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We at IJ recently published an IJ Brief on our website titled, “What is Strategy?”. The hope is to get folks to think 
more carefully about the subject. The main reason behind this was that far too many people are confusing 
strategy with politics and diplomacy.

Clausewitz stated that strategy is the “the use of the engagement for the purpose of the war.” I think we can all 
agree that there is not much mention of politics and diplomacy in those words.

To quote our own guidance “Strategy is about the use made of force for political purposes.” Additionally, “Strategy 
is not the application of force itself, that is warfare and there is a professional term for it – tactics. Combat is tactics 
and tactical, the use made of that combat is strategy.” So here are some basic takeaways.

a.) Strategy is about using combat in pursuit of policy. No combat, no Strategy.

b.) Strategy requires an enemy. No enemy, no Strategy.

c.)  If there is no enemy, no combat and no violence or threat of violence, then all else is diplomacy and politics, 
and not Strategy.

d.) …. And finally, it is politics, thus policy, which decides who the enemy is, not Strategy.

If what you want to write about, study, or teach does not pass the tests in a, b, c, and d above then whatever else 
it maybe, it is not Strategy. That all seems remarkably clear, and yet however annoying it may seem, this Editor is 
forced to dedicate yet another editorial to being on the verge of ranting about why the world of “strategists” seems 
so confused about the subject they are supposed to understand.

As amazing as it may seem, we are now afflicted with a generation of international relations students who seem 
completely unaware of the following: if the use or threat of violence, as in how to use military means (regular 
or irregular) for a political purpose, is not at the forefront of your mind then you are just a poor and/or pretend 
strategist using the word “Strategy” because you want to seem clever. Even more amazingly, such students dismiss 
the military instrument as being too simple and blunt to merit their detailed consideration and instead turn to 
vacuous discussions such as “grand strategy” because, apparently, that appears to be really clever.

As didactic as this Editor will ever be, if there is no combat, no enemy, no theatre of operations with men carrying 
guns for a political purpose, then to quote Al Pacino, “don’t waste my motherf*king time,” because that’s not 
Strategy!

William F. Owen 
Editor, Infinity Journal 
June 2013

A Note From The Editor
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The idea of strategic culture is 
in need of another more critical 

examination

The concept of strategic culture has grown more popular 
of late than its problematic origins and dubious attempts at 
application warrant. Once described as having undergone 
three generational shifts, the concept is now in at least its 
fourth generation, and is no better for any of them. Over the 
span of more than four decades, the theory’s diachronic and 
synchronic tensions have resisted resolution. The concept 
fails, in other words, to account for change over time as well 
as commonality in time. It attempts to privilege continuity 
over change in the former sense, and uniqueness over 
similarity in the latter sense. Its empirical base, moreover, has 
not gone beyond broad generalizations that do little more 
than reaffirm national and cultural stereotypes. The idea of 
strategic culture is, therefore, in need of another more critical 

examination. Such a re-examination can only lead to the 
conclusion that, on the whole, the concept’s problems far 
outweigh its prospects. No doubt this condition will continue 
to attract scholarly interest in the hopes of resolving these 
tensions. However, for policymakers and strategists, the 
concept is best avoided, at least for another generation or 
two. There are enough tautologies involved in formulating 
policy and strategy already. It is not clear that the credibility 
of the process can withstand another one.

