fact that many Kurdish 

families in the area had suffered displacement, oppression, and physical brutality 

under extremist rule made this a pressingly important objective for the PUK.122 

Even at the most basic level, that of the individual fighter, the military 

objectives pursued by the task force aligned with Kurdish beliefs. One task force 

officer summed this up by stating that: 

[T]hese Kurds were fighting for their homeland and knew that if 
they failed in their respective tasks and there was a penetration of 
this thinly-held line... their families behind them, their wives, and 
their children, and their parents were at risk.123 

 

doubts about his troops' readiness and sought a delay; however, the the U.S. commander directed 
that the operation would proceed as planned, as it did. 
119 Tovo; Grdovic, interview conducted by the author; Giaconia, interview conducted by the 
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at the United Nations February 5, 2003,” The Washington Post, February 6, 2003. 
121 Tovo, interview conducted by the author; Grdovic, interview conducted by the author. 
122 Giaconia, interview conducted by the author; Giaconia, Operation Viking Hammer. In his 
interview with the author, Giaconia compares Kurdish life under Ansar al-Islam to that suffered 
later under the Islamic State of Iraq and al-Shams (ISIS). 
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The result was that, not only did the operational objectives of Kurdish leadership 

align with those of the United States, but at a personal and visceral level, each 

peshmerga fighter was motivated to risk their life to achieve those goals. 

After the defeat of AAI and shifting of attention to Iraqi forces along the 

Green Line and the cities which lay beyond, U.S. and peshmerga preferences 

remained reasonably aligned, although the passions of the Kurdish population 

complicated the relationship. In the course of capturing Kirkuk and Mosul on 

April 10 and 11 and the days to follow, significant U.S. effort was required to 

limit Kurdish forcible reclamation of homes lost years earlier and reprisals against 

the cities' Arab and Turkoman citizens.124 This does not imply that the peshmerga 

began working at cross-purposes with the U.S. effort. On balance, task force 

leadership regarded the continued peshmerga presence in the cities, particularly 

Kirkuk, as beneficial and providing much-needed manpower for stability tasks 

until larger, conventional U.S. units arrived. The evidence does not suggest that 

peshmerga units supported the spiraling ethnic conflict nor that KDP or PUK 

leadership had established an official policy of de-Arabification in these areas. 

Instead, it appears as though the Kurdish civilians rushing in were acting on their 

own and simply could not be contained by either U.S. or peshmerga forces.125 
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Although some in the KDP suspected that Jalal Talabani and the PUK 

sought to retain Kirkuk or even to occupy a portion of Baghdad in mid-April, 

primary source evidence paints a more nuanced picture. During Colonel 

Cleveland's April 9th meeting with Talabani and Barzani, the discussion was 

almost derailed when the KDP leaders present received the news that PUK 

peshmerga had begun to enter Kirkuk. As a city with both a strong Kurdish 

heritage as well as oil wealth, it was prized by both groups.126 Making matters 

worse, Talabani demanded that his advancing peshmerga be unleashed to 

Baghdad, which lay only sixty kilometers south. Later in the meeting and behind 

closed doors, however, all sides agreed that the future of Kurdish power in Iraq 

would be determined by a political process, and military overreach in the short- 

term would undermine those long-term prospects.127 This was particularly true of 

Talabani, who would soon become president of Iraq and, according to his U.S. 

advisors, showed a greater capacity to think on a national level rather than 

through a narrowly ethnic lens.128 As the remainder of the meeting with Cleveland 

demonstrated, Talibani's fiery rhetoric expressed earlier could be more accurately 

characterized as inflamed passions and theater for the benefit of subordinates 

rather than an actual statement of policy objectives. 

Other, less fundamental, issues arose periodically throughout the 
 

campaign which added stress to the U.S.-Kurd relationship. One instance came 

when task force leadership pursued a ceasefire with the Mujahideen-e-Khalq 
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(MEK). The Iranian resistance group funded and equipped by Saddam had, 

despite their antagonistic history with Iraq's Kurds, the potential to be a beneficial 

partner to the United States.129 Talabani was adamantly opposed to such a 

ceasefire. Although he was infuriated by the deal the United States eventually 

struck with the MEK, the larger alignment of U.S. and Kurdish objectives kept the 

relationship afloat.130 

Analysis of events in northern Iraq in March and April of 2003 depicts a 

causal process whereby alignment of U.S. and peshmerga objectives contributed 

to TF Viking's overall success. These facts support the hypothesis that preference 

alignment is necessary for operational success of the UW mission. In the Kurdish 

peshmerga, U.S. forces found a capable partner which viewed the defeat of the 

Iraqi military and overthrow of Saddam Hussein as beneficial to their security and 

political future. In TF Viking, the peshmerga found a partner who could bring to 

bear the full weight of U.S. military power. Similar to the U.S. relationship with 

the Afghan militias analyzed in Chapter 4, each party had its own interests in 

mind, but the military operational objectives required for each aligned well. We 

might call this pragmatic opportunism. Unlike the relationship with the Afghan 

militias, however, U.S. and Kurdish objectives remained closely aligned for the 

duration of the campaign and resulted in a cooperative relationship which endures 

to this day. 

 
129 Jonathan Masters, “Mujahadeen-e-Khalq (MEK),” Council on Foreign Relations, July 28, 2014, 
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Ultimately, the MEK served a useful role in stabilizing post-invasion Diyala province as well as 
acting as a buffer between the PUK and Baghdad. 

http://www.cfr.org/backgrounder/mujahadeen-e-khalq-mek


156  

 
 

Monitoring: ability of advisors to monitor partner behavior in order to prompt 
 

favorable action and constrain unfavorable action 
 
 

The ability of several hundred U.S. Special Forces soldiers to monitor the 

actions of tens of thousands of peshmerga fighters was, while not entirely 

ineffective, certainly limited. This analysis is supported by accounts from the 

advisors themselves, as well as simple arithmetic. As discussed in Chapter 3, 

principal-agent theory suggests that monitoring in a UW relationship may enable 

the state principal to limit shirking on the part of the non-state militia agent.131 

Monitoring is a means of keeping tabs on one's partner to ensure that they do 

certain things and avoid others. This occurred to a limited degree in 2003 between 

TF Viking and the Kurdish peshmerga; however, the implicit threat of withdrawal 

of U.S. support and Kurdish concerns over their own political futures may have 

played a stronger role than the ability of task force members to actually watch 

their every move. 

Special Forces doctrine states that an ODA conducting unconventional 

warfare can advise and assist a guerilla unit up to battalion size, equating to 

several hundred indigenous fighters per twelve-man team.132 Through no failure 

of planning, but rather the circumstances in which TF Viking found itself, the 
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ratio of advisor to advised in this case was far smaller. Operation Viking 

Hammer, the assault on the AAI stronghold, represented one of the more 

concentrated actions of the campaign and still saw each ODA advising, in many 

cases, well over a thousand peshmerga fighters.133 Later in the campaign, on the 

march to Kirkuk and Mosul, peshmerga numbers were far greater, probably 

exceeding fifty thousand, with the resulting advisor ratio having declined 

accordingly. Task force members state that they did all that they could to 

influence Kurdish behavior but acknowledge that sheer numbers made it 

impossible to see or control everything.134 

Although TF Viking was vastly outnumbered by their partners, the 

evidence of the case suggests that monitoring did occur to some degree which 

shaped peshmerga behavior in important ways. While the U.S. advisors could not 

see everything, a fact certainly understood by Kurdish leadership, they could 

monitor enough that the fear of withdrawal of U.S. support, the ultimate sanction 

in such a relationship, constituted an implicit threat which served to limit 

unacceptable behavior by the peshmerga. One example of this occurred while 

clearing the Halabja area after the initial assault on AAI. A Special Forces officer 

accompanied by a member of the press happened upon a group of peshmerga 

physically abusing a captured Ansar al-Islam suicide bomber. The incident was 

quickly halted and reported through U.S. channels.135 Not long after, a peshmerga 

commander summarily executed an AAI detainee who had been involved in 

 
 

133 Giaconia, interview conducted by the author; Giaconia, Operation Viking Hammer. 
134 Grdovic, interview conducted by the author; Tovo, interview conducted by the author. 
135 Grdovic, interview conducted by the author. 
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torturing and mutilating Kurdish prisoners, including the commander's own son. 

Recognizing that he had committed a crime, the peshmerga commander promptly 

turned himself in to his U.S. counterparts. When the incident was reported to 

Kurdish authorities, the peshmerga leadership stripped the officer of command 

and prosecuted him, making a seemingly deliberate show to task force leadership 

that such conduct would not be tolerated.136 

This incident and its aftermath are not evidence that Kurdish leadership 

disapproved of the officer's actions, although they may have. More pragmatically, 

it demonstrates an understanding that such actions placed the relationship, and 

further provision of U.S. support, at risk. In the words of the TF 103 operations 

officer, such an understanding constituted an implicit "business agreement" 

between the two parties whereby the client received support in exchange for 

behavior within certain bounds.137 The evidence of the case also suggests that 

Kurdish leadership was sensitive to perceptions beyond the U.S. military. In 

discussing the importance of seeking justice in the case of the prisoner execution 

with PUK leader Talabani, Lieutenant Colonel Tovo impressed upon the future 

president that "the Kurds can't afford this to be the strategic message, that you're 

not accountable if you don't act in accordance with [the] rule of law."138 

Exceptions surely did exist, but peshmerga behavior for the remainder of the 

campaign indicates that Kurdish leadership was mindful of U.S. government, as 

well as international press, scrutiny. Values and norms notwithstanding, they were 

 
 

136 Grdovic. 
137 Grdovic. 
138 Tovo, interview conducted by the author. 
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acutely aware of the danger which further transgressions placed upon continued 
 

U.S. military as well as international support, potentially placing Kurdish political 

futures at risk. 

This section has thus far examined cases of U.S. monitoring acting as a 

restraint on undesired behavior by the peshmerga. But did monitoring, such as it 

was, prompt desirable actions? Because the peshmerga were already a highly 

capable and motivated partner with objectives closely aligned with the United 

States, not much prompting was required. Still, members of the task force 

describe a confidence-boosting effect which their physical presence had on the 

peshmerga fighters, particularly at the small unit level.139 This effect is similar to 

that described by members of TF Dagger in Afghanistan in 2001 and discussed in 

the previous chapter. In these cases, rather than monitoring working through a 

fear-of-punishment mechanism, it appears as though the supervision and physical 

presence of U.S. advisors made militia fighters more willing to fight and risk their 

lives. Beyond the operational scope of this study, but deserving future research 

attention, are the additional strategic benefits which may accompany physical 

advisor presence such as signaling U.S. commitment and long-term transfer of 

values and norms. 

The events analyzed in this case provide only weak support to the 

hypothesis that monitoring is necessary for operational success in unconventional 

warfare. Due to the sheer number of peshmerga fighters, TF Viking advisors had 

very limited ability to effectively monitor their actions. Yet, the operation 

 
 

139 Giaconia, interview conducted by the author; Grdovic, interview conducted by the author. 
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succeeded, nonetheless, thanks in part to the close control which Kurdish political 

leaders had over their peshmerga. In the instances where U.S. monitoring did 

seem to guide peshmerga behavior, it functioned based upon the implicit threat of 

sanction and political costs (constraining undesirable behavior) or to boost militia 

confidence (prompting desirable behavior) thanks to close relationships at the 

strategic and operational levels rather than a belief that advisors were effectively 

keeping tabs on their partners. 

 
 

III. The Outcome: Operational Success of the UW Campaign 
 

The purpose of unconventional warfare operations in northern Iraq in 

2003, how TF Viking was to support the overall invasion strategy, was to prevent 

the thirteen Iraqi Army divisions positioned along the Green Line from 

reinforcing Baghdad.140 Had these units been allowed to do so, coalition military 

planners understood that the overall attack plan focused on the capital city would 

be imperiled.141 The mission was originally assigned to the U.S. 4th Infantry 

Division and envisioned as a conventional ground attack but shifted to an almost 

purely SOF effort due to last-minute non-cooperation by Ankara.142 

To accomplish this purpose, TF Viking leadership deemed it necessary to 

attack the Iraqi units to the front using a combination of American airpower and 

peshmerga infantry, driving to the key cities of Mosul and Kirkuk.143 By doing so, 

 
140 Cleveland, interview conducted by the author. 
141 Briscoe et al., All Roads Lead to Baghdad, 117. 
142 Fontenot, Degen, and Tohn, On Point, 223. 
143 As stated above, TF Viking did not originally plan to enter and capture Mosul; however, rapidly 
developing events after the fall of Baghdad caused Colonel Cleveland to order TF 102 into the 
city, which Waltemeyer's task force had already prepared for as part of contingency planning. 
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the task force could keep the Iraqi units occupied in depth and avoid a static war 

of attrition along the Green Line.144 Under the most optimistic scenario, task force 

leaders expected that after the Iraqi units capitulated, they may be co-opted to 

assist coalition forces with post-combat stabilization tasks - the first step in a post- 

Saddam Iraq.145 As it turned out, the remnants of Iraqi Army units which survived 

the initial onslaught of coalition air attack ended up doffing their uniforms and 

fleeing in disorganized fashion. 

Although the coalition would eventually struggle in a counterinsurgency 

campaign against many of these former soldiers, the evidence suggests that they 

did not reinforce sister Iraqi units defending Baghdad nor place the immediate 

capture of the capital at risk.146 By focusing this early in the campaign on 

stabilization, as well as averting all-out ethnic conflict in Mosul and Kirkuk, SOF 

leaders demonstrated a remarkable degree of prescience concerning the 

challenges to come. A great deal of criticism has been leveled at the U.S. 

military's failure to plan for post-conflict stabilization, pursuit of de- 

Ba'athification, and the policy of regime change which drove the invasion in the 

first place.147 This criticism may be well-deserved, but it is not the subject of this 

dissertation. Evaluated on the basis of achieving the objectives which it was 

 
144 Grdovic, interview conducted by the author. 
145 Tovo, interview conducted by the author. U.S. forces delivered letters to many Iraqi 
commanders requesting their capitulation and subsequent assistance with stabilization, however 
these proposals were almost universally rebuffed. 
146 Godfroy et al., The U.S. Army in the Iraq War – Volume 1. Former Iraqi soldiers turned 
insurgents were classified as Former Regime Elements and tended to be Saddam or Ba'ath Party 
loyalists. Other insurgent types included Foreign Fighters, which were more religiously motivated 
jihadists which flowed into Iraq from throughout the region. 
147 Thomas E. Ricks, Fiasco: The American Military Adventure in Iraq (New York: Penguin Press, 
2006); Sharon Otterman, “Iraq: Debaathification,” Council on Foreign Relations, February 22, 
2005, https://www.cfr.org/backgrounder/iraq-debaathification. 

http://www.cfr.org/backgrounder/iraq-debaathification
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assigned, this study assesses the UW operations carried out by TF Viking in Iraq 

in early 2003 as an operational success. 

 
 

IV. Conclusions 
 

This analysis of U.S. unconventional warfare operations in Iraq in early 

2003 supports each of the five hypotheses presented in Chapter 3 of this study to 

varying degrees. Specifically, the evidence supports our prediction that cohesion, 

legitimacy, territorial control, and preference alignment contribute to operational 

success in this case. There is only weak support that monitoring has much impact 

on the outcome. 

We earlier hypothesized that the first three independent variables, 

cohesion, legitimacy, and territorial control, are necessary indicators of a viable 

UW partner. While a militia may lack the firepower or other material resources to 

win and therefore rely on U.S. support to fill such gaps, these three independent 

variables represent necessary pre-existing characteristics. No amount of American 

guns or money can make up for a lack of these qualities in a partner, absent a 

long-term and far less certain effort to build them up over time. As should be 

evident from the observations presented throughout this chapter, including many 

firsthand accounts from the Special Forces soldiers and international media on the 

ground at the time, the Iraqi peshmerga displayed cohesion, legitimacy, and 

territorial control to a very high degree. In fact, it would be difficult to find any 

non-state militia group exceeding the peshmerga in these measures. The events in 

2003 analyzed in this chapter further demonstrate how these qualities led, through 
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a causal process, to TF Viking's accomplishment of its assigned objectives. Where 

the peshmerga lacked legitimacy, in non-Kurdish areas beyond the Green Line, 

their effectiveness was degraded, particularly in the performance of stabilization 

tasks. The fact that American commanders took deliberate measures to bestow 

legitimacy on the peshmerga through their association with U.S. forces in these 

areas further supports our hypothesis. 

Although we hypothesized that the final two independent variables, 

preference alignment and monitoring, would be necessary to mitigate principal- 

agent problems in the UW relationship, the evidence of this case only provides 

strong support for the importance of preference alignment. During the months 

leading up to the coalition invasion, the U.S. SOF and CIA teams on the ground in 

the KAZ determined through a collaborative planning process with Kurdish 

leadership that a confluence of interests existed. While the KDP, PUK, and the 

U.S. government did not necessarily share strategic and policy goals, the 

operational objectives which supported their respective high-level goals aligned 

almost perfectly. The result of this alignment was a UW campaign where each 

side cooperated with very little need to either coerce or restrain. For this reason, it 

was unnecessary for the U.S. advisors to closely monitor their peshmerga 

counterparts, which in any case, was nearly impossible given the numerical 

advantage of the Kurds. The presence of U.S. forces did exercise some 

moderating influence on the peshmerga and perhaps reduce the potential for war 

crimes. This still provides only weak support to the hypothesis that monitoring 

affects the operational outcome in UW, particularly where objectives are aligned.
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CHAPTER 6: The Syria Train and Equip Program (2014-2017) 

 

I. Introduction 

 In contrast to the unconventional warfare operations covered in the two 

previous case studies, the Syria Train and Equip (T&E) program played out not 

over a period of months but rather several years. Whereas UW was the 

centerpiece of the U.S. military strategy in Afghanistan in 2001 and northern Iraq 

in early 2003, the approach of working by, with, and through militias stood up 

through the T&E program was just one step in the United States' gradual 

escalation of involvement in the Syrian conflict.  

 The year 2014 in particular was a turning point. It was during this year 

that the Islamic State came to be widely seen as the greater threat to regional, and 

indeed global, security than the Syrian regime due to the astonishing speed of its 

territorial advance over international borders, further magnified by the group's 

televised brutality.1 That fall, President Obama announced the commencement of 

U.S. airstrikes in Syria, as well as a $500 million program to recruit, train, equip, 

and deploy counter-ISIS militia forces into Syria.2 This program would carry the 

important caveat of prohibiting the introduction of U.S. forces into Syria. That 

program, Syria Train and Equip, is the subject of this chapter. 

                                                       
1 Hassan Hassan, “ISIS: A Portrait of the Menace That Is Sweeping My Homeland,” the Guardian, 
August 16, 2014, http://www.theguardian.com/world/2014/aug/16/isis-salafi-menace-jihadist-
homeland-syria; “Confronting ISIS,” PBS Frontline (Public Broadcasting Corporation, October 
11, 2016), https://www.pbs.org/wgbh/frontline/film/confronting-isis/; Rukmini Callimachi, 
“Militant Group Says It Killed American Journalist in Syria,” The New York Times, August 19, 
2014, sec. World. 
2 Barack Obama, “Statement by the President on Airstrikes in Syria,” whitehouse.gov, September 
23, 2014, https://obamawhitehouse.archives.gov/the-press-office/2014/09/23/statement-president-
airstrikes-syria. 
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 Given the continued escalation of U.S. involvement in Syria after 2014 

and changing military approach which included partnering with the Kurdish-led 

Syrian Democratic Forces, a note about scoping is necessary here. Between its 

inception in late 2014 and temporary suspension about a year later, the T&E 

program was the the United States' primary means of generating ground forces to 

combat ISIS in Syria.3 Although T&E technically lived on until 2017, it was 

quickly eclipsed by the coalition effort to support the SDF which began in 2015. 

Only one component of T&E lived on separately beyond 2015. The New Syrian 

Army, later called Jaysh Maghawir al-Thawra (MaT), continue to operate as of 

this writing in a limited geographic space around at-Tanf along Syria's eastern 

border.4 For these reasons, the scope of analysis for this case study is limited to 

the forces generated by the T&E program in 2014 and 2015, as well as the New 

Syrian Forces/MaT. The SDF, although overlapping in time with Train and Equip, 

will be treated separately in Chapter 7. Scoping the two cases in this manner 

allows us to most clearly delineate each for analytical purposes while reflecting 

the reality of how each UW effort was carried out.   