for policymakers and strategists, the 
concept is best avoided, at least for 

another generation or two

Problems with Theory

The theory of strategic culture was originally advanced by 
Jack Snyder in a monograph entitled, Soviet Strategic Culture, 
published in 1977.[i] Snyder used the concept to challenge 
the core assumption underpinning US policy regarding “limited 
nuclear options,” namely if deterrence failed, both sides would 
still act with restraint by selecting targets and weapons that 
would minimize damage. As a counter to that assumption, 
Snyder argued that the Soviets “may be more favorably 
inclined toward unilateral damage limitation strategies than 
toward cooperative ones.” American and Soviet strategic 
thinking he said “had developed in different organizational, 
historical, and political contexts, and in response to different 
situational and technological constraints.” Mirror-imaging, 
in other words, was risky. It is worth noting that Snyder’s 
monograph was published by RAND; and as was typical of 
its products at the time (and still is), his piece addressed a 
specific policy issue—in this case, potential vulnerabilities 
in US nuclear flexibility doctrine. It is also worth noting that 
an underlying theme in Snyder’s study was the credibility of 
“game theory,” a widespread but controversial analytical 
approach that tended to represent opponents as “generic 
strategists”, who were “culture-free and preconception 
free.” Snyder’s concept of strategic culture was one way of 
highlighting the vulnerability of that theory. In his view, Soviet 
responses might well surprise American strategists because 
the two sides could be thinking along different lines, or from 
within different belief structures. Moreover, these differences 
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could possess a quality of “semipermanence” that placed 
them on the level of “‘culture’ rather than mere ‘policy.’”[ii]

All told, Snyder’s theory was more useful not as a separate 
field of study, which it eventually became, but as a means to 
expose the limitations of mirror-imaging in strategic analyses. 
The tone of his monograph is tentative: it discusses strategic 
culture as a theoretical counterweight, rather than as an 
established fact. The theory itself was based on two broad, 
but ultimately indefensible assumptions. The first of these 
was that historical circumstances and experiences are by 
definition unique; and they thus lead to distinct concepts 
or ways of thinking. However, this assumption overlooks 
the fact that many historical experiences are shared, such 
as wars fought by alliances against common enemies, 
or intellectual movements such as the Enlightenment, or 
economic and technological transformations such as the 
Industrial Revolution. To be sure, shared experiences would 
have to pass through separate cultural filters; but those filters 
also expand in the light of shared experiences. In contrast, 
Snyder’s assumption of cultural uniqueness inclined too 
far in the direction of impermeability or insularity. While all 
cultures are surely unique in some respects, the historical 
record shows that their modes of thinking are not necessarily 
insular. Russian and Western cultures, for instance, interacted 
over many centuries, and influenced each other in various 
ways.[iii] As a result of this interaction, they have developed 
methods of understanding each other, however imperfect. 
A search for cultural differences, in other words, will yield 
cultural differences.

A search for cultural differences,  
in other words, will yield  

cultural differences.

Snyder’s second assumption was that substantial continuity 
persists despite significant change. Indeed, the essence of 
strategic culture is that a “large residual degree of continuity” 
remains, despite changes in “objective conditions.” Snyder’s 
term for this was “semipermanence” (a neologism). However, 
“semipermanence” does not describe a real condition. 
A thing can either be temporary or permanent: not both. 
To use this term is to set aside or eliminate the impact of 
change rather than taking it into account. Once change 
is so removed, the influence of so-called constants, such 
as geography or climate, is left unchallenged. Ignoring the 
tension between change and continuity, thus leads to a 
different kind of distorted picture. It is one thing to search for 
unique and enduring attitudes or values: it is another thing 
to create them.

Snyder’s theory of strategic culture not only rested on dubious 
assumptions, it also suffered from the definitional vagueness 
and tautological snares that have plagued the general 
concept of culture. He defined culture as: “the sum total of 
ideas, conditioned emotional responses, and patterns of 
habitual behavior that members of a national community 
have acquired through instruction or imitation and share 
with each other.”[iv] According to the wording here, without 
knowledge of the “sum total”, it is not possible to talk about 
culture. Moreover, the sum total, if such a thing exists or can 
be known, would be impossible to represent. In addition, 

Snyder’s definition contains terms, such as “conditioned 
emotional responses” and “habitual behavior,” which convey 
a sense that culture both defines behavior and determines it.