 

 

 

 

 

                                                       
3 Lieutenant General (Retired) Michael Nagata, interview conducted by the author, video call, 
November 25, 2020. 
4 General (Retired) Joseph Votel, interview conducted by the author, video call, November 25, 
2020. 
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II. The Syria Train and Equip Program 

 

 A. Campaign Overview 

 The year 2011 saw dramatic political and social change sweep across 

much of the Middle East. Although the conditions for unrest had long been 

present, the catalyzing event was a pro-democracy uprising in Tunisia early that 

year which led to a change in government. The movement called the Arab Spring 

quickly spread to other states in the region. In March, anti-regime protests erupted 

in Syria after fifteen boys were detained for writing graffiti supportive of the Arab 

Spring, including a thirteen-year-old who was tortured and killed.5 Despite the 

conciliatory tone of early statements made by the Bashar al-Assad regime, 

security forces cracked down on protesters in brutal fashion, adding fuel to what 

began as a largely peaceful movement.6  

 

The Syrian Civil War and the rise of the Islamic State 

 In July, military defectors announced the establishment of the Free Syrian 

Army (FSA) with the stated purpose of overthrowing Assad.7 Defections from the 

government continued over the following months, including a number of high-

ranking officers.8 Escalating violence between the security forces still loyal to the 

regime on one side and protesters and the growing armed opposition on the other 

                                                       
5 “Syria’s Civil War Explained from the Beginning,” al-Jazeera, April 14, 2018, 
https://www.aljazeera.com/news/2016/05/syria-civil-war-explained-160505084119966.html. 
6 Michael Slackman, “Syrian Troops Open Fire on Protesters in Several Cities,” The New York 
Times, March 25, 2011, sec. World. 
7 “Syria’s Civil War Explained from the Beginning.” 
8 Nour Malas, “General From Elite Forces Reported to Have Left Country,” Wall Street Journal, 
July 5, 2012, sec. World News. 
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eventually gave way to civil war. Seeing an early opportunity to bring down a 

long-time antagonist in Assad and injecting an international component, Saudi 

Arabia, Qatar, and Turkey soon began arming the rebels.9 At the same time, the 

conflict took on an increasingly sectarian flavor. The majority of Syrians, 

including the growing opposition, were predominantly Sunni Muslim, while the 

government under Assad was dominated by the Shi'a Allawi sect of the ruling 

family.10     

 Through early 2012, attempts by the United Nations, Russia, and others to 

broker peace between the regime and armed opposition foundered.11 Continued 

atrocities committed by the government and regime-supported militia groups, 

such as the killing of seventy-eight civilians, including women and children, in a 

village in Hama governate in July contributed to increasing pressure on the wider 

international community to assist opposition forces.12 Due in part to this pressure, 

President Obama authorized $25 million in non-lethal aid to the FSA and another 

$64 million in humanitarian assistance to rebel groups.13 This decision marked the 

official beginning of the United States' deepening involvement in the conflict. 

                                                       
9 Armin Krishnan, “Controlling Partners and Proxies in Pro-Insurgency Paramilitary Operations: 
The Case of Syria,” Intelligence and National Security 34, no. 4 (June 7, 2019): 456–57. 
10 “Syria’s Civil War Explained from the Beginning.” 
11 “Kofi Annan’s Six-Point Plan for Syria,” March 27, 2012, 
https://www.aljazeera.com/news/middleeast/2012/03/2012327153111767387.html; “Assad Names 
New Syrian PM, Army Battles Rebels,” AlertNet - A Thompson-Reuters Foundation Service, 
February 24, 2013, 
https://web.archive.org/web/20130224031049/http://www.trust.org/alertnet/news/assad-names-
new-syrian-pm-army-battles-rebels/; Jeremy Shapiro and Samuel Charap, “Winning the Peace by 
Failing in Geneva,” Foreign Affairs, January 9, 2014, 
https://www.foreignaffairs.com/articles/syria/2014-01-09/winning-peace-failing-geneva. 
12 “New ‘Massacre’ Reported in Syria’s Hama Province,” BBC News, June 7, 2012, 
https://www.bbc.com/news/world-middle-east-18348201. 
13 Krishnan, “Controlling Partners and Proxies in Pro-Insurgency Paramilitary Operations,” 547. 
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 The overriding U.S. policy objective in Syria at this stage was regime 

change, or at the very least to compel Bashar al-Assad to the negotiating table 

with the opposition.14 In the spring of 2013, President Obama further escalated by 

authorizing a covert action finding codenamed Timber Sycamore to recruit, arm, 

and train anti-regime rebels. By the end of that year, the CIA would be training 

several hundred rebels per month in Jordan and operating a joint operations center 

in Turkey with Britain, France, and regional allies to coordinate the flow of arms 

into Syria.15 

 While the United States' attention continued to focus on weakening the 

Assad regime through various partners and proxies, another threat was emerging 

out of the mélange of rebel groups in the country: that of Islamist militants. One 

group, Jabat al-Nusra (al-Nusra Front or ANF), served as al-Qaeda's franchise in 

Syria and was growing in strength. After a long struggle for control among 

competing groups, ANF captured the key northern city of Raqqa in March.16 

Around this same time, an affiliated group which shared ANF's extremist 

ideology was gaining in power and prominence. The Islamic State of Iraq and al-

Sham had its origin in the remnants of Abu Musab al-Zarqawi's al-Qaeda in Iraq. 

By 2013, ISIS was led by the enterprising Iraqi militant Abu Bakr al-Baghdadi.17 

When ISIS broke ties with ANF that year, a large number of fighters came over to 

                                                       
14 Nagata, interview conducted by the author. 
15 Krishnan, “Controlling Partners and Proxies in Pro-Insurgency Paramilitary Operations,” 547–
53. Although Timber Sycamore was initiated in 2013 as a response to the civil war, the United 
States had been quietly supporting anti-regime opposition groups since at least the 1980s. 
16 Hassan Hassan, “The Battle for Raqqa and the Challenges after Liberation,” CTC Sentinel 10, 
no. 6 (June 27, 2017): 1–10. 
17 David Kilcullen, Blood Year: The Unraveling of Western Counterterrorism (Oxford University 
Press, 2016); Michael Weiss and Hassan Hassan, ISIS: Inside the Army of Terror, First paperback 
edition (New York, NY: Regan Arts, 2015). 
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al-Baghdadi's group. At the same time, he merged ISIS' Iraqi and Syrian affiliates 

under a single black flag.18  

 In 2014, ISIS rose to become the most powerful and effective group 

amongst a diverse set of insurgent militias spanning the ideological spectrum 

from secular and democratic to militant Islamists. After months of destructive 

competition with ANF and its allies, ISIS gained full control of Raqqa that year. 

The city would eventually become the capital of its expanding caliphate.19 As 

ISIS took control of areas once wracked by chaotic violence resulting from almost 

continuous competition between rival groups, populations initially welcomed it as 

a force for good. ISIS fixed roads, collected trash from the streets, administered 

justice, and established what appeared at first to be a functioning government 

bureaucracy.20 These actions, combined with a narrative which fed off of the 

sense of isolation and siege mentality shared among Sunnis who had lived for 

years under Shi'a domination, contributed to ISIS' popular support.21  

 Quickly, however, the veneer of competence and order wore through to 

reveal a reality of venal ineptitude and brutality which would come to characterize 

life in the caliphate. Events in Raqqa are illustrative of most other areas which fell 

under ISIS control. A year after the city's capture, the group proved still incapable 

of restarting the city's electricity and water systems, due both to a lack of 

competent engineers as well as its extensive yet largely ineffectual bureaucracy. 

Despite the agricultural resources available in the outlying districts, the majority 

                                                       
18 Hassan, “The Battle for Raqqa and the Challenges after Liberation.” 
19 Hassan. 
20 “Confronting ISIS.” 
21 Hassan, “ISIS: A Portrait of the Menace That Is Sweeping My Homeland.” 
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of residents continued to suffer for lack of regular access to bread.22 The skills 

which enabled the group to consolidate power through a violent campaign of 

intimidation apparently translated poorly to civil governance, leading one set of 

analysts to aptly describe ISIS as "little more than an organized criminal group 

trying to manage a state."23   

 

Map 6. Syria. 

 
Source: Google Maps (detail added by author) 
 

                                                       
22 David Kilcullen and Nate Rosenblatt, “How Raqqa Became the Capital of ISIS” (Washington, 
D.C.: New America, July 25, 2019), https://www.newamerica.org/international-
security/reports/how-raqqa-became-capital-isis/. 
23 Kilcullen and Rosenblatt. 
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 In late June, the ISIS Shura Council took the decision, presumably pro 

forma at this point, of naming al-Baghdadi caliph of all Muslims. Symbolically, 

the council discarded the territorial constraints implied by the name ISIS, 

renaming the group simply the Islamic State (IS).24 The following week, on July 

4, al-Baghdadi publicly announced to the crowd gathered at the Grand Mosque in 

ISIS-held Mosul, Iraq the establishment of an Islamic caliphate which would 

erase existing national boundaries and span the region.25 The attention of U.S. 

policymakers, which had been gradually shifting away from the original goal of 

regime change in Syria, was now firmly fixed on the growing ISIS threat.26      

 
 

Initiation of U.S. Military Action to Counter the Islamic State 

 The Islamic State's territorial expansion, coupled with the immediate 

military and humanitarian disaster looming in northern Iraq as the group laid siege 

to Christians and Yezidis on Mount Sinjar, was the final spur to U.S. military 

intervention. On August 7, 2014, President Obama announced from the White 

House the commencement of airstrikes the following day in support of Iraqi 

ground forces at Sinjar.27 Less than two weeks later, apparently in response to 

U.S. action, ISIS released the now infamous video of James Foley, an American 

journalist captured in 2012, being beheaded by a masked fighter. As an eerie 

                                                       
24 Hassan, “ISIS: A Portrait of the Menace That Is Sweeping My Homeland.” 
25 Hannah Strange, “Islamic State Leader Abu Bakr Al-Baghdadi Addresses Muslims in Mosul,” 
The Telegraph, July 5, 2014. 
26 Krishnan, “Controlling Partners and Proxies in Pro-Insurgency Paramilitary Operations,” 547. 
27 David Hudson, “President Obama Makes a Statement on the Crisis in Iraq,” whitehouse.gov, 
August 7, 2014, https://obamawhitehouse.archives.gov/blog/2014/08/07/president-obama-makes-
statement-iraq. 
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warning of the group's increasingly global recruitment and reach, the killer spoke 

with an East London accent. In the same video, the perpetrator also threatened to 

execute a second journalist, Steven Sotloff, while addressing his message directly 

to the U.S. president.28  

 In September, Obama further extended U.S. direct involvement in Syria 

by announcing airstrikes against ISIS targets there. The president also announced 

initiation of a $500 million Department of Defense-led program to train and equip 

moderate fighters in Turkey and Jordan for deployment against ISIS in Syria.29 

The stated objective of this new, more aggressive policy development was "to 

degrade and ultimately defeat ISIS".30 This specific choice of words was arrived 

at only after a great deal of internal debate within the administration over what 

could realistically be achieved at reasonable cost and would be repeated as a 

mantra over the years to follow. A somewhat skeptical Congress approved the 

intervention only with restrictions, including a strict ban on U.S. troops on the 

ground in Syria, detailed vetting of recruits, and the constraint that trained rebel 

forces may only be employed against the Islamic State and not the Assad 

regime.31 All of these conditions would loom large over the program which would 

come to be known as Syria Train and Equip.  

                                                       
28 Callimachi, “Militant Group Says It Killed American Journalist in Syria.” 
29 Obama, “Statement by the President on Airstrikes in Syria”; Krishnan, “Controlling Partners 
and Proxies in Pro-Insurgency Paramilitary Operations,” 547. 
30 “Confronting ISIS.” 
31 113th Congress, “House Joint Resolution 124: Continuing Appropriations Resolution, 2015,” 
September 19, 2014, 2013/2014; J. Stewart Welch and Kevin Bailey, “In Pursuit of Good Ideas: 
The Syria Train and Equip Program,” Washington Institute for Near East Policy Research Notes 
36 (September 2016). 
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 Questions posed to Secretary of Defense Hagel and Chairman of the Joint 

Chiefs of Staff General Dempsey by congressional leaders in the run-up to 

passage of the joint resolution foreshadowed additional challenges which T&E 

would face. One line of questioning in particular dealt with whether or not the 

U.S. military would support these forces inside Syria if they were attacked by the 

regime. The Secretary and Chairman were not able to definitively answer this 

question at the time; nor were Special Forces trainers able to answer it when 

asked the same question repeatedly throughout the year to follow by trainees who 

had signed up to risk their lives at the direction of the United States.32 

           

Commencement of Train and Equip 

 The concept for recruiting and training militia forces for employment in 

Syria originated with a white paper produced in 2013 at Special Operations 

Command Central (SOCCENT) under Major General Michael Nagata.33 At the 

time, the focus was on applying military pressure to the Assad regime; however, 

in 2014 as the administration began casting about for options against the Islamic 

State in Syria, the idea of a UW approach was given new life. Nagata, who by this 

time was already heavily involved in the counter-ISIS fight in Iraq, was chosen to 

lead the effort in Syria at the head of a newly formed Joint Interagency Task 

Force (JIATF). The core UW tasks of training and advising would fall to a 

                                                       
32 “Confronting ISIS”; Nagata, interview conducted by the author. 
33 Nagata, interview conducted by the author. 
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subordinate CJSOTF built around the Army's 5th Special Forces Group 

(Airborne).34     

 By early 2015, the Syria Train and Equip program began to take shape. 

Turkey agreed in February to assist in training 2,000 fighters under the program, 

while Jordan agreed to participate the following month.35 Legislation funding and 

authorizing the DoD-led T&E program called for creation, over three years, of a 

15,000-strong New Syrian Army to serve as the ground arm in the U.S. campaign 

to degrade and eventually defeat ISIS in Syria.36 At the time, this new program 

offered the promise of reversing the advance of ISIS' physical caliphate while 

avoiding being drawn too deeply into the Syrian morass. 

 Headquartered in Jordan, the CJSOTF set about performing its mission 

under the constraints mandated by policy. Unable to place troops on the ground in 

Syria, the task force relied on regional partners and agent networks for in-country 

recruiting before bringing them across the border for training in Turkey and 

Jordan. Recruits tended to be individuals or informal tribal groups, rather than 

fully formed militia organizations.37 T&E faced difficulties from the beginning. 

                                                       
34 Seán D. Naylor, “Meet the Shadow Warrior Leading the Fight Against the Islamic State,” 
Foreign Policy, May 1, 2015, http://foreignpolicy.com/2015/05/01/nagata-islamic-state-terror-
obama-pentagon-syria-special-forces/. 
35 Sara Elizabeth Williams, “Jordan to Participate in ‘Train and Equip’ Programme against IS,” 
Middle East Eye, March 25, 2015, http://www.middleeasteye.net/news/jordan-participate-train-
and-equip-programme-against; Krishnan, “Controlling Partners and Proxies in Pro-Insurgency 
Paramilitary Operations,” 547–48. 
36 Linda Robinson, “Assessment of the Politico-Military Campaign to Counter ISIL and Options 
for Adaptation” (Santa Monica, CA: RAND Corporation, 2016), 34. 
37 Williams, “Jordan to Participate in ‘Train and Equip’ Programme against IS.” Various reasons 
exist for the approach of recruiting individuals rather than already formed militia groups such as 
those under the Free Syrian Army or the Southern Front. By this time, many of these groups had 
been heavily attritted and fragmented. Additionally, while the DoD program was commencing, 
other U.S. programs operating under Title 50 U.S.C. authorities were ongoing, creating some 
degree of internal competition for proxy forces. 
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As recounted by one officer involved in this process from Jordan, "we 

overestimated the ease of recruiting people into the program, and how many we 

could recruit, and how long it would take."38  

 Not only did recruits require extensive vetting in order to mitigate security 

and mission risks, but potential trainees had to be willing to fight ISIS rather than 

regime forces whom they often viewed as the real enemy. As a result, months 

were spent searching for moderate Syrians willing to talk, bringing them across 

the border into Jordan or Turkey, then finding out they either could not pass 

vetting or would only cooperate if they could fight Assad.39 Difficulties getting 

the Train and Equip program off the ground came to light in Washington 

throughout the summer of 2015. In Secretary of Defense Carter's testimony in 

July, nearly a year after initial authorization and funding of the program, he 

informed the Senate Armed Services Committee that, due to challenges mostly 

surrounding the recruiting process, only about sixty fighters were currently in 

training.40 During a time when ISIS forces numbered in the tens of thousands and 

continued to expand territory under control, this was not positive news.          

 

Employment of Forces in Syria 
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13, 2020. 
39 Nagata, interview conducted by the author; Roy Gutman, “What Really Happened to the U.S. 
Train-and-Equip Program in Syria?,” McClatchy, December 21, 2015, 
https://www.mcclatchydc.com/news/nation-world/world/article50919765.html. 
40 Paul McLeary, “Carter: ‘Awfully Small Number’ of Syrian Rebels Being Trained by U.S.,” 
Foreign Policy, July 7, 2015, http://foreignpolicy.com/2015/07/07/carter-awfully-small-number-
of-syrian-rebels-being-trained-by-u-s/. 



 176 

 Later in July, after delays awaiting the go-ahead from the White House, 

Nagata and his Special Forces advisors deployed the first group of trainees from 

Turkey into Syria.41 By this time, they had secured permission to employ U.S. 

airpower in support of the fighters, but the months it took to answer that question 

definitively had eroded trust between trainers and trainees. Other important 

questions remained unanswered at echelons above the JIATF, such as the 

handling of ISIS detainees, which required legal authorities and a support 

infrastructure which did not exist.42 

 Of the fifty-four fighters in this initial group, thirteen never made it across 

the international border and another group, including the unit commander, was 

immediately detained by Jabat al-Nusra upon entry.43 The remaining element was 

engaged by ANF in battle several days later and, perhaps surprisingly given the 

problems experienced up to this point, performed as they had been trained. The 

group fought back effectively, communicating with their U.S. advisors across the 

border to coordinate for lethal drone strikes, and winning the engagement with 

only one friendly militia member killed.44 The battle and its aftermath, however, 

left the remaining fighters spooked by the realities of the war they were entering. 

They disbanded and were never heard from again. 

 A second New Syrian Army group deployed from Turkey in September 

with similar results. This time, rather than being engaged in combat, they simply 
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turned over their U.S.-provided weapons and equipment directly to ANF.45 That 

same month, CENTCOM commander General Lloyd Austin was called upon to 

provide an update on the program to the Senate Armed Services Committee. He 

informed the members that the $500 million dollar program which they had 

approved the previous year to train 5,000 fighters to counter ISIS had produced 

remarkably little. When pressed on the exact number still operating in Syria, he 

responded, "we're talking four or five."46  

 T&E was not the only U.S. program in the fight against IS in Syria that 

year. In January of 2015, U.S. SOF working through their Kurdish partners in Iraq 

successfully intervened with airpower in support of a mostly Kurdish force under 

siege by the Islamic State at Kobane, Syria near the Turkish border.47 Thus began 

a separate UW line of effort in the fight against ISIS in Syria. Rather than 

building and training a militia from a collection of individual recruits, as T&E 

sought to accomplish, this new effort worked by, with, and through existing, 

primarily Kurdish militias which would later come to be known as the Syrian 

Democratic Forces.48 In October, President Obama authorized a small number of 

SOF advisors to operate on the ground in Syria with the SDF.49 This program 
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would operate in parallel to T&E for several years and is the subject of the 

following chapter. 

 Just as the means of U.S. involvement in the conflict evolved, so did the 

objectives. The early days of the civil war saw the United States seeking regime 

change through covert action for political ends and to relieve a dire humanitarian 

situation.50 By 2014, ISIS had emerged, not only as the greatest humanitarian and 

security threat within Syria, but as an existential threat to the Iraqi state next door 

and a terror threat to Europe and the U.S. homeland. As a result of this gradual 

shift, the sole focus of the U.S.-led campaign became the defeat of the caliphate.51   

 Although the SDF's U.S.-supported campaign against ISIS quickly 

overtook Train and Equip, the program continued with some limited success for 

several more years. President Trump halted funding to CIA-backed militias 

opposing the Syrian regime in 2017 while some anti-ISIS groups created under 

the DoD's Train and Equip program continue to operate.52 New Syrian Army 

forces, which came to be known variously as the Vetted Syrian Opposition (VSO) 

and Jaysh Maghawir al-Thawra arguably never made a significant impact in the 

fight to defeat the ISIS physical caliphate. However, these forces have 

demonstrated moderate effectiveness holding and securing some Arab areas in 

eastern Syria in support of the remaining U.S. military presence in the country.53 

As of this writing, with the United States' relationship with the SDF effectively 
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severed and battle lines frozen, MaT continues to work with American forces out 

of their sole remaining base in Syria at at-Tanf while the strategic outcome for the 

United States remains uncertain.54                       

 

 B. Analysis 

 

Cohesion: ability of the partner to remain combat effective and maintain unit 

integrity through sustained combat engagements 

 

 The evidence offered by this case paints a picture of militia forces 

overwhelmingly lacking in cohesion. This is not to imply, however, that every 

unit produced by the Syria Train and Equip program simply fled or surrendered 

when faced with its first combat engagement. The reality is more complicated. 

Indeed, some elements fell apart immediately while others initially performed as 

they had been trained only to disband later. Many others never even made it 

through training due in part to familial and tribal dynamics which hindered the 

formation of cohesive fighting units from the start. Yet, a small number 

performed reasonably well and continued to partner with U.S. forces through the 

duration of this case study. 