Snyder’s tendency toward inclusion rather than exclusion is 
not unusual among definitions of culture. One example of 
such a definition appears in one of the official publications 
of the US military, which refers to culture as the: “distinctive 
and deeply rooted beliefs, values, ideology, historic traditions, 
social forms, and behavioral patterns of a group, organization, 
or society.”[v] It should not be surprising then, that we find 
the same tendency carried over to definitions of strategic 
culture, which one scholar recently defined as: “a nation’s 
traditions, values, attitudes, patterns of behavior, habits, 
customs, achievements and particular ways of adapting to 
the environment and solving problems with respect to the 
threat or use of force.”[vii] Similarly, any number of variables 
are said to constitute strategic culture: geography, climate, 
natural resources, organization, traditions, historical practices, 
political structures, ideology, myths, symbols, generational 
change, and technology.[vii] Such broad definitions and 
limitless variables make it impossible to determine what 
strategic culture is.

While scholars have long admitted 
defining culture (or strategic culture) 

is difficult, they have not entirely 
acknowledged the implications  

of what they admit.

While scholars have long admitted defining culture 
(or strategic culture) is difficult, they have not entirely 
acknowledged the implications of what they admit. Clearly, 
such definitions are tautological; but circular reasoning 
is more than an intellectual embarrassment or a minor 
inconvenience for the discipline. If an object of study cannot 
be defined and isolated, then genuine scientific analysis 
cannot begin, and defensible conclusions cannot be drawn. 
Precise definitions are also a safeguard against determinism, 
which makes an idea both a cause and an effect. To be 
sure, some definitions of strategic culture are more selective. 
However, one cannot compare Soviet strategic culture to 
American strategic culture unless they are defined in the 
same way. Otherwise, the concept is useless to policymakers 
and strategists. Nor can one compare an approach defining 
strategic culture as the “context” within which strategic debate 
and formulation take place to one that defines it as the way 
in which “members of a military or political elite approach 
the problem of winning.”[viii] Drawing general conclusions 
from such approaches is not possible, and the field of study 
cannot advance, despite its popularity. Ironically, neither of 
these approaches needs the label of strategic culture. It 
adds nothing to their efforts. Definitions of strategic culture 
have, thus, not only confounded the study of it, they have 
diverted worthy endeavors from other topics.

Problems in Application

The theory’s flaws notwithstanding, it was enthusiastically 
embraced, and too hastily applied. The literature concerning 
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the concept’s use describes it in terms of three waves or 
generational shifts.[ix] These follow a loose thesis-antithesis-
synthesis progression, which is reason enough to arouse our 
suspicion. Not surprisingly, none of the shifts resolved the 
underlying tensions in the theory. Leaving our suspicions 
aside for the moment, it can be said that a fourth shift has 
emerged, not mentioned in the literature.

The first wave (or thesis) began in the early 1980s as scholars 
picked up Snyder’s original concept, and applied it in a 
search for other “distinctly national” approaches to strategy 
and their core determinants.[x] To be sure, it is reasonable to 
expect that Russians, Americans, Chinese, and others would 
think differently about strategy. However, as discussed earlier, 
the search for uniqueness—for “distinct modes of strategic 
thinking”—went too far.[xi] Also, removing change from the 
search for core determinants meant that strategic culture 
was seen as predictive.

the search for uniqueness  
went too far

The second shift, or antithesis, began in the early 1990s, with 
Snyder’s criticism of the manner in which his initial theory was 
being applied.[xiii] Rather than serving as an alternative to 
rational-actor models, as he had intended, it was being used 
to predict strategic behavior and to justify specific defense 
policies precisely because, as previously noted, Snyder’s 
theory and the pictures it created facilitated such use. Snyder 
was joined in his criticisms by a number of other scholars, 
who also added that strategic cultures were rarely as unique 
as assumed, and that many were, in fact, subjectively 
constructed.[xiv] The concept was not abandoned; however, 
nor did its growing popularity appear to have suffered in any 
way.