 The militias formed through the Syria T&E program are markedly 

different from the others analyzed in this study by virtue of the fact that U.S. 

advisors attempted to form them into cohesive fighting units rather than 
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partnering with an existing group. In some cases, the task force managed to 

recruit and vet existing tribal or village militias, although these were informal and 

not organized paramilitary forces.55 By and large, T&E recruits were simply 

individuals not already belonging to any organized fighting group.56  

 Faced with the challenge of forming a cohesive force out of individual 

recruits, Special Forces trainers quickly found that tribal and family dynamics 

would play a vexing role. Some recruits refused to cooperate with one another 

based upon tribal differences, while others quit the training in Turkey or Jordan 

and deserted because a respected member of the same tribe or family decided to 

do so.57 From his role as commander of U.S. Special Operations Command 

(SOCOM), General Joseph Votel observed that:  

[T]hey were adaptive to the training that we were giving them, and 
they were adaptive to the technology that we were providing 
them... but one of the assumptions that we made here that 
ultimately didn't come true is that we thought we could organize 
them into company-sized organizations. And that was probably 
beyond their capability in the time that we had.58 
 

 One factor contributing to the low cohesion in T&E forces was the lack of 

strong leadership among recruits. Throughout the life of the program, the task 

force labored to find charismatic leaders around whom group members would 

naturally rally, but this proved elusive. As one task force officer stated, "having a 

William Wallace type figure is... really important. I think we struggled to find that 
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individual."59 Time after time, such potential leaders were unable to clear the U.S. 

vetting process due to a problematic background. In any case, such leaders were 

hard to come by in a political system which tended to either co-opt or eliminate 

individuals who might potentially challenge the regime.60 

 Other features of Train and Equip further hindered the creation of 

cohesive units. Although the task force commander, Major General Nagata, 

repeatedly sought authorization to provide air support for militias once deployed 

inside Syria, approval was not forthcoming until shortly before the first insertion 

in summer of 2015. This came too late, however, as months of uncertainty over 

the issue did irreparable harm to the relationship with volunteers being asked to 

risk their lives for the U.S. effort.61 While this did more to damage trust between 

recruits and their U.S. sponsors than between each other, it nonetheless appears to 

have impaired the creation of militia units which would stick together and remain 

effective through the rigors of combat.   

 For a variety of reasons discussed here, including tribal differences, lack 

of internal leadership, and lack of confidence in the United States' willingness to 

support them once deployed across the border into Syria, the T&E forces 

displayed a predictably low level of cohesion in battle. As described in detail 

above, the first group deployed in July 2015 fought admirably in their initial 

engagement with ANF, then disbanded immediately afterward.62 Recounting the 

events, Nagata states that, "they performed well in that fight and soundly defeated 
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the attack in combination with airstrikes we provided, but they were so shaken by 

the experience that they basically quit."63 The outcome was even worse with the 

next group which deployed in September and, according to some reports, defected 

to Jabat al-Nusra.64 

 Yet these experiences of mid-2015 were not representative of the entire 

scope of the Train and Equip program. Some groups, particularly those trained in 

Jordan and deployed into eastern Syria have fared better. Those forces which 

eventually constituted the moderate Sunni Arab MaT continue to operate in the at-

Tanf area supporting the U.S. garrison there.65 Numerous accounts describe this 

group as combat effective when employed for limited purposes such as area 

security, although attempts to deploy them farther afield for offensive operations 

have stumbled.66 In June 2016, when the group was deployed to attack a series of 

ISIS-held towns in Deir ez-Zor governate to the north, they quickly collapsed 

after taking significant casualties and were forced to withdraw.67 

 The performance in combat of those forces which the United States 

recruited, trained, and employed through T&E is indicative of low cohesion. It is 

true that some availed themselves well for limited periods or under specific 
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conditions. Still, many were unable to hold themselves together as a group long 

enough to complete their training. Those that did generally fell apart and were 

therefore ineffective partners in the fight against ISIS. By drawing a direct causal 

path from low cohesion to operational failure, this assessment supports our 

hypothesis that cohesion in a UW partner is necessary for operational success. As 

the remaining analysis in this chapter will demonstrate, low cohesion was 

certainly not the only culprit with T&E, but it clearly played an important role in 

the outcome.  

 

Legitimacy: local perception that the partner force is worthy of loyalty and 

support 

  

 An objective assessment of the forces stood up through the Train and 

Equip program suggests that they enjoyed moderate legitimacy in the areas where 

they operated. To be sure, arriving at this assessment based upon the available 

evidence is difficult. After all, how does one evaluate popular attitudes toward a 

militia force with such a limited operational record? The problem is compounded 

by the fact that most areas are still in an active war zone, making independent 

media accounts, polling, and data collection by human rights groups a challenge. 

This section will attempt to do so by analyzing the facts surrounding the 

recruitment and training of T&E forces as well as the one instance of a militia 

which has operated for a more extended period. 
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 From its inception, one of the Train and Equip program's criteria was that 

fighters be recruited from the same area in which they would be employed. As 

Nagata describes, "there was no alternative to employing our recruits 

operationally in the same areas they came from. They wanted to fight for their 

families. This meant our ability to cover large geographic areas depended on our 

ability to expand recruiting in those same places."68 The thinking behind this 

approach was that local populations would be more willing to accept a force with 

the same family and tribal affiliations. While it appears as though the task force 

largely adhered to this policy throughout the life of T&E, there is limited evidence 

in this case to indicate how locals actually viewed these militias and even less 

evidence to plausibly suggest that a direct causal path exists connecting group 

legitimacy to operational success or failure. 

    The initial deployment of T&E forces from Jordan in mid-2015 resulted 

in a combination of defeat, surrender, and desertion.69 The facts surrounding these 

events suggest that a variety of factors led to the eventual outcome, but low 

perceived legitimacy is not among them. In fact, given what we know about T&E 

recruiting practices, it is not too great a stretch to assume that if these militia 

groups were cohesive and effective fighting forces able to take on ISIS, they 

would have been welcomed with open arms by the liberated populations. The 

experience of the SDF, the subject of the next chapter, confirms the validity of 

                                                       
68 Nagata, interview conducted by the author. 
69 Mehta, “US To End Syrian Train and Equip Program”; Welch and Bailey, “In Pursuit of Good 
Ideas: The Syria Train and Equip Program.” 



 185 

this assumption and is consistent with Lamb's findings on legitimacy tied to 

operational effectiveness.70 

 Train and Equip forces deployed in eastern Syria, consisting of the New 

Syrian Army and later Jaysh Maghawir al-Thawra, constitute the other major data 

point in this analysis. Consistent with T&E recruiting practice, members were 

moderate Sunni Arabs generally drawn from the local area, although reporting 

indicates that some fighters may have hailed from as far as Aleppo in the 

northwest.71 All accounts suggest that the MaT has been reasonably effective, at 

least when employed locally for security operations.72 When deployed "out of 

area", a similar pattern emerges as seen with the T&E forces in the north in 2015. 

The MaT's operational failure in offensive operations in the Middle Euphrates 

River Valley in 2016 appear more the result of limited fighting capability than a 

problem of legitimacy.73       

 The evidence available in this case suggests that Syria Train and Equip 

militias, while certainly lacking the ability to fight effectively, were at least 

moderately legitimate in the eyes of the local populations where they were 

employed. None of our evidence indicates otherwise. More importantly for the 

analysis in this study, it does not appear that the perceived legitimacy of T&E 

forces made much of a difference one way or another. Nor does it appear that, had 

these groups enjoyed even higher levels of legitimacy, it would have overcome 
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the simple fact that they were only marginally effective in combat. Still, the 

modest success of MaT providing local security around at-Tanf suggests that the 

population there accepts them, whether based upon tribal connections or simply 

appreciating the service they provide. Thus, this case gives only weak support to 

the hypothesis that legitimacy contributes to operational success.      

 

Territorial Control: ability of the partner to secure and maintain control of 

territory 

 

 This study assesses the Train and Equip forces' ability to control territory 

as mixed. In the north, territorial control was completely absent. Along Syria's 

eastern border, it existed to a modest degree. This is not, however, the end of the 

story. Several features of the T&E program are particularly relevant to the larger 

research question and policy motivation of this study and are therefore worthy of 

further examination. 

 The approach employed by T&E to recruit and train individuals, rather 

than partnering with existing militia groups, sets it apart from the other cases in 

this study. As such, we can not evaluate the ability of potential UW partners to 

control territory because, by and large, they did not exist as organized groups 

prior to partnering with the United States. Rather, we can only assess how they 

did in this regard after being trained and supported by the U.S. advisors who 
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essentially built the organizations from the ground up.74 Given these 

circumstances, the lack of a sanctuary within Syria, as well as the policy 

prohibition on U.S. forces from entering Syrian territory, the task force utilized 

bases across the border in Turkey and Jordan.75 Special Forces doctrine 

recognizes such an approach as a less risky alternative to building up a partner 

force within denied territory in the target state.76 Therefore, to state that T&E 

forces exercised no territorial control, while not inaccurate, ignores the important 

fact that secure staging areas were available in friendly neighboring countries. 

 As has been established, the New Syrian Army/MaT was eventually able 

to exercise a fairly high level of territorial control. This is only after receiving 

U.S. military support and within the limited geographic area around at-Tanf 

centered on a fifty-five-kilometer deconfliction zone.77 Attempts to expand 

territorial control to other areas generally failed.78 Giving credit where it is due, 

however, the territorial control demonstrated by the MaT exceeds that of any 

other group stood up under the T&E program and does meet the operational 

definition used in this study. Since its initial employment, the group has secured 

the at-Tanf area, once ISIS-held territory, and is still regarded as a reliable, albeit 

limited, partner by U.S. commanders today.79 
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 This evidence supports our hypothesis that territorial control contributes to 

operational success in UW. This is true for two reasons. First, the case highlights 

the importance of access to a secure staging area in the pre-employment phases of 

UW. This is consistent with military doctrine and would likely be unsurprising to 

any Special Forces soldier.80 Although most of the T&E forces deployed into 

Syria were ultimately unsuccessful, all were able to achieve a modicum of 

capability which, we can safely assume, would have been far more difficult had 

the build-up phase been attempted within denied areas in ISIS or regime-held 

parts of Syria.81 Second, the modest operational success enjoyed by MaT along 

Syria's eastern border can be at least partially attributed to that group's ability to 

control the territory around at-Tanf, albeit only with U.S. military support.  

 

Preference Alignment: degree to which the United States and the partner force 

share common operational goals 

 

 The available evidence in this case suggests that U.S. and partner 

preferences overall were poorly aligned. The preceding Afghan and Iraq cases 

were examples of UW partnerships where, although each party harbored its own 

unique strategic and political goals, the operational objectives supporting those 

goals aligned remarkably well. Such is not the case here. Although some 

                                                       
80 Field Manual 3-05.130: Army Special Operations Forces Unconventional Warfare. 
81 Nagata, interview conducted by the author; Field Manual 3-05.130: Army Special Operations 
Forces Unconventional Warfare. "Build-up" refers to the fifth phase of unconventional warfare, 
according to U.S. military doctrine. It consists mainly of growing and training the guerilla 
organization prior to its employment.  



 189 

exceptions did exist which will be discussed in detail below, broadly speaking the 

United States and forces recruited under the Train and Equip program had 

difficulty even agreeing on which enemy to fight. 

 Major General Nagata, the JIATF commander responsible for Train and 

Equip, describes how a typical recruiting interview unfolded: 

[D]o you know anyone who might be interested in working with us 
against the Islamic State? Even for those people who said 'yes, I 
think I have some people' or 'I know some people that... they've 
lost family, they hate ISIS. I may be able to help you with this. 
But... what are you going to do to help us against Assad?' And you 
know, there was nothing I could say. All I could say was 'listen, I 
understand why you are asking. I do understand that more of your 
people have been killed by the Assad regime than have been killed 
by ISIS. I get it, but ISIS is still a serious threat to you. Otherwise, 
you wouldn't be here. My mission is not about the Assad regime.' 
Some people closed their notebooks and walked out. Other people 
said 'well, that's a little disappointing. But okay, let's talk about 
ISIS...' This made the recruiting process a highly inefficient 
process, because we had to go through this elaborate conversation 
choreography... we could establish contact with hundreds but 
would be left with a few dozen actual volunteers.82 
 

Throughout the life of the T&E program, a fundamental disconnect seems to have 

existed between U.S. advisors, whose mission was to build a partner force to 

counter ISIS, and Syrian recruits, who generally viewed the Assad regime as the 

real enemy. This disconnect not only limited the number of recruits who signed 

up. Among those who actually agreed to enter training, disagreement over who 

they should be fighting continued to plague the program. On several occasions, 

trainees became so exasperated over the U.S. insistence that they only target ISIS 

that they staged walkouts.83   
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 An officer assigned to the CJSOTF who was deeply involved in the 

recruiting and vetting process at the training base in Jordan related similar 

challenges stemming from this issue, although acknowledges that it was more of a 

problem in the north (where recruits were trained and deployed from Turkey) than 

in the south (where training and deployment occurred from Jordan).84 The reason 

for the difference is unclear and not relevant to this analysis, but plausibly may be 

the result of differing regional views on the regime and experiences under ISIS 

rule.  

 Statements made by multiple commanders of the New Syrian Army and 

MaT are reflective of this greater willingness to focus on ISIS in the south and 

along Syria's eastern border than was displayed by righters recruited in the north. 

In a 2016 interview, then commander of the New Syrian Army Khazal al-Sarhan 

stated that, "[t]he New Syrian Army is about liberating Deir az-Zour in particular 

from both IS and the Assad regime, who have been oppressing and committing all 

kind of brutal crimes against civilians living under their control."85 While al-

Sarhan includes the regime in his list of enemies, it is noteworthy that he lists the 

Islamic State up front. Elsewhere in the interview, he describes the personal 

reasons for which he and his men seek to fight ISIS. An interview the following 

year with the MaT commander reflects a similar set of operational priorities as 

well as similar personal motivation for fighting ISIS.86 
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 The evidence in this case supports the hypothesis that preference 

alignment is a necessary condition for operational success in UW. Overall, this 

analysis assesses the T&E program as having low preference alignment based 

upon divergent operational objectives. This poor alignment of goals is reflected in 

the outcome. Accounts by task force members as well as media reports all suggest 

that every step, from recruiting, to training, to employment suffered as a result. In 

the north, those forces that eventually were deployed into Syria gave up almost 

immediately. Although similar difficulties existed in the south and along the 

eastern border, the New Syrian Army/MaT, emerged as the exception which 

strengthens our hypothesis linking preference alignment to operational success. In 

this group, the United States found a UW partner with which it shared the 

common goal of securing the tri-border area against ISIS. The MaT has also had 

its share of failures, particularly when employed out of area and beyond its 

capabilities, but it has generally served as a reliable and effective partner.87        

 

Monitoring: ability of advisors to monitor partner behavior in order to prompt 

favorable action and constrain unfavorable action 

 

 As might be expected, the ability of Special Forces advisors located in 

Turkey and Jordan to monitor the actions of T&E militia groups operating across 

the border in Syria was quite limited. As one task force officer stated, "because 

we couldn't go into Syria at the time, in the beginning we were kind of flying 
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blind and trying to build this program from across the border. [It] really limited 

our ability to be effective."88  Still, task force advisors do appear to have made 

their best use of the tools at hand to provide a modicum of monitoring, given the 

constraints. When these constraints began to lift in late 2015, the advisors' ability 

to monitor was improved accordingly. 

 During the early days of Train and Equip, when the task force operated 

from training sites in Turkey and Jordan and inserted militias into Syria over the 

northern and eastern borders, advisors were forced to substitute technology for 

physical presence. In order to exercise command and control, they used a 

combination of mobile phones and tactical radios to receive reports and issue 

orders. Global positioning system beacons fitted to the militia's vehicles provided 

an additional means to track their movement.89 Additionally, intelligence 

collection assets such as drones with full-motion video capability allowed the task 

force to track and observe the militias and their surroundings in real time.90 

 These layered methods of remotely monitoring T&E forces appear to have 

been moderately effective, although not without serious limitations. During the 

July 2015 engagement between the first group inserted and ANF, advisors not 

only monitored the action but also provided lethal strike support from a drone 

platform.91 While the degree to which advisors actually directed militia activity is 

unclear, the fact that they were able to accurately and effectively control fires 

does indicate a reasonably sophisticated level of command and control. 
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91 Nagata, interview conducted by the author. 
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Unfortunately, the advisors' ability to influence militia actions broke down soon 

after the engagement was over, as demonstrated by their subsequent disintegration 

and desertion.92 The task force's technical means of militia monitoring appear to 

have been even less effective several months later when the next group 

capitulated to ANF without even a fight.93           

 This study's operational definition of monitoring, seen at the beginning of 

this section, has two parts. The first part assesses the ability of advisors to monitor 

behavior of the partner. The second element of the definition assesses advisors' 

ability to affect partner behavior. When viewed in these terms, it appears that the 

technical means of remotely monitoring Syrian militia partners in 2015 were 

effective at the first part but failed at the second.  

 Isolating the exact causes for the operational failures of Train and Equip 

forces inserted in Syria in 2015 is another challenge associated with this analysis. 

More to a point, how do we know the degree to which their failure was a result of 

insufficient monitoring, rather than other causes such as poor cohesion? Other 

aspects of the case provide some clues. First, we can examine the performance of 

T&E forces which were the product of similar recruitment and training processes 

but received more extensive monitoring, including an on-the-ground presence by 

U.S. advisors. By the time that the New Syrian Army/MaT forces were deployed 

into eastern Syria in 2016, the restrictions on U.S. advisors present on the ground 

                                                       
92 Gutman, “What Really Happened to the U.S. Train-and-Equip Program in Syria?” 
93 Rosen, “In About-Face, Pentagon Says U.S.-Trained Syrians Gave Trucks, Weapons to al-
Qaida.” 
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had begun to lift.94 This increase in physical monitoring ability concomitant with 

improved operational effectiveness suggests a causal linkage.   

 Second, events occurring simultaneously across the border in Iraq, where 

the U.S. military accompanied Arab formations in combat against ISIS, are 

revealing. Nagata describes the situation in Iraq, where:  

My command had Green Berets and Navy SEALs, and Marine 
Raiders cheek to jowl with Iraqi battalion and brigade commanders 
going into combat, and they were clearly terrified of ISIS. But they 
had that American standing right next to them doing what our 
advisors always do... We know from twenty years of experience 
what a difference it makes when we have people with the 
indigenous force we're trying to put into combat. The Train and 
Equip program did not have that in the early days within Syria.95  
 

Other officers involved with the counter-ISIS fight described a similar "spine-

stiffening" effect which accompanied the physical presence of U.S. advisors.96 

This effect, similar to that observed in the Afghan and Iraqi peshmerga cases, has 

less to do with punishment and reward which the principle-agent literature 

describes and more to do with trust and confidence.97 Of course, the organizations 

working with U.S. forces in Iraq were largely military or paramilitary units, so the 

comparison with irregular militia groups in Syria is clearly imperfect. Still, the 

rapidity with which the Iraqi forces collapsed in the face of ISIS' advance, 

followed by the marked improvement in performance when accompanied by 

coalition advisors is noteworthy.98 Collectively, this evidence supports our 

                                                       
94 Major R (5th SFG(A) staff officer), “Email Message to the Author,” January 14, 2021. 
95 Major R (5th SFG(A) staff officer), “Email Message to the Author,” January 14, 2021. 
96 Miller, interview conducted by the author. 
97 Idean Salehyan, “The Delegation of War to Rebel Organizations,” The Journal of Conflict 
Resolution 54, no. 3 (2010): 493–515; Krishnan, “Controlling Partners and Proxies in Pro-
Insurgency Paramilitary Operations.” 
98 Kenneth Michael Pollack, Armies of Sand: The Past, Present, and Future of Arab Military 
Effectiveness (New York, NY, United States of America: Oxford University Press, 2019), 169–72. 
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conclusion that the overall lack of close monitoring of Syrian T&E forces, 

initially in the form of remote versus physical presence, contributed at least 

partially to the operational failure of Syrian T&E forces.  

 

III. The Outcome: Operational Success of the UW Campaign 

 The strategic objective of the early U.S. counter-ISIS campaign, as stated 

time and again by Obama administration officials in 2014 and 2015, was to 

"degrade and ultimately defeat ISIS."99 The Syria Train and Equip program, one 

element of that campaign, was intended to provide a moderate, primarily Arab, 

ground force component in the absence of U.S. or coalition boots on the 

ground.100 The specific design of the program, deploying trained militias into 

northern and eastern Syria was intended to force ISIS to fight in two directions 

and thus begin recapturing ground from the caliphate.101 This operational goal in 

support of the larger strategy was not accomplished by T&E forces. Late 2015 

statements by administration officials announcing a shift in the approach, when 

the extent of Train and Equip's failure became painfully evident, acknowledge 

that the program did not achieve what was hoped for.102 

 The eventual success enjoyed by the New Syrian Army/MaT the following 

year does little to mitigate the assessed failure of the T&E program. It is true that 

this group provided valuable support to U.S. forces securing the area around the 

                                                       
99 “Confronting ISIS”; “Press Conference by President Obama at Antalya, Turkey,” The White 
House, November 16, 2015, https://obamawhitehouse.archives.gov/the-press-
office/2015/11/16/press-conference-president-obama-antalya-turkey. 
100 Votel, interview conducted by the author. 
101 Nagata, interview conducted by the author. 
102 Michael D. Shear, Helene Cooper, and Eric Schmitt, “Obama Administration Ends Effort to 
Train Syrians to Combat ISIS,” The New York Times, January 19, 2018, sec. World. 
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at-Tanf garrison; however, they contributed little to the core operational objective 

of recapturing territory from ISIS.103 When advisors sought to employ these 

forces more aggressively in offensive operations against ISIS, they usually 

failed.104 Therefore, despite the fact that MaT continues to provide effective 

support to U.S. forces in a limited capacity, this study assesses the Syria Train and 

Equip program as an operational failure.  