The third shift began in the late 1990s in response to the 
criticisms offered by Snyder and others. In essence, it was 
an attempted synthesis that re-cast strategic culture as 
an explanatory “context,” rather than the determinant, of 
strategic behavior.[xv] The synthesis did not succeed entirely 
because contextual factors which explain, must also to some 
degree determine, otherwise they lack explanatory power. 
Despite Snyder’s denials, his original concept did have 
deterministic elements in it. To be valid, any theory of strategic 
culture would have to be able to do both, explain and 
predict, at least broadly. Yet none has.[xvi] Constructivism 
has also been part of the synthesis, as recent studies of British, 
Chinese, Japanese, and Israeli strategic cultures show.[xvii] 
Ironically, in many ways the constructivist turn has merely 
taken anthropological studies back to their classic frames of 
reference, which describe culture as the product of dynamic 
social processes.

The fourth shift is characterized by the concept’s politicization, 
and its subsequent use in the public sphere. An example 
is how prominent political figures, such as Javier Solana, 
have publically used “strategic culture” to make policy 
announcements and to create or manage expectations.
[xviii] Solana announced that the European Union had 
embraced a “strategic culture that fosters early, rapid, 
and when necessary, robust intervention.”[xix] In this case, 
the term signified a seemingly broad agreement to put in 

place mechanisms that would facilitate certain kinds of 
strategic interventions, while also reaffirming some of the 
EU’s collective values. Another example is found in Robert 
Kagan’s provocative assertion that: “Americans are from 
Mars and Europeans are from Venus.”[xx] Kagan essentially 
claimed that the United States and Europe had developed 
diverging strategic cultures. Americans, in his view, were 
more comfortable using hard power, or military force, to 
extend the reach of policy; Europeans, in contrast, saw the 
reliance on military force as crude and naïve, and instead 
preferred diplomatic measures marked by “subtlety and 
indirection.”[xxi] His subsequent elaboration of the argument 
in Paradise and Power (2003) revealed that, as with the 
American way of war, the phrase “American strategic culture” 
had become an extension of politics by rhetorical means.

What emerged was little more  
than a one-dimensional 

representation

Kagan’s Paradise and Power presumed to speak for 
American strategic culture, and his rendition of it promoted 
his world view as broadly representative. Absent from his 
discussion were the dialectical tensions that have defined 
American politics and strategy from the start. What emerged 
was little more than a one-dimensional representation; a 
caricature of the American world view that was perhaps 
true of the administration of George W. Bush; but not of 
the administrations immediately before or after it. The 
fact that the concept of strategic culture facilitates such 
facile representations is another of its major flaws. Snyder’s 
attempt to distinguish between “mere policy” and strategic 
culture only begs the question as to whether the latter is not 
better thought of as a form of grand or meta-policy, since 
it lacks particulars as well as the durability to span different 
administrations.

Kagan’s assertions regarding the celestial origins of 
Americans and Europeans also show that the boundaries 
between waves or generational shifts are not rigid. The search 
for distinctly national approaches to strategy often went 
hand in hand with the politicization of the concept. Perceived 
differences between American and European political 
perspectives shaped the concept of strategic culture. Those 
applications, in turn, influenced what the major differences 
were perceived to be, and subsequently what American 
strategic culture was, and was not. As the campaigns in Iraq 
and Afghanistan wore on, the question of what American 
strategic culture was became increasingly associated and 
intertwined with identifying what was wrong with it.

it overlooked the influence of shared 
experiences, the impact of change, 

and the dialectical tensions of 
politics

In sum, although Snyder’s concept of strategic culture 
provided a thoughtful counterweight to the self-reflexive 
sterility of rational-actor models, its dubious assumptions kept 

Strategic Culture: More Problems than Prospects Antulio J. Echevarria II
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it from being more than that. It provided a viable rationale 
for acknowledging asymmetry in strategic thinking. However, 
because it overlooked the influence of shared experiences, 
the impact of change, and the dialectical tensions of politics, 
it never adequately described individual strategic cultures. 
After four generations of effort, it could manage little more 
than one-sided assertions grounded in vague generalities, 

stereotypes, and caricatures. In short, it has succumbed to 
a certain cultural determinism brought on by the concept’s 
basic definitional vagaries and unresolved tensions. Ironically, 
while the concept may remain intriguing to academics for 
that very reason, its problems and flaws make it too risky for 
policymakers and strategists.

References

[i] Jack Snyder, The Soviet Strategic Culture: Implications for Nuclear Options (Santa Monica, Ca.: RAND, 1977), v.

[ii] Snyder, Soviet Strategic Culture, v, 39.

[iii] For recent discussions, see: “Was There a Russian Enlightenment?” A conference held at Ertegun House, Oxford University, November 10, 2012; http://podcasts.
ox.ac.uk/series/was-there-russian-enlightenment.

[iv] Snyder, Soviet Strategic Culture, 8.

[v] Michael G. Mullen, Officers Professional Military Policy (Washington, D.C.: J-7, Joint Chiefs of Staff, 2009); compare this definition to Geertz’s description of culture 
as a “historically transmitted pattern of meanings” in Clifford Geertz, The Interpretation of Cultures: Selected Essays (New York: Basic Books, 1973), 4.

[vi] Ken Booth, “The Concept of Strategic Culture Affirmed,” in Jacobsen, ed., Strategic Power; cf. Sondhaus, Strategic Culture, 5.

[vii] Darryl Howlett, “Strategic Culture: Reviewing Recent Literature,” Strategic Insights IV, no. 10 (October 2005); http://www.ccc.nps.navy.mil/si/2005/Oct/
howlettOct05.pdf

[viii] Compare: Colin S. Gray, Nuclear Strategy and National Style (Lanham, Md: Hamilton, 1986) to Wayne E. Lee, “Warfare and Culture,” in Warfare and Culture in 
World History, 5.

[ix] The three shifts are summarized in: Dima P. Adamsky, American Strategic Culture and the US Revolution in Military Affairs (Oslo: Norwegian Institute for Defence 
Studies, 2008), 8-12; see also Lawrence Sondhaus, Strategic Cultures and Ways of War (London: Routledge, 2006), 1-13; and Jeffrey S. Lantis, “Strategic Culture: From 
Clausewitz to Constructivism,” Strategic Insights IV, no. 10 (October 2005); http://www.ccc.nps.navy.mil/si/2005/Oct/lantisOct05.pdf.

[x] Compare: Colin Gray, “National Style in Strategy: The American Example,” International Security 6, no. 2 (Fall 1981): 35-7; Ken Booth, Strategy and Ethnocentrism 
(New York: Holmes and Meier, 1981).

[xi] Adamsky, American Strategic Culture, 8.

[xii] For a rejection of the notion of strategic determinants, see Hew Strachan, “Operational Art and Britain, 1909-2009,” in The Evolution of Operational Art from 
Napoleon to the Present, John Andreas Olsen and Martin van Creveld, eds., (Oxford: Oxford University, 2011), 100.

[xiii] Jack Snyder, “The Concept of Strategic Culture: Caveat Emptor,” in C.G. Jacobsen, ed., Strategic Power: USA/USSR (New York: St. Martin’s, 1990), 4, 7.

[xiv] Compare: Yitzak Klein, “A Theory of Strategic Culture,” Comparative Strategy 10, no. 1 (1991): 3; Alastair Iain Johnston, “Thinking about Strategic Culture,” 
International Security 19, no. 4 (Spring 1995): 32-64. Alastair Iain Johnston, Cultural Realism: Strategic Culture and Grand Strategy in Chinese History (Princeton: 
Princeton University, 1995) makes the case that the Chinese approach is closer to that of the West. For an opposing view, see Yuan-Kang Wang, Harmony and War: 
Confucian Culture and Chinese Power Politics (New York: Columbia University, 2011). Patrick Porter, Military Orientalism: Eastern War through Western Eyes (London: 
Hurst, 2011), warns that the perception of difference may matter more than the reality.