 

IV. Conclusions 

 The case of the Syria Train and Equip program is an outlier within this 

study. Utilizing a substantially different approach to UW and resulting in an 

accordingly different set of outcomes, some important findings emerge from the 

analysis. This study hypothesized that cohesion, legitimacy, and territorial control 

are necessary qualities in a potential UW partner which ultimately contribute to 

operational success. In this particular case, we found that a lack of cohesion in the 

militias stood up by U.S. advisors weighed heavily in their failure. The militias 

also displayed low levels of territorial control which was indicative of their 

overall lack of capability. The territorial sanctuary which they enjoyed in Turkey 

and Jordan, while essential for training and preparation, was wholly the result of 

agreements with the host nations and had nothing to do with T&E militia 

viability. Therefore, Hypotheses 1 and 3 are supported by this case.  

                                                       
103 Nagata, interview conducted by the author. 
104 Weiss, “They Rescued This Town from ISIS, Then Lost It”; Votel, interview conducted by the 
author. 
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 Analysis of the causal effect which legitimacy in a UW partner has on 

operational success is more nuanced and produces insights not available in our 

other cases. We have assessed the T&E forces' legitimacy as moderate. After all, 

their advisors went to great lengths to recruit forces from the same areas in which 

they would be employed and all of the available evidence suggests that by 2015, 

most Syrians were willing to throw their support behind any group willing to take 

on the ISIS caliphate. While it is impossible to know what the outcome would 

have been had T&E forces been illegitimate yet militarily capable, the reality, that 

they were legitimate yet lacking in military capability is telling. In particular, it 

suggests that, while perceived legitimacy very well might be necessary in a UW 

partner as we have found in the previous cases, it is insufficient by itself. 

 Our final set of hypotheses predict that preference alignment and 

monitoring are necessary characteristics in the UW relationship. This case 

supports both. In the Syria Train and Equip program, we see a situation where 

principal and agent were often in disagreement not only over tactical details, but 

which enemy to fight. During much of the program's life, advisors were hard 

pressed even to coax their militia partners in the right direction, given their 

physical separation across the Syrian border. Tracing the course of events in this 

case study shows a clear causal path linking these problems, low preference 

alignment and monitoring, to the program's operational failure. While the 

misalignment of goals brought on principal-agent problems in the relationship, 

insufficient monitoring did not necessarily exacerbate them. Rather, the events in 

this case and observations of those involved suggest that, similar to previous 
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cases, the lack of physical monitoring hindered performance not due to principal-

agent problems per se but a resulting lack of trust and confidence.   

 This case study is certainly not the first critical analysis of the Syria Train 

and Equip program, nor will it be the last. The idea of "an indirect, no boots-on-

the-ground, low risk, small footprint option that would close with and destroy the 

single largest terrorist army in modern history" was problematic from the start.105 

As stated up front, however, the aim of this study is not to evaluate policy or 

strategy. There may have been valid political reasons for taking the approach 

which the United States did, and T&E was certainly not the only component of 

the U.S. counter-ISIS strategy. What this case does illustrate, however, is the 

disappointing operational outcome which is likely to result when such an 

approach is taken under these particular conditions.     

  

                                                       
105 Nagata, interview conducted by the author. 
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CHAPTER 7: U.S. Support to the Syrian Democratic Forces (2015-2019) 

 

I. Introduction 

 After the long summer of 2015 involving false starts with the Syria Train 

and Equip program and a still-expanding ISIS caliphate, senior military leaders 

and policymakers recognized that a different approach was needed.1 Following 

years of barring U.S. troops from Syrian soil, President Obama authorized in 

October a small number of special operations troops to work with local partners 

on the ground.2 Having quietly worked with the Kurdish YPG (Yekîneyên 

Parastina Gel or People's Protection Units) for the last year, U.S. military leaders 

in the region settled on the YPG-led Syrian Democratic Forces as the partner of 

choice.3  

 This chapter analyzes the SDF and its predecessor organizations, as well 

as their partnership with the United States from 2015 until late 2019.4 Although 

the SDF and YPG are not synonymous, much of the analysis contained in this 

case study focuses on the YPG because its senior leadership, including the 

commander General Mazloum, formed the SDF senior leadership. Kurdish YPG 

                                                       
1 Armin Krishnan, “Controlling Partners and Proxies in Pro-Insurgency Paramilitary Operations: 
The Case of Syria,” Intelligence and National Security 34, no. 4 (June 7, 2019): 544–60. The Syria 
Train and Equip was a U.S.-led effort initiated in 2014 to stand up and train Syrian counter-ISIS 
forces within Turkey and Jordan for subsequent employment in Syria. This largely failed program 
is analyzed in detail in Chapter 6 of this dissertation. 
2 Aaron Mehta and Joe Gould, “Analysts: US Special Forces Operators in Syria Not a Cure,” 
Defense News, November 2, 2015. 
3 “Syrian Kurds ‘Drive Islamic State out of Kobane,’” BBC News, January 26, 2015, sec. Middle 
East, https://www.bbc.com/news/world-middle-east-30991612; Krishnan, “Controlling Partners 
and Proxies in Pro-Insurgency Paramilitary Operations.” The origins of the YPG make a U.S. 
partnership with the group politically challenging. These details will be covered in greater detail 
later in this chapter. 
4 Julian E. Barnes and Eric Schmitt, “Trump Orders Withdrawal of U.S. Troops From Northern 
Syria,” The New York Times, October 13, 2019, sec. U.S. 
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militias were not only a numerical majority in the SDF but also bore the 

preponderance of the operational burden.5 Still, Kurdish militias are not the sole 

focus of this case. The analysis also includes Arab and other non-Kurdish SDF 

components. In fact, some of the most valuable insights from this case are the 

result of disparities observed between the YPG and their non-Kurdish 

counterparts. This disparity between Arab and Kurdish militia effectiveness could 

be explained by a number of factors, including the fact that Arab communities 

along the Euphrates River Valley were particularly hard hit by the civil war and 

ISIS' onslaught.6 In any case, determining the root causes for different group 

characteristics within the SDF is not the purpose of this dissertation. Examining 

how those characteristics impacted military success or failure most certainly is.              

 

II. The U.S. Campaign to Support the Syrian Democratic Forces 

 

 A. Campaign Overview 

  Several years into the Syrian Civil War, the country was host to a diverse 

array of competing armed factions representing a variety of religious and ethnic 

groups and every point on the ideological spectrum.7 The majority of these groups 

only came into existence amidst the chaos that followed the Arab Spring, and the 

                                                       
5 Krishnan, “Controlling Partners and Proxies in Pro-Insurgency Paramilitary Operations”; 
General (Retired) Joseph Votel, interview conducted by the author, video call, November 25, 
2020. 
6 Major N (3rd SFG(A) staff officer), “Email Message to the Author,” December 2, 2020. 
7 David Kilcullen, Blood Year: The Unraveling of Western Counterterrorism (Oxford University 
Press, 2016); Linda Robinson, “Assessment of the Politico-Military Campaign to Counter ISIL 
and Options for Adaptation” (Santa Monica, CA: RAND Corporation, 2016). 
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Syrian Democratic Forces are no exception. Yet, the group has a political lineage 

going back decades.  

 During most of the post-war twentieth century, the Kurds of northern 

Syria suffered state repression comparable to that experienced by the Kurdish 

populations in neighboring countries. Despite a policy of repression at home, 

however, Hafez al-Assad supported Kurdish parties in Iraq as a proxy force 

against his onetime competitor Saddam Hussein and supported the terrorist 

Kurdistan Workers Party (PKK) against Turkey.8 Syrian tolerance and support for 

the PKK was cut off in the early 2000s, resulting in the founding of the 

Democratic Union Party (PYD) by former PKK members in Syria. The PYD 

existed essentially as an underground Syrian Kurdish party until 2011, when the 

outbreak of rebellion around the country forced the Syrian army to withdraw from 

Kurdish areas in order to respond to the crisis elsewhere. This provided the PYD 

sufficient breathing room to emerge as the dominant Kurdish political party in 

Syria and begin the gradual process of establishing self-administration which was 

formalized with a 'Kurdish Constitution' in 2013.9   

                                                       
8 Loqman Radpey, “Kurdish Regional Self-Rule Administration in Syria: A New Model of 
Statehood and Its Status in International Law Compared to the Kurdistan Regional Government 
(KRG) in Iraq,” Japanese Journal of Political Science 17, no. 3 (September 2016): 468–88; Jordi 
Tejel, Syria’s Kurds: History, Politics and Society, Routledge Advances in Middle East and 
Islamic Studies 16 (London ; New York: Routledge, 2009), 71–73. The PKK is considered a 
terrorist separatist group by the Turkish government and has been designated a terrorist 
organization by much of Europe and the United States, which made the official designation in 
1997. It's leader, Abdullah Ocalan, was captured by Turkey in 1999 with U.S. assistance and had 
been jailed in Turkey ever since. 
9 David Kennedy, “Bridging Policy Voids in Special Operations Campaigns” (Joint Special 
Operations Forces Senior Enlisted Academy, n.d.); Radpey, “Kurdish Regional Self-Rule 
Administration in Syria.” 
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 In 2011, around the time of the PYD's emergence as a major Kurdish 

political force, it established as its military arm in Syria the YPG as well as the 

all-female YPJ (Yekîneyên Parastina Jin or Women's Protection Units).10 In order 

to help organize these Kurdish paramilitary forces for the fight against ISIS, the 

PKK in Turkey sent one of its rising stars, General Mazloum Kobani. Although 

Mazloum had spent five years in a Syrian jail due to his earlier activities with the 

PKK, he and the broader PYD leadership had avoided confrontation with the 

Syrian army in the post-Arab Spring environment. These Kurdish groups have 

generally taken a pragmatic approach, cooperating with the regime when this 

proved beneficial and always keeping the long-term Kurdish political future in 

mind.11    

 

Cooperation at Kobane and the Creation of the Syrian Democratic Forces 

 Just as Congress was directing the Department of Defense to undertake the 

Syria Train and Equip program in August and September of 2014, U.S. SOF 

combating ISIS in Iraq began quietly engaging with YPG leadership across the 

border, employing existing lines of communication between the Kurdish groups.12 

                                                       
10 Kennedy, “Bridging Policy Voids in Special Operations Campaigns.” 
11 Robin Wright, “America’s Ally in Syria Warns of Ethnic Cleansing by Turkey,” The New 
Yorker, October 20, 2019; Radpey, “Kurdish Regional Self-Rule Administration in Syria”; Joshua 
Portzer, “The People’s Protection Units’ Branding Problem: Syrian Kurds and Potential 
Destabilization in Northeastern Syria,” Military Review, June 2020, 92–103. General Mazloum 
Kobani is the nom de guerre of Ferhat Abdi Sahin from Kobane, Syria. Mazloum openly admits to 
having been a member of the PKK, which is recognized as a terrorist organization by the United 
States and others but has asserted that the YPG is not a terrorist organization. The Turkish 
government vociferously disagrees with this assertion, viewing the PKK and PYD/YPG as one in 
the same. 
12 Votel, interview conducted by the author; Carole O’Leary and Nicholas A Heras, “Political 
Strategy in Unconventional Warfare: Opportunities Lost in Eastern Syria and Preparing for the 
Future” (MacDill AFB, FL: Joint Special Operations University, March 2019). 
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Around the same time, the politically savvy Mazloum began organizing an 

ethnically and religiously diverse alliance of counter-ISIS militias in Syria called 

Burkan al-Furat (Euphrates Volcano). With the Kurdish YPG at its center, 

Euphrates Volcano also included the Yazidi Sinjar Resistance Units, the Sunni 

Arab Sanadid Force, the Christian Syriac Military Council, and the Turkoman 

Seljuk Brigade.13 The military alliance being built by General Mazloum, as well 

as the nascent relationship between the YPG and the U.S. military, would prove 

critical in the fight against ISIS over the next year. 

 In late 2014, the majority Kurdish Syrian city of Kobane along the Turkish 

border came under siege from ISIS forces. Unwilling to provide assistance or 

allow Kurdish forces to reinforce the city through Turkey, the Turkish military, as 

well as members of the international media, watched from over the border as a 

military and humanitarian disaster unfolded. Having refrained from providing 

overt assistance to the YPG up to this point out of concern for Turkish 

sensitivities, the U.S. military eventually eased restrictions. In January, it began 

providing air support and dropping supplies to the beleaguered Kurds.14 That 

same month, the YPG and elements of the Free Syrian Army (FSA) in Kobane, 

with U.S. support, broke the siege and liberated Kobane from the Islamic State.15 

This ad hoc alliance which formed between the YPG and the United States in 

early 2015, forged in the crisis at Kobane, marked the beginning of an ongoing 

                                                       
13 “Bleeding Syria” (Marine Corps University Center for Advanced Operational Cultural Learning, 
Quantico, VA, May 18, 2017). 
14 “Confronting ISIS,” PBS Frontline (Public Broadcasting Corporation, October 11, 2016), 
https://www.pbs.org/wgbh/frontline/film/confronting-isis/. Although the Turkish government was 
chagrined by U.S. support to the YPG in Kobane, it quickly relented and allowed a small Kurdish 
force to transit through Turkey to provide relief to the city from the north.  
15 “Syrian Kurds ‘Drive Islamic State out of Kobane.’” 
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working relationship between the two. It also demonstrated for U.S. leaders who 

had been searching for a capable partner in Syria the combat effectiveness of the 

YPG.16   

 While the first units of the Train and Equip program were preparing for 

their initial deployment into Syria that summer, the YPG and Euphrates Volcano 

made further territorial gains against ISIS, including the liberation of another 

significant border town, Tel Abayad, in July.17 Despite these operational 

successes, U.S. officials remained hesitant to establish a formal ongoing 

relationship with the the YPG-dominated Euphrates Volcano for fear of damaging 

the United States' strategic relationship with fellow NATO-member Turkey. 

Further complicating a formal partnership with the YPG was the United States' 

continued reliance on Turkey to support the Train and Equip program.18 The 

Turkish view is best understood by President Erdogan's statement that:  

The PYD is for us equal to the PKK. It is a terror organization. It 
would be wrong for the United States with whom we are friends 
and allies in NATO to talk openly and to expect us to say 'yes' to 
such support to a terrorist organization.19  
 

The Turkish view is unsurprising, considering that the decades long PKK-led 

insurgency had cost over 40,000 lives, although most of these were Kurdish 

civilians.20 The PKK had also been on the United States' list of foreign terrorist 

                                                       
16 Hassan Hassan, “The Battle for Raqqa and the Challenges after Liberation,” CTC Sentinel 10, 
no. 6 (June 27, 2017): 1–10. 
17 Linda Robinson, “An Assessment of the Counter-ISIL Campaign: One Year After Mosul,” June 
24, 2015, https://www.rand.org/pubs/testimonies/CT435.html. 
18 Lieutenant General (Retired) Michael Nagata, interview conducted by the author, video call, 
November 25, 2020. 
19 Kennedy, “Bridging Policy Voids in Special Operations Campaigns.” 
20 Cameron Abadi, “Why Is Turkey Fighting Syria’s Kurds?,” Foreign Policy, October 17, 2019, 
http://foreignpolicy.com/2019/10/17/turkey-claim-syrian-kurds-terrorists-not-isis-ypg-pkk-sdf/. 
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organizations since 1997, a fact which drove intense debate over support to the 

YPG within senior levels of the U.S. government.21 In any case, by fall of 2015, 

the inability of Train and Equip to achieve results against ISIS became such an 

unavoidable reality that policymakers became willing to accept greater risks, 

including harm to the U.S. relationship with Turkey, making more sustained 

cooperation with the YPG possible.22 

 Three key developments in the campaign against ISIS in Syria occurred in 

October. First, President Obama authorized a small special operations contingent 

to operate on Syrian soil in order to advise and assist rebel groups.23 Prior to this 

point, the only U.S. troops allowed to enter the country were SOF teams 

conducting short duration raids against ISIS targets.24 Second, while not entirely 

abandoning the T&E program, the U.S. military shifted its approach to partnering 

with existing rebel groups rather than trying to create new ones.25 With the YPG 

and affiliated militias having emerged as the most effective groups fighting the 

Islamic State, they were now officially the U.S. partners of choice.26 Third, 

General Mazloum and his allies within Euphrates Volcano brought the Kurdish 

YPG and affiliated non-Kurdish militia groups under a new command structure 

                                                       
21 “Foreign Terrorist Organizations,” United States Department of State, accessed January 14, 
2021, https://www.state.gov/foreign-terrorist-organizations/. 
22 Nagata, interview conducted by the author. 
23 Mehta and Gould, “Analysts: US Special Forces Operators in Syria Not a Cure”; Krishnan, 
“Controlling Partners and Proxies in Pro-Insurgency Paramilitary Operations,” 548. 
24 “Carter: Special Operations Troops Conduct Raid in Syria,” DoD News, May 16, 2015, 
https://www.defense.gov/Explore/News/Article/Article/604655/carter-special-operations-troops-
conduct-raid-in-syria/. 
25 “US to Scrap Syria Rebel Training Programme,” al-Jazeera, October 9, 2015, 
https://www.aljazeera.com/news/2015/10/overhaul-syria-rebel-training-programme-
151009133250518.html. 
26 Krishnan, “Controlling Partners and Proxies in Pro-Insurgency Paramilitary Operations,” 547–
49. 
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called the Syrian Democratic Forces (SDF). Although the SDF would be led by 

Mazloum and have the YPG at its core, the new designation emphasized its multi-

ethnic makeup representative of Syrians more broadly and served to further 

distance the group from the PKK.27 The resulting composition of the roughly 

50,000-strong SDF coalition was about eighty percent Kurdish YPG, with the 

remainder mostly comprised of Sunni and Christian Arab, Syriac, and Turkoman 

militias.28 

 

Manbij, Raqqa and the Clearance of the Euphrates River Valley 

 The escalation of U.S. involvement in Syria and the birth of the SDF, as 

well as other international developments, made late 2015 a major turning point in 

the conflict. The November 13th ISIS attack in Paris, which RAND researcher 

Linda Robinson called a "watershed moment", brought about a wider consensus 

that more active measures were needed against the terror group.29 While UN-

sponsored attempts to broker peace continued to stumble, intensifying Russian 

airstrikes and mercenary activity in support of the regime were causing tension 

with the introduction of U.S. troops on the ground.30 It was against this strategic 

                                                       
27 Hassan, “The Battle for Raqqa and the Challenges after Liberation”; Asymmetric Warfare 
Group, “Raqqa Study Group: What the Battle for Raqqa Teaches the Force” (Fort Meade, MD, 
March 2018), 5. 
28 Krishnan, “Controlling Partners and Proxies in Pro-Insurgency Paramilitary Operations,” 547–
49. The exact mix of Kurdish and non-Kurdish elements in the SDF has been a subject of dispute 
since its inception, owing to the political implications of YPG dominance in the organization. 
29 Robinson, “Assessment of the Politico-Military Campaign to Counter ISIL and Options for 
Adaptation.” p. iii. 
30 Katy Collin, “7 Years into the Syrian War, Is There a Way Out?,” Brookings, March 16, 2018, 
https://www.brookings.edu/blog/order-from-chaos/2018/03/16/7-years-into-the-syrian-war-is-
there-a-way-out/; Thomas Gibbons-Neff, Jeremy White, and David Botti, “The U.S. Has Troops 
in Syria. So Do the Russians and Iranians. Here’s Where. - The New York Times,” The New York 
Times, April 11, 2018; David Axe, “Russia Is Launching Twice as Many Airstrikes as the U.S. in 
Syria,” The Daily Beast, February 23, 2016, sec. world, 
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backdrop that the SDF began planning the group's first major offensive against 

ISIS alongside their newly assigned U.S. advisors. 

 

Map 7. Northern Syria and the Euphrates River Valley. 
 

 
Source: Google Maps (detail added by author) 
 
 
 The operation to liberate the city of Manbij and its surrounding area, 

known as the "Manbij pocket", commenced in early 2016 and would mark the real 

starting point of a long project to roll back ISIS' territorial control in Syria.31 

Lying in roughly the northwestern corner of ISIS territory in, Manbij provided the 

caliphate with a vital land route to Turkey and enabled the group to freely traffic 

                                                       
https://www.thedailybeast.com/articles/2016/02/23/russia-is-launching-twice-as-many-airstrikes-
as-the-u-s-in-syria; Krishnan, “Controlling Partners and Proxies in Pro-Insurgency Paramilitary 
Operations,” 548. The introduction of U.S. troops on the ground in Syria advising the SDF led to 
Russian accusations that they were being used as "human shields" to prevent bombing of anti-
regime forces. 
31 “Manbij Operation Will Continue until ISIS Is Completely Expelled,” ANF News, August 15, 
2016, https://anfenglish.com/kurdistan/manbij-operation-will-continue-until-isis-is-completely-
expelled-15983. 
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fighters and materiel to and from Europe.32 For this reason, recapturing the 

Manbij pocket was a priority for U.S. officials and the SDF.33 In April, President 

Obama authorized the introduction of an additional two hundred and fifty troops 

into Syria, including SOF advisors as well as medical and logistics personnel.34 

Several days later, Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff General Dunford 

justified this decision to the Senate Armed Services Committee. He testified that 

the increase in numbers would help mitigate force protection risk and allow the 

task force to begin looking ahead to the the liberation of Raqqa the following 

year, an operation which was already becoming the focus for planning.35  

 The Manbij offensive began moving quickly in May, with coalition 

airstrikes against ISIS positions around the city.36 American SOF advisors 

accompanied SDF units on the ground, generally positioning beyond small arms 

range from the front line but staying in communication with SDF partners to 

direct precision fires.37 The SDF units they supported operated as light infantry, 

equipped with machine guns, snipers, and improvised mortars and explosives. 

They utilized guerilla tactics characterized by operational flexibility and high 

tempo in the assault.38 By the end of July, the SDF was closing in on the final 

                                                       
32 Jack Moore, “U.S.-Backed Syria Forces Launch Offensive for Manbij Pocket near Turkish 
Border,” Newsweek, June 1, 2016, https://www.newsweek.com/us-backed-syria-forces-launch-
offensive-isis-held-manbij-pocket-465228. 
33 Capturing the Manbij pocket was a priority shared with Turkey, which sought to cut off the flow 
of ISIS recruits and supplies through their territory. 
34 Michael D. Shear, “U.S. to Increase Military Presence in Syria, Obama Says (Published 2016),” 
The New York Times, April 25, 2016, sec. World; Krishnan, “Controlling Partners and Proxies in 
Pro-Insurgency Paramilitary Operations,” 548. 
35 “Kurds in Iraq and Syria: U.S. Partners Against the Islamic State” (Washington, D.C.: 
Congressional Research Service, June 1, 2016), 10–13. 
36 Moore, “U.S.-Backed Syria Forces Launch Offensive for Manbij Pocket near Turkish Border.” 
37 Major N (3rd SFG(A) staff officer), interview conducted by the author, video call, December 2, 
2020. 
38 “Kurds in Iraq and Syria: U.S. Partners Against the Islamic State,” 10–11. 
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remaining ISIS elements in the city which continued to put up stiff resistance, 

using mines and IEDs to slow SDF progress in the building-to-building fight.39 

 After several months of sustained combat, the coalition liberated Manbij 

in August. At the request of Turkey, which had refused to cooperate from the 

beginning of the operation due to YPG involvement, the Kurdish elements of the 

SDF withdrew east of the Euphrates River at the conclusion of the offensive.40 

Although the YPG elements of the SDF carried the weight of the offensive in 

Manbij, they would leave behind mainly Arab militias to perform ongoing 

security and stability tasks in the majority Arab city.41 This model would be 

repeated going forward as the SDF continued to clear, then hold, non-Kurdish 

areas. General Dunford reinforced this approach in November while discussing 

the upcoming Raqqa offensive with his counterparts in Ankara. He attempted to 

allay their concerns by assuring them that the United States would not support 

long-term YPG control of the city.42  

 The planned offensive to liberate the capital of the caliphate at Raqqa, called 

Operation Euphrates Wrath, consisted of four successive phases: 1) capture the 

northeastern approaches to the city, 2) seize the town of Taqbah and Taqbah Dam, 
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3) isolate Raqqa from ISIS-held Deir ez-Zor and Mayadin to the southeast, and 4) 

launch a multi-axis assault on Raqqa city.43 In preparation for SDF ground 

operations, between December 2016 and March 2017 coalition aircraft struck 

ISIS targets over three hundred times in the Taqbah and Raqqa areas. These 

airstrikes were estimated to have destroyed over two hundred enemy fortifications 

and over fifty Islamic State vehicles.44 As conditions for Euphrates Wrath were 

being set throughout the winter, Turkey continued attempts to involve its own 

proxy forces, mainly untested Arab groups affiliated with the Free Syrian Army, 

in order to minimize Kurdish influence and ensure a Turkish role in Raqqa after 

ISIS.45 American officials, however, remained adamant both that the operation 

would be SDF and U.S. led and that the Kurds would not be permitted to retain 

the Arab-majority city after its liberation.46    

 The offensive picked up speed in the spring with the U.S.-supported SDF 

capturing intermediate objectives en route to Raqqa. In late-April, due to SDF 

difficulties dislodging ISIS forces from Taqbah Dam, they conducted an air 

assault aboard U.S. helicopters over Lake Assad in order to seize the key terrain. 

This operation represented an as-yet unprecedented level of cooperation between 

the partners and enabled the SDF to clear most of Taqbah city by the end of 

May.47  
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 Meanwhile in July, the Islamic State would lose Mosul, its symbolic 

capital in Iraq, to a diverse coalition of state forces and non-state militias. As in 

Syria, the United States would also play a significant supporting role.48 The 

combined effect of the counter-ISIS campaign in both countries, a key part of the 

coalition strategy, was beginning to place debilitating pressure on the group.49 

 Throughout the summer, the coalition completed the isolation and 

clearance of Raqqa city. Ahead of the assault, many ISIS fighters had fled 

southeast into Deir ez-Zor governate.50 The SDF quickly pushed the remaining 

approximately twenty-five hundred fighters into their last stand in Raqqa's Old 

City, painstakingly clearing their way through Islamic State mines, IEDs, and 

ambushes.51 Advising SDF tactical units from about a kilometer behind the 

forward edge of battle, U.S. SOF troops controlled coalition howitzers and rocket 

artillery, attack aviation, and fixed-wing close air support. Coordination with SDF 

leaders at the front was enabled mostly through a combination of Unmanned 

Aerial Vehicles (UAV) and advanced radio networks.52 
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 The battle for Raqqa continued in this fashion until October 17, 2017 

when its liberation was officially announced by the coalition.53 The SDF, with 

considerable support from the United States and others, had won a significant 

political and military victory in capturing the seat of ISIS' caliphate. Six months 

of fighting had taken an extraordinary toll on the city. According to one source, 

5,775 coalition bombs, missiles, and shells had been dropped on Raqqa.54 This, 

combined with block-by-block ground combat involving thousands of SDF and 

ISIS fighters left the city in ruins with no clear path to reconstruction and 

countless civilians dead.55 In order to prevent the reemergence of ISIS and begin 

providing basic services to the population, the SDF established local councils and 

left behind a security force of moderate Sunni Arab militias. This stabilization 

model had been employed in Manbij the previous year and would continue to be 

replicated as the SDF recaptured more ISIS territory.56 

 Beginning in August, while the battle for Raqqa still raged, another 

contest was taking shape to the southeast. Seeking to participate in the imminent 

liberation of Deir ez-Zor city and therefore secure influence there in the post-

combat phase, the SDF, the moderate Sunni and U.S.-backed Jaysh Maghawir al-
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Thawra (MaT), and Iranian-backed militias began rushing forces there.57 

Although the Syrian army, which had been battling ISIS around the city for 

several years, would ultimately retain control, the episode is illustrative of the 

inter-group contestation which continues to play out in the campaign against ISIS 

and the wider conflict in Syria.58 

 

Ongoing Conflict 

 Following the Islamic State's loss of Raqqa and Deir ez-Zor, the U.S.-

backed SDF continued the offensive in Syria through 2018 south and eastward 

along the Middle Euphrates River Valley. This, coupled with coalition operations 

across the border in Iraq, served to reduce ISIS' territory mainly to isolated and 

sparsely-populated pockets of eastern Syria.59 Although the SDF served as an 

indispensable ground army and ally to the United States, other lines of effort 

made significant contributions as well. These include airstrikes and SOF raids 

against enemy leadership as well as efforts to deny ISIS the sources of funding 

which facilitated its rise to power.60  
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 By early 2019, most observers concluded that ISIS' physical caliphate had 

ceased to exist in any meaningful way, although as of this writing the group 

continues to pose a considerable terrorist and insurgent threat in Syria, Iraq, and 

elsewhere.61 With the Geneva peace process repeatedly failing to launch, the 

Russian-led Astana process resulted in establishment of a buffer zone in the north, 

designed to protect Turkey from the perceived Kurdish threat.62 Astana also 

served to ensure continued Russian influence in a Syria where Bashar al-Assad 

appears increasingly likely to remain in power.63 Following President Trump's 

October 2019 announcement of an American troop withdrawal from Syria 

coinciding with a Turkish offensive in the north of the country, the United States 

ceased its support relationship with the SDF.64 By early 2020, with frontlines 

stabilized, the only U.S. forces remaining in Syria are at at-Tanf along the 

southeastern border where they partner with the moderate Sunni Arab MaT to 

retain a foothold in the country.65    
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 B. Analysis 

 In order to comprehensively assess the Syrian Democratic Forces, to 

include the period before the group began receiving support from the United 

States, this section includes examination of the YPG prior to 2015 as well as the 

Euphrates Volcano organization of which it was a component. This is important 

because, as discussed in Chapter 3, this dissertation not only analyzes militia 

partners after UW operations have commenced but also before receiving U.S. 

support. The purpose is to better allow policy makers and military leaders to 

assess the viability of a potential partner before committing to the relationship. 

Although the SDF, YPG and Euphrates Volcano are not one in the same, this 

methodological decision is justified by the fact that the YPG constituted both the 

operational and leadership core of Euphrates Volcano, which would be 

reconstituted and expanded as the SDF in October 2015 when the relationship 

with U.S. forces was formalized.66 Because the Syrian Democratic Forces have 

been dominated by the Kurdish YPG since its founding, this section does not 

attempt to give equal analytical attention to the SDF's non-Kurdish components. 

Still, the contributions made by these mostly Arab militias were not insignificant. 

Including them in this analysis is not only intellectually honest, but also reveals 

more about the factors contributing to operational success or failure in 

unconventional warfare than a singular focus on a particular group ever could.     
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Cohesion: ability of the partner to remain combat effective and maintain unit 

integrity through sustained combat engagements 

 

 Given the Syrian Democratic Forces' performance in combat, particularly 

during the years of the unrelenting counter-ISIS offensives from 2015 to 2017, the 

only logical conclusion this analysis can reach is that the SDF was a highly 

cohesive force. Even before receiving the benefit of U.S. firepower and other 

combat enablers which tipped the military balance conclusively in its favor, the 

SDF and its predecessor organizations maintained their combat effectiveness 

through months-long ISIS sieges and brutal, offensive combat. This assessment is 

well-documented both by members of the international media as well as military 

advisors.  

 The first widely recognized demonstration of these qualities occurred at 

Kobane in late 2014 and early 2015. There, the YPG and elements of Euphrates 

Volcano held out under an ISIS siege for an astounding one hundred and thirty-

one days before breaking out with coalition assistance.67 After enduring this 

punishment, YPG elements continued clearing operations to eliminate remaining 

pockets of ISIS fighters. The outcome was, in the words of U.S. General John 

Allen, that the Islamic State had "in so many ways impaled itself" on Kobane.68 

Perhaps more to the point, ISIS had impaled itself on the YPG. This performance 

by the militias which would eventually form the SDF touches upon an important 
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element of the cohesion variable. It is not enough to fight well in a single combat 

engagement, as a sufficiently equipped and trained unit might be expected to do. 

We observed this with the initial Train and Equip deployment in July 2015 

discussed in the previous chapter.69 To continue fighting day after day through 

sustained engagement with the enemy and retain combat effectiveness requires 

the less tangible quality of cohesion resulting from both social connections within 

the group and shared operational and collective training experiences.70 

 Operations over the next two years after the United States had formally 

partnered with the SDF would demonstrate much of the same, although this time 

in a series of offensives to recapture ISIS territory rather than the initially 

defensive context seen at Kobane. During the final weeks of the Manbij offensive, 

on the brink of liberating the city, the SDF continued to fight through layers of 

ISIS snipers and minefields on their way to the city center.71 Similar conditions 

were encountered the following year in Raqqa. After months of shaping 

operations in outlying areas which amounted to nearly two hundred days of 

continuous combat, the SDF penetrated defenses in the Islamic State's capital city 

in June and isolated its remaining fighters in the Old City of Raqqa within about 

two weeks.72 As at Manbij, this was difficult, urban combat against a determined 

and well-equipped enemy which forced the SDF to fight for every block. 

Although the U.S.-led coalition provided an immense amount of firepower in 
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support, this should not minimize the determination of the Syrian Democratic 

Forces, particularly given the firepower-neutralizing effects of urban terrain.73 

General Joseph Votel, Commander of U.S. CENTCOM during this period, 

commented about the SDF that, "the fighting spirit and level of cohesion... was 

quite good. They were very, very tight together."74 The evidence appears to 

support his assessment.   

 Although accounts such as those cited above describe the SDF as being 

engaged in combat for months on end, this does not necessarily apply to 

individual units. Advisors describe a system of troop rotations whereby SDF 

commanders kept small units engaged at the front for about twenty to twenty-five 

days before moving them temporarily to a safe rear area for rest, refit, training, 

and even military parades.75 During their time at the front, small unit commanders 

would further rotate individuals and small teams, sometimes on a block-by-block 

basis, in order to equitably share physical danger and hardship. Pointing this out is 

not to minimize the cohesion which they most assuredly displayed, but only to 

make it clear that while the SDF remained engaged in months of continual 

combat, individuals and small units did not. The system of troop rotations also 

illustrates that, while they fought with dogged determination, SDF commanders 

were also skilled managers and leaders who cared for their troops.  

 Up to this point, the assessment of SDF cohesion has focused on the group 

as a whole; however, this quality was not evenly distributed across component 
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militias. The Kurdish YPG is well known for an almost fanatical will to fight. In 

particular, PKK-indoctrinated YPG members adhering to Abdullah Ocalan's 

ideology and personality cult "fight with a zeal rivaling that of the war's most 

hardline jihadists", in the words of one analyst, although this is less true of newer 

SDF recruits.76 One Special Forces officer described how this zealous willingness 

to fight was particularly emphasized in areas closer to Rojava, the traditional 

Kurdish homeland in Syria's far northeast, but moderated as one moves south. 

This same advisor described the Kurdish fighters as "more motivated and 

committed than any other partner force that I had ever worked with."77 While the 

literature on peoples' willingness to fight covers a range of individual and unit 

factors, social and task cohesion is one important component and appears to be 

closely linked in the case of the YPG.78      

 Accounts of non-Kurdish SDF units indicate that, while they did perform 

capably in some cases, cohesion was not displayed to as high a degree. The SDF 

commander, General Mazloum, came under pressure from Kurdish political and 

civic leaders to ensure that Arab militias shouldered a greater degree of the 

burden to liberate majority Arab areas farther south.79 Special Forces advisors 

describe how, in these cases, YPG elements were employed as the "backbone" of 
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a larger force which included Arab militias and the stiffening effect which their 

presence brought.80 In one instance in 2018, Mazloum employed a purely Arab 

SDF militia independently as one half of a pincer movement against the final 

ISIS-held town of Baghouz. Upon encountering an ISIS counterattack, the 

element completely disintegrated, losing their weapons and taking casualties in 

the process.81 As is always the case, it can be difficult to isolate cohesion (or lack 

thereof) from other factors which contribute to combat effectiveness. Still, this 

evidence does suggest a variation in cohesion within the SDF with non-Kurdish 

elements on the lower end of the scale. 

 In fairness to the Arab militias which fought and sustained casualties 

alongside the Kurdish elements of the SDF, it should be noted that the two were 

formed under far different conditions. Unlike the YPG, the Arab militias were 

raised from areas already decimated by ISIS along the Middle Euphrates River 

Valley (MERV). In the words of one U.S. advisor on the ground at the time:  

The Arab areas in the MERV were the first places ISIS spread into 
from Iraq and the last to be vacated in the end... ISIS employed or 
pressed into service anyone who could fight, so by the time we 
liberated an area, the choices were extremely minimal.82 
 

This dissertation is not a study of Arab military effectiveness, nor is determining 

the exact causes for the differences among groups necessary for our research 

question. Still, consideration of the origins of the militias comprising the SDF 

does help us to better understand why they performed as they did.   
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 Although cohesion was certainly not even across all elements of the 

Syrian Democratic Forces, its leadership managed SDF component militias in 

such a way as to compensate for those units which were less effective. Overall, 

the SDF was a highly cohesive force. Furthermore, the facts of this case reveal a 

clear causal path from SDF cohesion to their eventual recapture of the Islamic 

State's caliphate in Syria. This analysis supports the hypothesis that cohesion 

contributes to operational success and is a necessary quality in an unconventional 

warfare partner. 

 

Legitimacy: local perception that the partner force is worthy of loyalty and 

support 

      

 The evidence available for this case supports an assessment that the Syrian 

Democratic Forces were considered highly legitimate by local populations where 

they operated. As we have seen in the Afghanistan and Iraq cases, there was 

certainly an ethnic component to this. However, as is demonstrated below, SDF 

legitimacy was, by far, not one hundred percent determined by ethnicity. Combat 

effectiveness mattered, and legitimacy also varied in the eyes of local populations 

depending on whether the campaign was focused on offensive operations to 

regain territory from ISIS or had entered the post-liberation stability and 

governance phase.  
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    The Syrian Democratic Forces, while multi-ethnic, were dominated by 

the Kurdish YPG both numerically and in terms of command authority.83 The 

YPG, with its roots in the peshmerga tradition, was viewed among Syria's Kurds 

as their traditional defender and thus considered a highly legitimate part of 

Kurdish society. This was true long before the establishment of the SDF in 2015 

and continues to be the case.84 Among non-Kurdish Syrians and external 

participants in the conflict, Kurdish dominance within the SDF complicates, but 

does not fully undermine, its legitimacy. 

 As discussed earlier, Turkish authorities equated the YPG with the PKK 

terror group responsible for the death of thousands of their citizens. They 

considered the SDF commander, General Mazloum, to be a terrorist leader.85 As 

such, Turkey desperately, and unsuccessfully, tried to involve itself in the 

liberation of Raqqa, which they view as part of their historic lands in Greater 

Syria, in order to limit YPG influence there.86 Turkish fears were further 

enflamed by the actions of some YPG members upon Raqqa's liberation such as 

hanging a banner honoring jailed PKK leader Abdullah Ocalan in the city 

center.87 Although the legitimacy variable is an assessment of local perceptions 

rather than those of an outside state, Turkish sensitivities are relevant to the extent 
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that they attempted to sway popular opinion within Syria against the SDF.88 

Although Turkey did seek to portray the SDF as illegitimate in Arab areas, the 

evidence below suggests that they were largely unsuccessful. 

 When General Mazloum formed the SDF in late 2015, the effect was to 

broaden the YPG and Euphrates Volcano under a single organization more 

representative of Syria's population.89 While this was partially a move to soften 

Turkish perceptions and make partnership with the United States more palatable, 

it manifested as a genuine effort to reach out to Arab and Turkoman communities 

and resulted in an SDF with a wide base of popular support.90 These groups 

followed the Kurdish leader because of his charisma and ability to command.91 

According to his U.S. advisors, Mazloum viewed cooperation between Arabs and 

Kurds as the center of gravity for the fight ahead and he expended a great deal of 

effort to build and maintain that cooperation.92 

 The series of offensives which eventually recaptured northeast Syria from 

ISIS are reflective of the SDF's organizational makeup. It was YPG led, but non-

Kurdish groups still had an important role. The Manbij offensive which 

commenced the following year and was the first major SDF operation in a non-
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Kurdish area is a prime example.93 Mazloum and his U.S. advisors worked to get 

Arab militias more heavily involved, although it was mostly a YPG effort.94 This 

pattern would continue, although it does not appear that Kurdish dominance in the 

SDF negatively impacted its legitimacy in any substantial way. As the group 

moved to recapture Raqqa in 2017, the SDF, Kurdish dominated as it was, gained 

increasing acceptance as liberators in more heavily Arab areas where they had not 

operated before.95 This general acceptance of Kurdish militias by Arab 

populations was enhanced by the U.S.-supported SDF's reputation for careful 

application of force to minimize civilian casualties and property destruction 

during liberation.96 Regardless of their ethnicity, local Arab tribal leadership was 

pragmatic. Life under ISIS had grown so intolerable that they became willing to 

support any group able to free them from the caliphate and the SDF had proven 

itself highly capable, even if Kurds generally did take the lead.97 

 After areas were liberated, the evidence suggests that the ethnic makeup of 

groups which stayed behind to provide security and governance began to have an 

impact on legitimacy. As the SDF advanced eastward along the heavily Arab 

MERV, Mazloum empowered local tribal leaders as a sort of shadow government 

to take over following ISIS' defeat in a particular area.98 After liberation, these 

leaders formed multi-ethnic councils to provide governance under the structure of 

the SDF's political arm, the Syrian Democratic Council (SDC) while Arab SDF 

                                                       
93 Votel, interview conducted by the author. 
94 Major W (Special Forces AOB commander), interview conducted by the author. 
95 Hassan, “The Battle for Raqqa and the Challenges after Liberation.” 
96 Lieutenant Colonel J (Army Special Operations staff officer), interview conducted by the 
author, video call, December 18, 2020. 
97 Hassan, “The Battle for Raqqa and the Challenges after Liberation.” 
98 Major N (3rd SFG(A) staff officer), interview conducted by the author. 