[xv] Colin Gray, “Strategic Culture as Context: The First Generation of Theory Strikes Back,” Review of International Studies 25, no.1 (1999): 49-69; see Stuart Poore, 
“What is the Context? A Reply to the Gray-Johnston Debate on Strategic Culture,” Review of International Studies 29, no. 2 (2003): 279-84.

[xvi] Peter Katzenstein, ed., The Culture of National Security: Norms and Identity in World Politics (Columbia, NY: Columbia University, 1996); Colin Gray, Out of the 
Wilderness: Prime Time for Strategic Culture (Washington, DC: Defense Threat Reduction Agency, 2006); Theo Farrell, The Norms of War: Cultural Beliefs and Modern 
Conflict (London: Lynne Reinner, 2005); and “Strategic Culture and American Empire,” SAIS Review 25, no. 2 (Summer-Fall 2005): 3-18.

[xvii] John Baylis and Kristan Stoddart, “The British Nuclear Experience: The Role of Ideas and Beliefs (Part One),” Diplomacy & Statecraft 23, no. 2 (2012): 331-; 
Wang, Harmony and War: Confucian Culture and Chinese Power Politics; Morgan Forrest, Compellence and the Strategic Culture of Imperial Japan: Implications 
for Coercive Diplomacy in the Twenty-first Century (Westport, CT: Praeger, 2003); Avi Kober, “What Happened to Israeli Military Thought?” Journal of Strategic Studies 
34, no. 5 (2011): 707-23; Lantis, “Strategic Culture: From Clausewitz to Constructivism;” and Ted Hopf, “The Promise of Constructivism in International Relations,” 
International Security 23, no. 1 (Summer 1998): 914.

[xviii] Paul Cornish and Geoffrey Edwards, “Beyond the EU/NATO Dichotomy: The Beginnings of a European Strategic Culture,” International Affairs 77, no. 3 (2001): 
587-603; and “The Strategic Culture of the European Union: A Progress Report,” International Affairs 81, no. 4 (2005): 801-820.

[xix] J. Solana, “A Secure Europe in a Better World. European Security Strategy;” http://ue.eu.int/vendocs/cmsUpload/78367.pdf; cf. Cornish and Edwards, 
“Strategic Culture of European Union,” 801.

[xx] See Robert Kagan, “Power and Weakness: Why the United States and Europe See the World Differently,” Policy Review 113 (June and July 2002); see also: Robert 
Kagan, Paradise and Power: America and Europe in the New World Order (New York: Knopf, 2003). For reactions to Kagan’s argument 10 years on, see: Robert 
Kagan, “A Comment on Context;” Robert Cooper, “Hubris and False Hopes;” Daniel W. Drezner, “The Power of Economics and Public Opinion;” Charles A. Kupchan, 
“A Still-Strong Alliance;” and Mary Elise Sarotte, “Deciding to Be Mars,” in Policy Review (Apr/May 2012).

[xxi] Drezner, “Economics and Public Opinion,” 18.
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This article very briefly examines the concept “center of 
gravity”, as utilized by Carl von Clausewitz in On War, and 
its relevance to Israeli Strategy during the second Palestinian 
armed rebellion (2000-2005).[i] In discourse on war and 
warfare, the concept center of gravity (CoG) is often invoked. 
However, its relevance to Israeli Strategy during the armed 
rebellion is understudied despite its potential usefulness 
in providing insight into coping with Palestinian irregulars, 
specifically Hamas. Was the notion of striking CoGs conceived 
of as one way to simply compel the organization to alter its 
political behavior by applying just enough violence to it, or 
was the aim to destroy Hamas (i.e. permanently break its will 
to “resist”)? Further, it may be possible that the Israelis either 
erred in their thinking on such centers of force and unity, or 
in a more likely scenario, the Israelis questioned if the CoG 
was even worth the cost of striking it. Specifically, this article 
examines four candidates as possible CoGs: the support 
of the people; Hamas’ leadership; its unifying ideology, and 
Hamas’ armed forces. Moreover, in examining Hamas’ CoGs, 
Israel’s political and military strengths and weaknesses 
are necessarily acknowledged. It should be noted that 
by analyzing CoGs and Israeli Strategy in the context of 
an armed rebellion, the conclusions drawn might be of 
prospective use to other states facing violent irregular actors.