 225 

militias stayed behind for security.99 While this model generally satisfied the 

ethnic sensitivities which re-emerged with ISIS gone, some Arabs did view the 

approach as a thin veil for Kurdish control.100  

 Although Arab militias provided stability and policing functions in these 

areas, the more capable U.S.-supported YPG units returned if a raid on an ISIS 

target was required.101 SDF leadership also ensured that many of the most 

influential political roles were filled by Kurds, even to the extent of appointing a 

Kurdish woman as mayor of Raqqa.102 One Special Forces officer who advised 

the SDF during this period observed that, while Arabs had significant complaints 

about this state of affairs, they tended to accept it as long as the Kurdish 

administration provided public goods such as security, governance, and essential 

services, even accepting cooperation with the Assad regime to repair the 

hydroelectric dams along the Euphrates.103 All of these things considered, it 

appears as though, while not perfect, the SDF leadership performed admirably 

well ensuring that areas liberated by ISIS were secured and governed in a 

representative manner.     

 In addition to managing the local security situation, Kurdish desires for 

increased self-administration in Syria also help to explain their inclusive approach 

to governance. Kurdish political leaders, primarily from the PYD, were actively 
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engaged internationally to shake off vestiges of association with the terrorist PKK 

and build international legitimacy.104 One effort included a campaign to eliminate 

child soldiering within SDF ranks and gain recognition for doing so by the United 

Nations while others focused on improving their human rights record at the 

ICRC.105 The belief among SDF leadership was that local legitimacy in 

administering Syria's multi-ethnic communities would contribute to legitimacy in 

the eyes of the world.106 This would ultimately serve the purpose of increased 

Kurdish political autonomy after the dust of the civil war had settled.  

 Unlike the more homogeneous Iraqi Kurdistan across the border, northeast 

Syria is a patchwork of different ethnic groups.107 In a region where legitimacy is 

so tied to ethnic, tribal, and familial identity, this created a tremendously difficult 

situation for SDF leadership to manage. Although combat effectiveness seemed to 

trump identity during counter-ISIS offensives, it ultimately mattered a great deal 

as the SDF attempted to stabilize areas which it had cleared. That General 

Mazloum was able to manage the situation as well as he did, from the 

establishment of the SDF as a multi-ethnic force in 2015 through over two years 

of offensive operations followed by stability and governance, attests not only to 
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his skill as a commander but political acumen as well. A senior officer at U.S. 

CENTCOM sums up these accomplishments: 

[Y]ou got the sense that the multi-ethnic character of the SDF was 
more than just window dressing on the part of SDF leadership. It 
was more than just window dressing because they did legitimately 
unify for the cause of defeating ISIS... and window dressing 
wouldn't make them take Raqqa or move all the way down the 
Euphrates River Valley.108 
 

Although it was not always perfect or consistent, this analysis assesses the SDF as 

highly legitimate, both during offensive operations and post-liberation, which 

positively affected the outcome of the campaign. This supports the hypothesis that 

legitimacy is a necessary quality in a UW partner and contributes to operational 

success.   

 

Territorial Control: ability of the partner to secure and maintain control of 

territory 

 

 This study assesses the Syrian Democratic Forces as exercising a high 

level of territorial control. Given the group's rapid liberation of areas within ISIS 

control beginning in 2015, this may seem like a statement of the obvious; 

however, the group's ability to exercise territorial control even prior to 

partnership with the United States is an important element of this variable. 

Additionally, the operational definition which this study uses for territorial control 

includes the group's ability not only to secure territory, but also to maintain it. 
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The evidence presented below demonstrates that the SDF did all of these things 

effectively both before and after receiving U.S. support. 

 Although the Syrian Kurds lacked a politically autonomous area such as 

existed across the border in northern Iraq's Kurdish Autonomous Zone, the 

traditionally Kurdish area known as Rojava in Syria's northeast is analogous. 

After a long history of suppressing Kurdish political activity within Syria, the 

regime was forced to withdraw its military forces from the area in 2012 due to 

increased pressure from the expanding civil war elsewhere in the country.109 The 

result of this action was an unprecedented level of de facto, if not yet de jure, 

Kurdish autonomy granted almost overnight. While warring factions, including 

the emerging ISIS and other jihadist groups, battled for control of large parts of 

the country, the next few years saw the Kurdish PYD and its paramilitary wing, 

the YPG, gain an increasing level of control over security and civil administration 

in these majority Kurdish areas.110 In early 2016, a coalition of Kurdish groups 

declared a "democratic federal system for Rojava-Northern Syria" extending from 

Hasakah governate west along the Turkish border to Kobane.111 During the years 

leading up the announcement, ISIS placed enormous pressure on the YPG and 

conquered significant area, particularly farther west. Still, the Kurds' ability to 

hang on, albeit tenuously, in places such as Kobane in 2014 and to enjoy a 

relative sanctuary in the far northeast is evidence that the group which preceded 

the SDF exercised high territorial control even prior to receiving U.S. support. 
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 At the point when the United States began officially partnering with the 

SDF in 2015, they were a capable and cohesive force, but still relatively 

unsophisticated. In comparing them to the more conventionally trained and 

equipped Iraqi Army, one American officer characterized the SDF as "a pickup 

team of light infantry" lacking armor, artillery, or the ability to execute proper 

combined arms operations.112 Still, they used the resources they had available to 

be as effective as possible in this role. Rather than relying on the technique of 

mass frontal assault as employed by the Afghan militias in 2001, the SDF 

skillfully employed fire and maneuver on the offense.113 As the campaign against 

ISIS progressed, U.S. advisors note how the SDF adapted with increasingly 

sophisticated tactics. Fighting in urban areas, the D9 armored bulldozer became 

the tool of choice for clearing IED-laden city streets while dismounted SDF 

infantry cleared surrounding buildings. Upon finding abandoned ISIS car bomb 

factories, the SDF converted these shops to build improvised armored vehicles 

which they used in a similar fashion as the D9s in a supporting role for 

dismounted infantry.114 Operating just behind the front lines, U.S. advisors used 

technologies such as UAS and tracking beacons to control artillery and air support 

as the SDF advanced.115 With American help, the SDF had transformed itself 

from a basic light infantry organization which held the line against ISIS to a true 

combined arms force which eventually recaptured nearly all of the caliphate's 

territory in Syria.     
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 After liberating successive areas, the Syrian Democratic Forces 

transitioned to securing and maintaining control of that territory. As ISIS was 

pushed back through a series of offensives and lost the freedom to operate openly, 

the group essentially reverted to a terrorist insurgency. This required the SDF to 

adapt accordingly.116 Their focus in areas which had entered the stability phase 

was on administration and policing functions, as well as occasional raids to target 

stay-behind elements of the ISIS network.117 The fact that ISIS appears, at least as 

of the U.S. withdrawal in 2019, unable to re-emerge under these conditions is 

evidence that the SDF did so effectively. In the previous section, we discussed 

SDF leadership's consideration of political and ethnic sensitivities during the 

stability phase and emphasis on reconstruction and provision of governance and 

services. Consistent with Robert Lamb's findings, it is likely that these 

legitimizing actions and the effective manner in which the SDF militias 

maintained territorial control were mutually-reinforcing.118 As such, it would be 

difficult to completely isolate the effect from either variable; rather, we can be 

satisfied that the evidence shows high measures of each. 

 This analysis supports our hypothesis that territorial control contributes to 

operational effectiveness by indicating that a potential UW partner is viable. Even 

before the coalition began providing the SDF's predecessor organizations with 

advisors and materiel support, they demonstrated the ability to gain and maintain 

control of territory. It was largely for this reason that the newly formed SDF 
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became the partner of choice in late 2015 after disappointing results from the 

Train and Equip program.119 With U.S. and coalition military support filling SDF 

capability gaps, the group recaptured ISIS' territory and effectively secured and 

administered that which fell under its control.   

 

Preference Alignment: degree to which the United States and the partner force 

share common operational goals 

 

 The United States and the Syrian Democratic Forces enjoyed a high 

degree of preference alignment throughout the counter-ISIS campaign, manifested 

in shared operational goals. The relationship was not without tension at times, and 

each came to the fight with differing political and even strategic goals. Still, they 

agreed remarkably well on both the military objectives and the standards of 

conduct acceptable to achieve them.  

 Since the United States first became involved early in the Syrian Civil 

War, political aims have drifted as the conflict transformed. By the 2014 to 2015 

timeframe, these goals were generally expressed as seeking a political solution 

which would end the conflict and result in a more free and inclusive Syria.120 

Having abandoned the goal of regime change, the major military strategic goal 

necessary to reach this political solution was defeat of the Islamic State 
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territorially and preventing its re-emergence. Accomplishing this goal was also 

essential to stabilization in Iraq, where ISIS' expansion threatened the state. 

Operationally, military leaders recognized that this meant the recapture of ISIS-

held territory while stabilizing those areas which had been liberated and 

maintaining pressure on ISIS networks.121 

 It should be clear to the reader by now that the Syrian Democratic Forces 

were not a monolith, nor were they exclusively composed of Kurdish YPG 

militias. Still, given the YPG's dominance, this analysis of SDF preferences is 

largely an analysis of Kurdish preferences. In any event, there is little evidence to 

suggest that the non-Kurdish components had significantly divergent goals at the 

operational level. The SDF under Mazloum sought to clear ISIS from both 

Kurdish and non-Kurdish areas alike, and the SDF's Arab, Turkoman, and other 

components seemed to be just fine with this.  

 The former leader of the PYD, Salih Muslim, stated that "[w]e see our 

future in western democracy... There is no doubt that the interests of the American 

people are not contrary to ours."122 In truth, the closer that PYD and YPG goals 

resembled Kurdish independence or even self-rule in Syria, the more these 

political aims were opposed by official U.S. policy which remains adherent to UN 

Security Council Resolution 2254 which ensconced Syrian territorial integrity in 

international law.123 As the counter-ISIS campaign picked up speed, however, the 
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YPG was generally viewed as seeking not self-rule, but some degree of political 

autonomy within a Syrian federal system.124 Not only did YPG leadership see the 

United States as the best military partner in the fight against ISIS, but more 

importantly, they saw the United States as the best ally to support eventual 

political autonomy after ISIS was defeated.125 

 Although the focus of this analysis is at the operational level, rather than 

strategic and political, YPG political aims are essential to understanding SDF 

operational goals. After all, why would General Mazloum enthusiastically 

continue supporting offensives farther south along the MERV, liberating almost 

purely Arab areas at great expense to Kurdish lives and in the face of growing 

pressure from the home front?126 There are two main reasons, and neither has 

anything to do with ISIS. First, it placed the YPG in a favorable position vis-à-vis 

the Assad government. In the words of one Special Forces officer:  

[T]he more that the Syrian regime looked across the Euphrates 
River and said, we can't do anything about that, the more likely it 
would be that they would make a deal that was beneficial for [the 
Kurds].127 
 

Second, the SDF leadership, Mazloum in particular, realized that continuing to 

support the United States' operational goals against the Islamic State, even when 

this appeared on the surface to be counter to YPG interests, was a small price to 

pay for U.S. political support.128  
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 In practice, the partnership between the SDF and U.S. forces, in terms of 

planning and determination of major objectives, is described as a collaborative 

give and take process where both parties generally sought the same things 

militarily.129 Two areas of friction did emerge which placed strain on the 

relationship. In January 2018, Turkey began conducting airstrikes and ground 

incursions against Kurdish groups near Afrin in northwest Syria to remove the 

perceived terrorist threat from its border.130 This created enormous pressure on 

SDF leadership to reposition YPG forces north in response, rather than continue 

the counter-ISIS offensive along the MERV where by this point they were 

liberating mostly Arab communities.131 Not only would this redirect effort away 

from the counter-ISIS fight but also had the potential to see two U.S. allies, one in 

NATO and the other ad hoc, in active combat against one another. With great 

difficulty, U.S. advisors coaxed their partners to maintain momentum against the 

Islamic State in the south while U.S. government officials attempted to manage 

the situation with their Turkish allies.132  

 The relationship was further strained by occasional disagreements over 

whether to negotiate with ISIS rather than continue the offensive. In particular, 

this occurred during operations along the lower half of the Euphrates River, in 

heavily Arab areas far from the Kurdish homeland.133 In these areas, SDF 

leadership was more likely to push for a negotiated settlement with ISIS rather 
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than seeking to defeat them outright, which appears to be a function of both 

external and internal factors. Externally, as discussed above, was the pressure 

from the Kurdish home front to limit YPG casualties while liberating Arab 

populations which they perceived as having welcomed ISIS only several years 

before.134  

 Internally, the ranks of YPG fighters were growing strained by ISIS' 

atrocities to which captured Kurds were more likely to fall victim than Arabs, 

even to the extent of leaving mutilated bodies of Kurdish fighters on the front 

lines as they withdrew to achieve a psychologically terrorizing effect. Therefore, 

SDF leadership became increasingly amenable to negotiate for the release of their 

captured fighters in order mitigate this growing issue.135 On the other hand, U.S. 

military leadership, sensitive to these problems but not subject to the same 

pressures as SDF leadership, pushed to continue the offensive until ISIS' final 

territorial defeat. Ground level advisors and senior commanders all describe a 

similar type of give and take in the relationship which allowed them to overcome 

these tensions. General Votel describes this as such: 

[T]here were some areas of friction, but I generally think we were 
pretty well aligned. We made huge investments in relationships... 
we had very thick, resilient relationships, not just with Mazloum, 
but with a number of his officers and subordinate commanders, 
and this really paid off. They really trusted us, and in reverse, we 
really trusted them... we hit the golden triangle here of strong 
relationships, good constant communication, and a high level of 
trust between partners... And that really helped us work through 
periods of friction. 
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 The collective weight of the evidence available indicates that, although not 

perfect and subject to tension at times, the UW relationship between the Syrian 

Democratic Forces and their U.S. advisors showed high levels of preference 

alignment. While the SDF included non-Kurdish elements, the dominant position 

of the YPG largely defined objectives and preferences for the organization. 

Tracing the course of events in the case, we find a clear causal link between this 

alignment and the ultimate success of the counter-ISIS campaign in Syria, 

supporting our hypothesis that preference alignment contributes to operational 

success in unconventional warfare.      

 

Monitoring: ability of advisors to monitor partner behavior in order to prompt 

favorable action and constrain unfavorable action 

 

 Analysis of the U.S. unconventional warfare campaign in support of the 

SDF turns up similar results as we saw in previous chapters covering the 

Afghanistan and Iraq cases. The evidence of this case suggests that circumstances 

only allowed American advisors to exercise a moderate degree of monitoring over 

the SDF client. Relatively close alignment of preferences, however, made closer 

monitoring largely unnecessary for achieving a favorable outcome.  

 The Special Forces teams advising the SDF generally partnered with 

frontline units engaged in offensive operations against ISIS, while more senior 

U.S. officers engaged regularly with senior SDF commanders, including General 
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Mazloum.136 Out of concern for U.S. casualties, ODAs remained about one 

kilometer back from the forward edge of fighting, keeping contact with SDF 

small units using radios and monitoring their location and activity using small 

UAS and tracking beacons. Using these technologies and the superior situational 

awareness they provided, advisors often directed SDF when to maneuver based 

upon the effects achieved with precision U.S. fires.137 Due to both a high level of 

preference alignment and effective leadership in the SDF, monitoring of this type 

served more of a coordination function rather than to coax or restrain the 

partner.138 Had closer monitoring to shape SDF behavior using punishment and 

reward been necessary, the ability of U.S. advisors numbering in the hundreds to 

closely monitor a militia force numbering in the tens of thousands would have 

been severely limited. 

 In cases where some degree of coaxing was required, it appears as though 

monitoring, to the extent which it existed, tended to work. As discussed in the 

previous section, some misalignment of preferences emerged as the offensive 

moved farther south along the MERV due to both Turkish border incursions in the 

north and a decreased willingness of Kurdish elements to fight and die to liberate 

Arab areas.139 In these cases, it was close and frequent engagement with SDF 

counterparts which enabled U.S. military leadership to coax them toward the 

desired end state of defeating the ISIS caliphate. As an example, even 
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CENTCOM commander General Votel visited General Mazloum almost every 

month during the height of the campaign.140  

 Monitoring need not only be a tool for prompting favorable action but may 

also be employed to restrain the behavior of the partner when necessary. The 

evidence in this case suggests that, while perhaps not widespread, the SDF did at 

times violate the bounds of acceptable behavior. In 2015, prior to formal 

partnership with the United States, Amnesty International reported war crimes 

committed by the YPG, including razing non-Kurdish villages and forced 

displacement of civilians.141 A 2019 Amnesty report is absent of war crimes 

accusations, but does note the large number of displaced civilians as a result of 

the U.S. air campaign and SDF ground operations as well as a small number of 

arbitrary detentions by the PYD-led Autonomous Administration going back to 

2017.142 While a full accounting of the SDF or YPG human rights record is 

beyond the scope of this study, these reports collectively suggest two things. First, 

SDF conduct was not without its flaws. Second, while some of the change in 

reported behavior from 2015 to 2019 can certainly be explained by changes in the 

Syrian operational environment, it is likely that some may also be explained by 

both the physical presence of U.S. advisors and increasing PYD/YPG sensitivity 

to international perceptions due to their desire for greater political recognition.143 
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 In sum, this analysis gives only weak support to the hypothesis that 

monitoring of the partner is necessary for successful UW. At the height of the 

campaign, U.S. advisors were outnumbered approximately one hundred to one by 

SDF fighters.144 Despite some bumps in the relationship, this fact does not seem 

to have hindered the operational success of the campaign. Accounts by U.S. 

advisors, both at ground level and among senior leaders, of how they exercised 

their monitoring function describe a relationship which was more cooperative 

than transactional as our definition of monitoring might imply. Rather than having 

to micromanage the SDF, advisors focused on enabling them as they were and 

nudging where needed.145 Had the United States' and SDF's preferences been less 

well aligned, we could safely assume that additional advisors may have been 

needed to more intrusively monitor, coax, and restrain the SDF. Under the 

circumstances, however, this was unnecessary.   

 

III. The Outcome: Operational Success of the UW Campaign 

 The bottom line on the United States' objectives in Syria as of this writing 

is that, while time will tell the extent to which strategic and policy goals have 

been met or missed, the counter-ISIS campaign was an operational success. In a 

September 2014 address from the White House, President Obama laid out perhaps 

his most comprehensive statement of the U.S. strategy to defeat the Islamic State 

across the Middle East. The strategy consisted of four mutually supporting 

components: airstrikes, support to local counter-ISIS forces, counterterrorism 
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operations, and humanitarian assistance to displaced civilians.146 Senior military 

leaders viewed the operational tasks which would support the strategy as 

recapturing territory held by ISIS, also known as the physical caliphate, while 

maintaining pressure on the group to prevent it from re-emerging and stabilizing 

liberated areas.147 

 Although the UW effort in support of the Syrian Democratic Forces is the 

subject of this particular case study, SDF ground operations were only one part of 

the approach. Other components included the coalition air campaign, unilateral 

SOF raids against ISIS leadership, information operations, and non-military tools 

such as targeting the group's finances. Even the Syria Train and Equip program 

made a contribution, however small. Although unconventional warfare cannot 

alone be credited with defeating ISIS in Syria, it accomplished operationally what 

U.S. military and civilian leaders needed it to do. Broadly, these can be described 

as first isolating ISIS by capturing the Manbij pocket, then advancing east and 

systematically liberating Raqqa and the rest of the Middle Euphrates Valley 

through a series of ground offensives supported by U.S. and coalition enablers. 

While these objectives were not met by UW alone, it is unlikely that they could 

have been done had the United States not partnered with the Syrian Democratic 

Forces, barring a major deployment of U.S. troops. For this reason, and despite 
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the United States' still uncertain strategic and political position in Syria, this case 

is a conclusive operational success.          

 

IV. Conclusions 

 Although it stands well enough by itself, this case study serves as a natural 

companion to the previous chapter examining the Syria Train and Equip program. 

The conditions for both were similar, even overlapping for a period, but the 

manner in which unconventional warfare was carried out and its resulting 

outcomes were very different.  

  Chapter 3 hypothesized that cohesion, legitimacy, and territorial control 

contribute to operational success in unconventional warfare and are necessary 

qualities in a potential UW partner. The evidence examined in the case shows 

conclusively that the SDF was a highly cohesive force. In fact, descriptions of the 

YPG, which made up the core of the SDF, from advisors on the ground sound 

striking similar to advisors' descriptions of the Kurdish peshmerga in Iraq in 2003. 