Center of Gravity

Nearly 200 years ago, the Prussian General and military theorist 
Carl von Clausewitz, utilized, as an analogy, the concept of a 
center of gravity in his magnum opus On War. His utilization 

of this concept, in the main, was to impart that all fighting 
forces in warfare contain a “hub of all power and movement, 
on which everything depends.”[ii] He held that should such 
a point be located and struck, conceivably it could cause 
the collapse of the enemy’s will to carry on fighting. Further, 
Clausewitz held that “it is against these that our energies 
should be directed. If the enemy is thrown off balance, he 
must not be given time to recover. Blow after blow must be 
aimed in the same direction: the victor, in other words, must 
strike with all of his strength and not just against a fraction of 
the enemy’s.”[iii] The significance of such a concept, which 
is rooted in the physical sciences, begs for one to question 
even the great Prussian military theorist. Was the concept of 
a CoG truly valid during the armed rebellion against violent 
irregular actors; or, was such a conception tantamount to 
improbable notions better suited for paper than practice? By 
briefly examining four possible CoG candidates of Hamas in 
the context of the second armed rebellion, an answer to that 
question may arise.

CoG Candidates within Hamas

Support of the People

The support of the people for Hamas – mainly Palestinians 
in Gaza – during the second armed rebellion could be 
considered one candidate for a CoG of the organization. 
However, support of the people caused difficulties for Israeli 
political and military efforts, specifically as a result of Israeli 
policy. Hamas’ audience in the Gaza Strip, which was where 
the organization received the majority of its popular support, 
was highly subjective and generating a successful counter-
narrative would have been complex. However, a counter-
narrative in the West Bank and East Jerusalem had already 
been in force, at least to a certain extent. Towards the end of 
the armed rebellion, this counter-narrative was represented 
in the greater level of legitimacy given to the Palestinian 
Authority (PA) by the West over Hamas. It can also be seen 
in the relatively minimal level of violence that occurred 
between the IDF and Hamas militants in the West Bank and 
East Jerusalem. Further, the counter-narrative can be seen in 
the very real fact that the standard of living (from economics 
and health to education and profits from tourism) in the 
former two areas far exceeded that in the Gaza Strip. This 
held true even when there were greater levels of violence 
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between Israelis and Palestinians in the West Bank, mainly 
from September 2000 through mid-to-late 2003. Plainly stated, 
all of this infers that life as a Palestinian was – and continues 
to be – better under PA rule, or at the very least life is better 
where Hamas is not in control. However, as Dr. Hugh Smith, the 
Founding Director of the Australian Defence Studies Centre 
has astutely noted, “It is often the case, however, that what 
seem to be rational economic interests disappear or diminish 
in the presence of ideology or simply of hostility toward those 
who have caused greater economic hardship.”[iv] This is 
one reason why generating a counter-narrative is complex. 
Moreover, despite the violent character of Hamas, it was 
Israel who constructed a fence around ‘the Strip’, employed 
targeted killings and raiding, implemented blockades, 
engaged in house demolitions, and most consequentially, it 
was Israel who was viewed as occupying the Gaza Strip (until 
the Gaza Disengagement in 2005).