While a detailed analysis of the cultural and other factors contributing to Kurdish 

combat effectiveness is a subject for an entirely different dissertation, it is still an 

interesting observation. The evidence suggests that SDF legitimacy flowed from 

both ethnic identity and combat effectiveness. While the former mattered more 

during the stabilization and governance phase, the latter was more important 

during offensive operations. Similarly, the SDF's ability to both capture and 

administer territory directly contributed to a successful outcome. 
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 This study's final two hypotheses state that preference alignment and 

monitoring contribute to operational success and are necessary characteristics of 

the relationship between patron and client in UW. As with several previous cases, 

these two variables interact in interesting ways. It is accurate to state that U.S. and 

SDF operational objectives aligned up to a point. Certainly, as the counter-ISIS 

offensive moved deeper south into heavily Arab areas along the Euphrates River 

Valley, there was little operational justification for the YPG to continue. Yet, had 

this fight been left to the SDF's Arab components alone, it is doubtful that they 

could have succeeded even with continued U.S. support. At this point, it was 

Kurdish long-term strategic and political interests and a strong relationship with 

the United States which kept them contributing the preponderance of forces to the 

effort. 

 Where tensions did arise due to diverging preferences, it appears that 

monitoring by advisors on the ground and senior U.S. commanders was able to 

influence SDF behavior to a sufficient degree. This monitoring came not in the 

form of threats and inducements but was a more subtle cultivating of relationships 

and coaxing where needed. To be clear, however, if preferences were more than 

just slightly misaligned at times, it is doubtful that even more intrusive monitoring 

could have rescued the relationship or convinced the SDF leadership to abandon 

their own sense of agency. This case also shows us the role which another form of 

monitoring can play - that of the international community on the armed group. 

The YPG/PYD's strong desire for political recognition appears to have had a 

powerful effect in shaping SDF behavior in a positive way. This illustrates 
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another factor to consider when assessing potential unconventional warfare 

partners. Still, the disparity of numbers between advisors and the SDF meant that 

the United States could exercise, at best, only a moderate degree of monitoring. 

This analysis demonstrates only weak support for our hypothesis that monitoring 

is necessary, with preference alignment being the far more critical factor. 

 U.S. involvement in the Syrian Civil War over nearly a decade is a story 

of evolving threats, shifting objectives, and a great deal of trial and error. General 

Joseph Votel, who had the benefit of involvement in the campaign at senior levels 

almost from start to finish, commented that:   

[T[here are some things you can do remote[ly]... if your objectives 
are very limited in terms of keeping pressure on networks and 
taking out key leaders, then I think you can operate remotely and 
do that successfully... We were trying to remove the caliphate and 
trying to liberate a large portion of terrain. And so it was a much 
more sweeping campaign...148 
 

In the end, the lives and resources which the United States was willing to risk in 

Syria finally matched the ambitious goal of defeating the Islamic State. It was, 

appropriately, a political decision to partner with the Syrian Democratic Forces 

with an on-the-ground U.S. presence. Although the political and strategic 

outcome of the conflict is still undetermined, this decision, and the nature of the 

U.S.-SDF relationship itself, proved to be critical for operational success. 

 

  

                                                       
148 Votel, interview conducted by the author. 
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CHAPTER 8: Findings and Recommendations 

 

The Achilles' heel of our authoritarian adversaries is their inherent 
fear of their own people. 
  Lieutenant General (Retired) Charles Cleveland1 

 

 The promise of unconventional warfare for the United States is the 

potential to harness the passions and motivations of an oppressed people, enabling 

them to do what they are otherwise unable to do on their own while advancing 

U.S. interests. The puzzle is that the history of U.S. unconventional warfare has 

such a mixed record of success and failure. UW has taken different forms and 

moved in and out of favor multiples times since the days of the OSS. The fact that 

statesmen have reached for the UW tool multiples times in the post-9/11 world is 

proof that reports of its death have been greatly exaggerated. Therefore, the 

central question which this project has sought to answer is what factors best 

explain the operational success or failure of post-9/11 U.S. unconventional 

warfare campaigns? 

 In pursuit of answers, this dissertation has used a case study approach to 

determine how differences in each campaign may have impacted their respective 

outcomes. This is essentially a question of military effectiveness, albeit a niche 

area constituting a gap in the existing literature. As such, rather than trying to 

build a new theory, we have simply built upon what already exists and filled in 

some holes. Beyond its academic value, the study's findings should enable civilian 

                                                       
1 Charles T. Cleveland and Daniel Egel, The American Way of Irregular War: An Analytical 
Memoir (Santa Monica, CA: RAND Corporation, 2020). p.xxxiii 
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policy makers, military strategists, and commanders to make a more informed 

decision the next time UW is considered as an option.       

 

I. Summary of the Cases 

 This study examined the four cases of U.S. unconventional warfare in 

armed conflict since September 11, 2001, employing the U.S. military's joint 

definition of UW:  

[A]ctivities 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. Also called UW.2  
 

The four cases which meet this definition are: U.S. support to Afghan militias 

(2001), support to the Iraqi peshmerga (2003), support to Syrian rebels through 

the Train and Equip program (2014-2017), and support to the Syrian Democratic 

Forces (2015-2019). These cases are summarized below.         

 

Support to Afghan Militias (2001) 

 This case study examined the UW campaign which commenced in the 

wake of 9/11 to remove the Taliban from power in Afghanistan and prevent al-

Qaeda from using the country to stage future attacks.3 Within weeks, a small 

collection of CIA officers and Special Forces teams established partnerships with 

disparate Afghan militias, pairing indigenous infantry and horse cavalry 

                                                       
2 Joint Publication 3-05: Special Operations (Washington, D.C.: U.S. Department of Defense, 
2014). 
3 George W. Bush, “Presidential Address to the Nation,” October 7, 2001, https://georgewbush-
whitehouse.archives.gov/news/releases/2001/10/20011007-8.html. 



 246 

capabilities with U.S. advice, materiel resources, and airpower.4 By early 

December, they had captured every major population center from the Taliban and 

effectively set it and remnants of al-Qaeda to flight. Events culminated in the 

mountainous Tora Bora area where U.S. and militia interests diverged.5 Still, this 

campaign was largely successful in accomplishing most assigned objectives long 

before planners and senior decision makers had thought possible. 

 

Support to the Iraqi Peshmerga (2003) 

 During the U.S.-led invasion of Iraq, unconventional warfare played a 

crucial supporting role by fixing Iraqi Army units in the north of the country, 

thereby preventing their interference with the coalition's capture of Baghdad to 

the south. Ultimately, a several-hundred strong special operations task force and 

about 50,000 Kurdish peshmerga fighters kept thirteen Iraqi divisions out of the 

fight and captured the key cities of Mosul and Kirkuk.6 Although they struggled 

to stabilize the cities, particularly heavily contested Mosul, before the arrival of 

                                                       
4 Gary Schroen, First In: How Seven CIA Officers Opened the War on Terror in Afghanistan (New 
York: Random House Publishing Group, 2005). 
5 Stephen Tanner, Afghanistan: A Military History from Alexander the Great to the Fall of the 
Taliban, 1st ed. (New York: Da Capo Press, 2002); Michael G. Walling, Enduring Freedom, 
Enduring Voices: US Operations in Afghanistan (Oxford: Osprey Publishing, 2015). 
6 Timothy D. Brown, Unconventional Warfare as a Strategic Force Multiplier : Task Force Viking 
in Northern Iraq, 2003, Occasional Paper (MacDill AFB, FL: Joint Special Operations University 
Center for Strategic Studies, JSOU Press, 2017); Mark Giaconia, Operation Viking Hammer: One 
Green Beret’s Firsthand Account of Unconventional Warfare in Iraq 2003 (CreateSpace 
Independent Publishing Platform, 2018); Mark Grdovic, “Task Force 103 in Operation Iraqi 
Freedom,” unpublished manuscript, June 2016. 
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larger, conventional units, this operation was considered a success for having 

accomplished its objectives in support of the larger coalition mission.7   

 

The Syria Train and Equip Program (2014-2017) 

 In the chaotic environment of the post-Arab Spring civil war in Syria, U.S. 

attention gradually turned from overthrowing the Assad regime to defeating the 

Islamic State which had emerged as a major regional threat by 2014.8 In the fall 

of that year, the Obama administration escalated the military intervention, 

including airstrikes and support to moderate rebel groups, with the caveat that no 

U.S. troops enter Syrian territory. Rather, the Train and Equip program relied on 

bringing Syrian recruits to training sites in Turkey and Jordan, deploying them 

with U.S.-provided equipment back into Syria, and attempting to control and 

advise them from across international borders.9 By late 2015, the program had 

produced only a handful of fighters at a cost of hundreds of millions of dollars 

while territory under ISIS control continued to expand.10 A variety of factors 

contributed to the failure of Syria T&E, including recruiting challenges, tribal 

dynamics, and disagreement over objectives.11 Fundamentally, this may be a case 

                                                       
7 Jeanne Godfroy et al., The U.S. Army in the Iraq War – Volume 1: Invasion – Insurgency – Civil 
War, 2003-2006, ed. Joel Rayburn and Frank Sobchack, vol. I (Carlisle, PA: U.S. Army War 
College Strategic Studies Institute, 2019). 
8 Hassan Hassan, “ISIS: A Portrait of the Menace That Is Sweeping My Homeland,” the Guardian, 
August 16, 2014, http://www.theguardian.com/world/2014/aug/16/isis-salafi-menace-jihadist-
homeland-syria. 
9 Armin Krishnan, “Controlling Partners and Proxies in Pro-Insurgency Paramilitary Operations: 
The Case of Syria,” Intelligence and National Security 34, no. 4 (June 7, 2019): 544–60. 
10 Helene Cooper, “Few U.S.-Trained Syrians Still Fight ISIS, Senators Are Told (Published 
2015),” The New York Times, September 16, 2015, sec. World. 
11 General Lloyd Austin, “Statement of General Lloyd J. Austin III, Commander, U.S. Central 
Command, Before the Senate Armed Services Committee on Operation Inherent Resolve,” 



 248 

where a strategic and policy course was chosen based upon perceived lower risks 

and costs but which proved operationally infeasible.   

 

Support to the Syrian Democratic Forces (2015-2019) 

 While the Train and Equip program was still nascent in early 2015, the 

U.S. military began informally supporting the Kurdish YPG in order to break an 

ISIS siege at Kobane, Syria.12 The relationship continued to develop, until 

October when President Obama authorized a small contingent of SOF advisors to 

operate in Syria and the military established a formal ongoing relationship with 

the newly formed Syrian Democratic Forces.13 The SDF established itself as a 

highly effective multi-ethnic force and with significant U.S. assistance, 

systematically liberated the entire physical caliphate in Syria from ISIS' control 

over the three years which followed.14 Although Train and Equip continued until 

2017, it's final years were eclipsed by the success of the SDF, a separate UW 

effort involving a different type of partner and vastly different approach.15  

 

 

                                                       
September 16, 2016; General (Retired) Joseph Votel, interview conducted by the author, video 
call, November 25, 2020. 
12 “Top US Envoy Says Islamic State ‘impaled’ Itself by Gathering in Kobane,” Firstpost, accessed 
January 14, 2021, https://www.firstpost.com/world/top-us-envoy-says-islamic-state-impaled-
gathering-kobane-1813447.html. 
13 Aaron Mehta and Joe Gould, “Analysts: US Special Forces Operators in Syria Not a Cure,” 
Defense News, November 2, 2015; Krishnan, “Controlling Partners and Proxies in Pro-Insurgency 
Paramilitary Operations.” 
14 Joseph L. Votel, “2018 CENTCOM Posture Statement,” Testimony Before the House Armed 
Services Committee (Washington, D.C., February 27, 2018); Votel, interview conducted by the 
author. 
15 Aaron Mehta, “US To End Syrian Train and Equip Program,” Defense News, August 8, 2017, 
https://www.defensenews.com/home/2015/10/09/us-to-end-syrian-train-and-equip-program/. 
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II. Key Findings 

 Some patterns have emerged from the preceding four case studies. Not 

every one of the five hypotheses proposed in Chapter 3 are supported by the 

subsequent analysis to the same degree. Fortunately for the validity of this study, 

the findings across cases are remarkably similar, despite differing approaches and 

outcomes in each. Generalizability of results is a weakness of the process tracing 

method. The fact that the four cases produced similar findings should mitigate this 

concern when scope conditions are similar.16 To the policy maker or military 

practitioner of UW, this is testament that, barring another major shift in the 

security environment, the findings below can be considered a reliable guide. 

 

Explanation of Analytical Language 

 Before delving into the study's findings on each variable and its 

corresponding hypothesis, it is important to explain what is meant by certain 

measurement and analytical terms. Rather than a binary assessment, this study 

employs a scale to assess the presence of each independent variable in the cases 

consisting of low, moderate, and high levels. Although the "Questions for 

Analysis" from Chapter 3 are not explicitly referenced in each case, they underlie 

the determination of where each variable falls on the scale. In some cases, results 

were more fragmented either geographically or across different sub-groups. For 

example, Afghan militias in the north exhibited high territorial control, while 

                                                       
16 Andrew Bennett and Jeffrey Checkel, eds., Process Tracing: From Metaphor to Analytic Tool, 
Strategies for Social Inquiry (Cambridge, New York: Cambridge University Press, 2015), 13–14. 
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those in the south were low. In these situations, the distinction is noted 

accordingly.  

 The study's dependent variable, operational success, is more definitive. It 

is possible to state in absolute terms whether the military objectives in a particular 

case were achieved or not achieved, and this was done where possible. Still, in 

some cases goals were only partially met or some were achieved while others 

were not. Therefore, we measure operational success as yes, no, or partial. 

 The purpose of assessing our dependent and independent variables is to 

determine how each case either supports or does not support our hypotheses. In 

other words, does "the chain of events... by which initial case conditions are 

translated into case outcomes" support our assertions about success in UW?17 To 

answer this question, each assessment states that the evidence either supports, 

does not support, or provides weak support for each hypothesis. 

 The charts below depict these analytical terms, as well as a summary of 

findings from each case.  

 

Figure 3. Analytical terms. 

 

                                                       
17 Stephen Van Evera, Guide to Methods for Students of Political Science (Ithaca: Cornell 
University Press, 1997), 64. 
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Figure 4. Summary of case findings. 

 

 

 A. Cohesion 

 

Hypothesis 1: Unconventional warfare is more likely to achieve operational 

success when the non-state partner has cohesion. 

 

 The evidence in the four cases, particularly the variation in cohesion and 

corresponding operational outcomes, supports Hypothesis 1. By tracing the chain 

of events from observed levels of cohesion prior to partnership with the United 

States through the course of unconventional warfare operations to an observed 

outcome, a causal linkage is apparent. Not only does cohesion contribute to 

operational success, but unless military advisors have the time to painstakingly 

develop this quality in a newly formed group, it is necessary to partner with an 

existing militia group.  
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 The militias examined in this study displayed, with several noteworthy 

exceptions, remarkably high cohesion. In the Afghan Northern Alliance, the Iraqi 

Kurdish peshmerga, and most elements of the Syrian Democratic Forces, tactical 

units were generally able to endure multiple engagements with the enemy while 

retaining their combat effectiveness and unit integrity. Importantly, these groups 

displayed this quality even before receiving any help from the United States. The 

arrival of American Green Berets and air support, in addition to bringing 

substantial military capabilities, appeared to further boost the cohesion of the 

partner by boosting their confidence. 

 The glaring exception to high cohesion is the the Syria Train and Equip 

program, where large numbers of recruits were unable even to remain together 

through training, much less combat against ISIS in Syria. Later, Jaysh Maghawir 

al-Thawra (MaT) at at-Tanf performed better, but only for a limited mission set. 

The Afghan case also provides an exception in the southern militias. Unlike those 

of the Northern Alliance, the militias in the south were more ad hoc village tribal 

groups. Although they came from the same communities and likely had strong 

social cohesion, they lacked the collective training and operational experience 

enjoyed by more formal paramilitary groups. Thus, they fell apart and ran away 

when they were needed to defend Tarin Kowt. Why a handful of local militias 

later volunteered to help ODA 574 and the future Afghan president, performing 

reasonably well, is difficult to say. It is most likely that the display of U.S. 

airpower and the ultimate outcome at Tarin Kowt simply convinced them that 

there would be benefits to joining the winning side. 
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 Not surprisingly, the militias which displayed the greatest cohesion were 

those with a long history together, rather than ad hoc groups. This supports 

Connable, et al.'s findings on the impact of social and task cohesion on military 

effectiveness.18 If ODA 574 had the benefit of months to train and develop a 

loose collection of tribal militias into a cohesive force as they expected would be 

the case, the results may have been different.19 Under the circumstances, events 

moved quickly, and the ODA and Karzai faced a massive Taliban counterattack 

barely two days after their arrival in-country.20 Similarly, although Syria T&E 

had the benefit of secure training sites available in Turkey and Jordan, building 

cohesive militias from the ground up proved to be a longer term project than the 

twin pressures of ISIS on the march and demands from Washington for progress 

would allow.21  

 

 B. Legitimacy 

 

Hypothesis 2: Unconventional warfare is more likely to achieve operational 

success when the non-state partner has legitimacy. 

 

                                                       
18 Ben Connable et al., “Will to Fight: Analyzing, Modeling, and Simulating the Will to Fight of 
Military Units” (RAND Corporation, 2018). 
19 Lieutenant Colonel (Retired) Jason Amerine, interview conducted by the author, video call, July 
30, 2020. 
20 Eric Blehm, The Only Thing Worth Dying For: How Eleven Green Berets Fought for a New 
Afghanistan (New York: Harper Collins, 2010); Amerine, interview conducted by the author. 
21 Lieutenant General (Retired) Michael Nagata, interview conducted by the author, video call, 
November 25, 2020. 
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 Analysis of our four cases also supports Hypothesis 2. By itself, the 

observation that legitimacy in a UW partner affects operational outcomes is not 

terribly interesting nor surprising. Back to Lamb's definition, legitimacy is 

"worthiness of support or a right to loyalty" which can be demonstrated through 

both words and actions on the part of the relevant population.22 The reader could 

infer from this definition that legitimacy is a somewhat static quality which a 

group either has or does not have. On the contrary, analysis of the case studies 

demonstrates that not only does legitimacy matter, but it is a surprisingly dynamic 

quality which can shift depending on the identity of the group itself as well as the 

focus of operations at a particular point in time. 

 In Afghanistan in 2001, ethnic and tribal identity appeared to be all-

important, even to the extent that Hamid Karzai refused assistance from powerful 

Northern Alliance commanders for his comparatively struggling southern militias. 

Karzai realized that for the effort to maintain legitimacy and by extension 

continued local support, he needed to defeat the Pashtun Taliban with Pashtun 

tribes.23 In Iraq and Syria during the campaigns against the Hussein regime and 

ISIS respectively, legitimacy was more nuanced. In both cases, the United States' 

UW partner was primarily composed of Kurdish forces. In majority Kurdish 

areas, this fact bestowed an automatic legitimacy which directly contributed to 

their operational effectiveness. While conducting high-intensity, offensive 

                                                       
22 Robert D Lamb, “Rethinking Legitimacy and Illegitimacy: A New Approach to Assessing 
Support and Opposition across Disciplines” (Washington, D.C.: Center for Strategic and 
International Studies, 2014); Robert Lamb, “Microdynamics of Illegitimacy and Complex Urban 
Violence in Medellín, Colombia” (PhD dissertation, University of Maryland, 2010). 
23 Amerine, interview conducted by the author. 
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operations in non-Kurdish areas, it does not appear to have mattered much. Recall 

the words of the Special Forces officer quoted in Chapter 5, that "combat power 

bears its own legitimacy, depending on what phase of the operation you're in."24  

 In both campaigns, as the focus shifted from seizing territory to stabilizing 

population centers, ethnic and tribal identity re-emerged as a major factor 

determining whether or not the force could effectively operate and administer 

territory. The fact that SDF leadership made Arab militias primarily responsible 

for policing Arab areas after liberation illustrates this fact. To be sure, local 

context matters a great deal here, and it is likely that tribal identity will always 

matter more in places like Afghanistan when compared to less tribal, urbanized 

societies. The generalizable conclusion to glean from this analysis is that 

legitimacy is a necessary quality in a UW partner which contributes to operational 

success, but the sources of legitimacy are not only dependent on local context but 

also may change during different phases of the operation. 

 Our outlier case, Syria Train and Equip, demonstrates an additional 

corollary to this conclusion. Although great attention was given to recruit Syrian 

fighters from areas in which they would be employed, this contributed little to 

their operational success. This is evidence that while legitimacy matters, it is 

meaningless if the UW partner is not able to fight as an effective, cohesive unit. 

From this, the study concludes that although legitimacy is a necessary quality in a 

UW partner, it is not sufficient by itself.            

 

                                                       
24 Beaudette, Lieutenant General Francis, interview conducted by the author, video call, November 
24, 2020. 
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 C. Territorial Control 

 

Hypothesis 3: Unconventional warfare is more likely to achieve operational 

success when the non-state partner demonstrates the ability to exercise territorial 

control. 

 

 The analysis in this study supports Hypothesis 3, but with several 

important caveats and lessons. In Chapter 3 explaining the study's research 

methodology, this hypothesis was justified based upon three main causal 

mechanisms. First, the ability to take and hold territory indicates military 

effectiveness in a potential partner.25 Second, it boosts legitimacy in the eyes of 

the population, thereby garnering support.26 Finally, territorial control brings the 

practical benefit of a safe area in which to train and stage for operations - 

activities which are far more difficult in denied areas.27 

 The cases of the Iraqi peshmerga and the Syrian Democratic Forces are 

examples where the militia group possessed high territorial control. By tracing the 

course of events in each case, the causal path from territorial control to 

operational success is apparent through all three of the causal mechanisms 

identified. The fact that the nascent Shia resistance in southern Iraq in 2003 failed 

                                                       
25 Allan R. Millett, Williamson Murray, and Kenneth H. Watman, “The Effectiveness of Military 
Organizations,” International Security 11, no. 1 (1986): 37–71. 
26 Stathis N. Kalyvas, The Logic of Violence in Civil War, Cambridge Studies in Comparative 
Politics (Cambridge ; New York: Cambridge University Press, 2006); Lamb, “Microdynamics of 
Illegitimacy and Complex Urban Violence in Medellín, Colombia.” 
27 Field Manual 3-05.130: Army Special Operations Forces Unconventional Warfare 
(Washington, D.C.: U.S. Department of the Army, 2008). 
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to materialize under the conditions of Saddam Hussein's oppressive security state 

further strengthens this argument.28 There were certainly other factors at play as 

well, such as Iranian influence among Shia groups, but the fact that no territorial 

sanctuary existed in the south made organizing a resistance movement a near 

impossibility until the defeat of Saddam's security forces at the hands of the 

coalition. 

 Still more lessons emerge from the Syrian T&E case. In this situation, 

groups enjoyed secure sanctuary for training and staging in Turkey and Jordan but 

their ability to control territory once deployed in Syria was uneven between the 

north and south. As a result, operational outcomes were correspondingly uneven. 

Unlike, for example, the Iraqi peshmerga, the fact that sanctuary existed had 

nothing to do with militia capabilities and was simply the result of U.S. 

agreements with bordering countries. With the possible exception of the MaT, the 

Train and Equip militias had demonstrated no ability to control territory prior to 

partnership with the United States. Notably, the MaT was the only group to 

achieve any degree of success. From this, we can conclude that, while sanctuary is 

important in unconventional warfare, the ability for a militia to control territory 

itself is a stronger indicator of a viable partner. 

 Afghanistan is the one case in this study which only weakly supports 

Hypothesis 3. After all, the southern militias had demonstrated very low territorial 

control, and yet, after a rough start, they rapidly met their objectives including the 

capture of the Taliban's seat of power in Kandahar. Two factors created the 

                                                       
28 Lieutenant General (Retired) John Mulholland, interview conducted by the author, video call, 
January 8, 2021. 
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unique conditions for their operational success. First, although the Taliban 

nominally controlled the area, it was lightly governed, and nothing compared to 

the police state in Saddam's Iraq. Second, the extraordinary amount of U.S. 

firepower controlled by advisors on the ground in late November 2001 made up 

for the militias' initial lack of territorial control. This provided them the physical 

space in which to progress through the normal developmental stages of a guerilla 

force directly to what Mao called a "war of movement".29           

 

 D. Preference Alignment 

 

Hypothesis 4: Unconventional warfare is more likely to achieve operational 

success when patron and client preferences are closely aligned. 

 

 Of the five independent variables in this study, the analysis suggests that 

preference alignment is the strongest determinant for operational success or 

failure in unconventional warfare. While the presence of other variables, such as 

cohesion or legitimacy, certainly contributed to operational success, this particular 

variable stands out because in every instance where preferences were aligned to a 

high degree, the causal process leading to a positive outcome was glaringly 

apparent. Where objectives were misaligned, the chain of events leading to 

operational failure was equally clear. Beyond the objective application of the 

                                                       
29 Lieutenant General (Retired) John Mulholland, “Email Message to the Author,” December 31, 
2020; Zedong Mao, Mao Tse-Tung on Guerrilla Warfare: Translated and with an Introduction by 
Samuel B. Griffith (New York: Praeger, 1961). 
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process tracing methodology, the subjective assessments of U.S. commanders and 

advisors on the ground are convincing supporting evidence. In interview after 

interview, they emphasized the criticality of goal alignment to the eventual 

outcome and, in our successful cases, describe a state of affairs where both parties 

cooperated toward a shared set of objectives.    

 The U.S. relationships with the Iraqi peshmerga and Syrian Democratic 

Forces are examples of high preference alignment which, aside from a few 

periods of tension, endured quite well for the duration of each campaign. In both 

cases, the role of the American advising mission could best be described as 

enabling the partner to accomplish what they already wanted to do, with little 

need for prodding. This was also the case with TF Dagger in Afghanistan with 

similar positive results. Only when a separate counterterrorism task force 

attempted to co-opt local militias, lacking the independent motivation to pursue 

fleeing Taliban and al-Qaeda fighters in Tora Bora, did mission success suffer. 

Similarly, for all its resources and attention, the Syria Train and Equip program 

simply could not overcome the fact that the majority of potential recruits were not 

motivated to fight against the Islamic State and no amount of incentive could 

change their mind.     

 Throughout this study, we primarily used terms "partner" and "ally" to 

describe the various militia groups with which the United States has aligned for 

UW. This choice was intentional because it is the most accurate way to 

characterize the relationship. Alternate terms commonly used in academic 

writing, such as proxy or surrogate, imply a relationship where the militia is 
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working on behalf of the United States in furtherance of U.S. interests. These 

terms underplay the agency which such groups will continue to exercise and the 

fact that ultimately, they will not subvert their own interests in favor of American 

ones. Still, these partnerships are not equal and principal-agent problems do exist. 

The fact of U.S. power and the vast resources which that entails means that the 

United States has always been the senior partner, albeit one with less influence 

than it might imagine. At the ground level of unconventional warfare, this was 

manifested in our four case studies by the strong causal effect which preference 

alignment exercised over operational outcomes.    

 

 E. Monitoring 

 

Hypothesis 5: Unconventional warfare is more likely to achieve operational 

success when the patron is able to monitor the client. 

 

 The evidence in our four cases provides the weakest support for the causal 

effect of monitoring on operational success. Every case, regardless of whether it 

ended in success or failure, exhibited only a moderate level of this variable, save 

one, Syria T&E, which registered at a low level. Despite this analysis and the 

conclusion that monitoring had little effect on the outcome, the physical presence 

of advisors appears to have been important, nonetheless. These seemingly 

contradictory conclusions deserve a deeper look. 
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 Recall that Salehyan describes the role of monitoring in a principal-agent 

relationship as the use of reward and punishment to shape client behavior, thus 

reducing shirking and agency loss.30 This was observed in the case studies only to 

a limited extent. General Franks' threat to withdraw support from Fahim Khan if 

he continued to stall his attack toward Kabul is one example.31 The YPG's 

sensitivity to international opinion regarding their human rights record, albeit less 

direct, is another.32 Still, given the extent to which U.S. advisors were vastly 

outnumbered by their militia partners in each case, they were never able to 

observe more than a small fraction of what occurred on and off the battlefield. 

This assessment was repeatedly voiced by U.S. Special Forces officers in the 

course of research interviews. 

 Analysis of the cases suggests that where U.S. patron and militia client 

objectives were well-aligned, monitoring, to the extent which it was even feasible, 

did not make much of a difference in the ultimate operational outcome. While we 

cannot state with certainty what effect close monitoring would have had where 

preferences were misaligned, the situation at Tora Bora offers some clues. There, 

the presence of U.S. advisors coupled with the promise of a $25 million bounty 

for the capture of Osama bin Laden were not enough to overcome the multiple 

confounding factors of frigid mountain weather, the Ramadan holy month, and 

                                                       
30 Idean Salehyan, “The Delegation of War to Rebel Organizations,” The Journal of Conflict 
Resolution 54, no. 3 (2010): 502. 
31 Mulholland, interview conducted by the author. 
32 Lieutenant Colonel J (Army Special Operations staff officer), interview conducted by the author, 
video call, December 18, 2020. 
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most critically, militia partners who had little apparent interest in succeeding.33 

All of this leads to the conclusion not that monitoring is ineffective per se, only 

that it is incapable of compensating for a fundamental misalignment of 

preferences. 

 These findings might lead the reader to expect that, as long as the United 

States is able to find a partner which shares common operational goals, the 

physical presence of advisors on the ground is unnecessary. For example, we 

might expect that the United States could have achieved a similar successful 

outcome partnering with the SDF against the Islamic State using a remote, over-

the-border advising approach such as with T&E. The evidence suggests that this 

could not be farther from the truth.  

 Multiple interview subjects spoke of the less tangible benefits which come 

with on-the-ground advisor presence. They described with striking similarity a 

confidence-boosting, spine-stiffening effect of having American advisors, if not 

by their side, just a few blocks away or another ridgeline back.34 At the more 

senior level away from the front lines, routine personal engagement contributed to 

an environment of mutual trust and cooperation when planning and directing 

operations.35 This is not to suggest that the militias examined in our cases 

cooperated with U.S. forces out of a sense of affinity or friendship, but only that 

they were acting pragmatically in pursuit of their interests and physical U.S. 

                                                       
33 Tanner, Afghanistan, 309–10; Susan Glasser, “The Battle of Tora Bora: Secrets, Money, 
Mistrust,” The Washington Post, February 10, 2002. 
34 Chief Warrant Officer (Retired) Robert Pennington, interview conducted by the author, video 
call, August 19, 2020; Nagata, interview conducted by the author; Brigadier General Charlie 
Miller, interview conducted by the author, video call, November 24, 2020. 
35 Votel, interview conducted by the author. 
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presence and personal engagement signaled that the United States could serve as a 

reliable partner. While this effect of physical presence may not exactly fit the 

study's definition of monitoring, it does contribute to a set of considerations for 

policy makers and UW practitioners which are the subject of the next section.  

 

III. Recommendations for Unconventional Warfare 

 As stated in the introductory chapter, this dissertation has no agenda to 

advocate either for or against unconventional warfare as an instrument of 

statecraft. Its purpose, hopefully clear by now, is simply to identify those factors 

which make operational success more or less likely. As Clausewitz observed, 

"[w]ar is the realm of uncertainty."36 This research is, by necessity, a highly 

probabilistic endeavor where a deterministic formula for success in UW just does 

not exist. In the television series "Seinfeld", one episode features the perennially 

unlucky character George Costanza discovering that all he must do to be 

successful in his personal and professional life is the opposite of everything he 

has ever done in the past.37 If only warfare were so easy, the United States might, 

for example, use the opposite UW approach as the Syria Train and Equip program 

and find success every time. But warfare is not that simple. There may very well 

be different local conditions in some future conflict where such an approach 

results in operational success. The United States' experience in Syria shows that 

there are also situations in which it does not.  

                                                       
36 Carl Von Clausewitz, On War, ed. Michael Eliot Howard and Peter Paret, Indexed Edition 
(Princeton, N.J.: Princeton University Press, 1984), 101. 
37 “The Opposite,” Seinfeld, May 19, 1994. 
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 With this in mind, the following recommendations are offered not as a 

prescription for success, but rather a set of considerations and guiding principles 

which, according to the analysis in this study, will make unconventional warfare 

more likely to succeed. Although we examined UW campaigns at the operational 

level, these recommendations are not solely for military practitioners. Senior 

national security policy makers, and indeed presidents, also deserve to know 

whether or not a chosen strategic or policy approach is operationally viable. 

 

1. A potential unconventional warfare partner will always pursue their own 

interests, not yours.  

2. If possible, partner with an existing group with demonstrated capabilities 

rather than attempting to create one anew. 

3. There is no substitute for the physical presence of U.S. advisors and 

commanders. 

4. Legitimacy matters but is also highly contextual depending on local 

conditions and operational goals.   

5. The level of risk you are willing to accept should match your goals and 

expectations. Consider all types of risk, including risk to force, risk to 

mission, and strategic risk. 

 

A potential unconventional warfare partner will always pursue their own 

interests, not yours. A clear-eyed assessment of a potential partner's interests 

should help determine the degree to which their operational objectives align with 
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those of the principal. For example, the Afghan militias in 2001 were 

independently motivated to seize political power from the Taliban. This 

necessitated the capture of population centers, a goal which was shared with the 

United States but did not extend to pursuing the Taliban and al-Qaeda at Tora 

Bora. As this example suggests, there often are limits to goal alignment, and an 

understanding of those limits will help to temper expectations.  

 Assessing a potential partner's strategic and political goals is also useful in 

determining how much mileage the relationship can handle. For example, it was 

the SDF leadership's desire for both international recognition and U.S. support for 

greater political autonomy in Syria which maintained the group as a cooperative 

partner even after their operational motivation to continue the offensive against 

ISIS was no longer clear-cut. Ladwig's study of twentieth-century U.S. proxy 

wars found that principal-agent problems were more effectively mitigated when 

the U.S. sponsor held back military aid as an incentive for cooperation.38 When 

partnered forces are in the midst of combat, however, withholding assistance in 

order to shape behavior may constitute a quite literally fatal mistake from which 

there is no recovery. This inability to let the client fail can force the sponsor's 

hand in providing the urgently needed help regardless of the partner's behavior or 

level of cooperation. On the other hand, long-term political support may be a 

more effectively wielded incentive for desirable behavior because withholding it 

does not result in lost battles and lives. 

 

                                                       
38 Walter C. Ladwig, The Forgotten Front (Cambridge, UK: Cambridge University Press, 2017). 
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If possible, partner with an existing group with demonstrated capabilities rather 

than attempting to create one anew. Partnering with an existing militia group 

offers several advantages. The first is timeliness. Although it is possible to recruit, 

train, and stand up a cohesive militia force in denied territory, such an approach 

constitutes a protracted UW campaign which could require months or years to 

reach an operational capability. Second, partnering with an existing militia 

organization also helps to mitigate the adverse selection problems inherent in 

principal-agent relationships because the group has an observable operational 

history which reveals their potential as a viable partner. A nascent resistance 

movement which is not yet operational has every incentive to inflate their 

potential capabilities in order to receive the support of an external sponsor. 

Finally, partnering with a group which already has an organizational structure and 

indigenous leadership in place avoids putting U.S. military advisors in the 

difficult position of trying to build a cohesive organization from whole cloth 

within a cultural and societal context which they do not fully understand.  

 

There is no substitute for the physical presence of U.S. advisors and 

commanders. At the small-unit level, the physical presence of advisors boosts the 

confidence of militia fighters and provides a visible signal that the considerable 

resources of the U.S. military are at hand. At the headquarters level, personal 

engagement by senior officers helps to build trust, smooth over disagreements, 

and facilitate collaborative planning. For external audiences, including both 
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adversaries and allies, the physical presence of advisors signals U.S. commitment 

and resolve.  

 Despite the advantages conferred by the presence of advisors on the 

ground, shoulder to shoulder with the partner, it is not without its limits. Advisors 

should not be expected to see everything which takes place within the militia 

organization, making close and intrusive monitoring nearly impossible. They can 

influence behavior on the margins, but when preferences are poorly aligned, 

either in terms of operational objectives or norms of acceptable conduct, it is 

unlikely that advisor presence can turn around partner behavior to conform to 

sponsor expectations. Just as U.S. boots on the ground are not a panacea, nor are 

they an absolute precondition for success. While this study did not include any 

cases where a remote advising approach was successful, it is plausible that, under 

the right circumstances involving a highly capable and like-minded partner, such 

an approach could be viable. 

 

Legitimacy matters but is also highly contextual depending on local conditions 

and operational goals. One of the benefits of working through a local partner is 

that they are more likely to be accepted and supported by the population on the 

basis of ethnicity, tribal affiliation, or other sui generis factors. In contrast, a 

seemingly universal source of perceived legitimacy is combat effectiveness. Both 

are important in UW, but as operations transition from high-intensity combat to 

stability operations, the soft power of shared identity becomes increasingly 

critical.  
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 Advisors should also not assume that the visible presence of U.S. troops 

will detract from the legitimacy of the partner. Our cases provided several 

examples where the locally perceived legitimacy of the UW partner was actually 

enhanced by their relationship with the United States. This appeared to work 

through two separate mechanisms. The first is the expectation that militia 

behavior would be more likely to conform to standards of acceptable conduct in 

warfare due to the presence of U.S. advisors. The second is a signaling function 

whereby partnership with the United States confers status by virtue of having 

been chosen and the access to resources which the relationship makes available. 

 

The level of risk you are willing to accept should match your goals and 

expectations. Consider all types of risk, including risk to force, risk to mission, 

and strategic risk. One of the appealing features of unconventional warfare, 

particularly the lighter footprint, covert or clandestine variety, is that it appears to 

be a lower-cost, lower-risk means of achieving policy objectives when compared 

to an intervention involving a major troop deployment. Because success depends 

on a partner who is likely to have limited capabilities and can not be fully 

controlled, it may also be more likely to fail.  

 Just because a light footprint unconventional warfare approach may place 

less lives and resources at risk than a more robust boots on the ground UW 

approach and certainly a major conventional troop deployment, taking such an 

approach may elevate risk to mission (i.e. the probability of operational failure) to 

unacceptable levels. Furthermore, unconventional warfare may elevate strategic 
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risk due to the unintended long-term consequences which could result from 

empowering a non-state actor whose interests inevitably diverge at some point. 

When UW takes on the character of covert action and the sponsor's identity is 

intended to remain hidden, the possibility of exposure further elevates strategic 

risk.  

 One of the challenges of statecraft is to recognize the magnitude of your 

objectives and manage risk accordingly when selecting from among the military 

and non-military tools available. Decision makers should consider not only the 

risk to U.S. lives and resources inherent in a particular approach, but also the the 

risk that the mission could fail or impose long-term strategic costs. UW should 

not be viewed as an option of last resort when other approaches are deemed either 

infeasible or unpalatable. Rather, it should be weighed against other options for 

pursing specific objectives based upon on the risk to force, risk to mission, and 

strategic risks involved and incorporated into a comprehensive policy. 

 

IV. Suggestions for Future Research 

 Although recent history has seen the United States repeatedly drawn into 

conflict in the greater Middle East and U.S. interests in the region are likely to 

endure, a consensus has emerged that a shift in focus to competition with other 

great powers, China in particular, is called for. But great power competition and 

conflict amongst states need not be conventional. Scholars and practitioners have 

noted that potential military conflict with such state adversaries is likely to be 

more irregular than conventional in nature in order to downplay traditional U.S. 
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strengths.39 As such, future research examining how irregular methods, including 

unconventional warfare, might be used effectively in the context of great power 

competition and conflict are well worth the effort.  

 A second area related to UW and worthy of further research is non-violent 

civil resistance. The cases in this study are all examples of UW in the context of 

violent armed conflict; however, the U.S. special operations community has 

increasingly come to view non-violent civil resistance as a viable variation on 

traditional unconventional warfare, sometimes using the broader term "support to 

resistance movements" or STR.40 The existing scholarship on the subject 

generally finds that non-violent movements are more likely to succeed against an 

authoritarian regime and are better positioned to govern after they secure the reins 

of political power.41 Still, overt or covert U.S. support to such movements can be 

fraught, opening up the resistance group to accusations that they have become a 

tool of the U.S. government. Accounting for these challenges, future research in 

this area is needed to determine how the United States could effectively support 

non-violent civil resistance movements in pursuit of strategic and policy goals.   

 

V. Conclusion 

 This dissertation has examined the four cases of U.S. unconventional 

warfare in the post-9/11 era in order to identify the factors which contribute to 

                                                       
39 Cleveland and Egel, The American Way of Irregular War. 
40 Will Irwin, “A Comprehensive and Proactive Approach to Unconventional Warfare,” JSOU 
Occasional Paper (Tampa, FL: Joint Special Operations University, May 2016). 
41 Maria J. Stephan and Erica Chenoweth, “Why Civil Resistance Works: The Strategic Logic of 
Nonviolent Conflict,” International Security 33, no. 1 (2008): 7–44. 
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operational success or failure. The variables analyzed were cohesion, legitimacy, 

and territorial control to assess the viability of a potential partner and preference 

alignment and monitoring to assess the viability of the relationship with the 

United States. The analysis sought to determine how each of these variables 

affected success or failure at the operational level.  

 The collective body of evidence in the cases suggests that each factor 

affects operational outcomes to some degree, but some matter more than others. If 

U.S. decision makers choose to employ unconventional warfare in the future, they 

will ideally partner with an existing group with demonstrated effectiveness and 

whose operational goals align closely with the United States. Rather than 

partnering from a distance, military advisors and commanders are better served 

working side by side with the partner to build trust and confidence, despite the 

risks. Although this is no formula for success, it is evidence-based advice which 

can at least improve the odds. In the uncertain realm of warfare, one can not hope 

for much more. 
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