life as a Palestinian was – and 
continues to be – better under PA 

rule, or at the very least life is better 
where Hamas is not in control

As noted, difficulties for Israeli political and military efforts in 
regards to the support of the people was, in the main, a direct 
result of Israeli policy. Though noncombatant casualties did 
occur, Israeli policy did not permit the purposeful use of 
violence directed against noncombatants. Arguably, there 
were two options for the Israelis if they believed the support of 
the people to be a CoG: first, nonviolent methods would have 
needed to be applied against the people, which arguably 
would have failed; second, the application of violence 
would have to focus on elements that the people rely on. 
Arguably, the surest way that the people’s support for Hamas 
could have been broken was through Israeli military efforts 
aimed at Hamas’ armed forces, which includes its leadership 
(political, military, and so-called ‘spiritual’), and not by directly 
targeting – in any capacity whatsoever – the noncombatant 
population of Gaza. Further, the Israeli government did not 
view the average Gazan as the problem. Striking at them 
with military force was not and should never be an option. It 
would likely have been a strategic failure on a grand scale, 
which of course would have adversely influenced Israeli 
policy. In other words, there is zero gain in visiting physical 
harm on the noncombatant populace of the Gaza Strip. It 
is unlikely that the peoples’ support of Hamas was a CoG. 
Rather, the population’s support for Hamas during the armed 
rebellion can be understood as a serious impediment that 
Israeli policymakers had to deal with, not the military. It would 
seem a fair assumption that support for Hamas was neither 
what kept Hamas unified nor was it Hamas’ “hub of all power 
and movement.”

Hamas’ Leadership as a CoG

How can it be known if the leadership of Hamas was a CoG 
during the armed rebellion? One should look to a specific 
time when a particular strategy (e.g. a plan of action, 
underpinned by violence in pursuit of policy) was employed 
by Israel’s security apparatus and resulted in the desired 
political effect – specifically, a reduction in violence. After 
all, however incomplete (and biased) history may be, it 

nevertheless remains our guide, and it is vital to remember 
what Clausewitz wrote: over time, CoGs can change. If one 
were to assume that past Israeli military activity against 
Hamas’ leadership indicated a possible CoG, then that past 
application of violence by Israel’s military agent against the 
leadership would need to have generated strategic effect 
for political effect. Those effects should be analyzed and if 
they prove to have resulted in reaching political objectives, 
then Israelis should reconsider their application, albeit with 
greater resolve. Israel’s strategy of targeted killing may offer 
possible explanations as to why the leadership of Hamas 
may have been considered one possible CoG during the 
armed rebellion.

One must understand that CoGs are 
effects-based and not capabilities-

based.

Israel’s engagement in a strategy of targeting killing has 
proven to be extremely effective, though it has also proven 
to be extremely temporary. To be sure, temporary effects 
from targeted killings against Hamas were expected, as 
this particular strategy was never viewed as a panacea, 
and their utility, however powerful, was limited. Rather, 
regarding CoGs, it was the focal point that matters most. 
One must understand that CoGs are effects-based and not 
capabilities-based. Clausewitz’s statement that the CoG is 
“where the forces are most concentrated” is actually about 
how and why forces concentrate at that point: “the point” 
is the target. There are two main reasons why the collective 
leadership of Hamas during the armed rebellion could be 
understood as the “focal point” or “enterprising spirit” of the 
organization. First, in certain circumstances, Hamas militants’ 
can and have used violence without authorization from 
leaders. Ultimately however, in most cases, subordinate 
members of the organization do not act independent from 
the wishes and desires of the leadership; they are reliant upon 
on the leadership’s commands and direction.[v] Second, a 
sustained campaign of targeting Hamas’ leadership – as 
well as other Palestinian irregular organizations – during the 
armed rebellion caused the organization to sue for a type of 
ceasefire or lull in fighting, known in Arabic as a Tahadiyya. 
As was reported in the BBC, and directly referring to targeted 
killings, “Palestinian militant leaders said they would only 
honour a ceasefire agreement if Israel ended the killings”.[vi] 
Arguably, the losses to leadership were of such magnitude 
that the remaining leaders of Hamas began to understand 
that the organization could collapse in on itself. However, the 
leadership must be understood in a collective sense and not 
as residing within one leader. That is to say, the removal of 
vastly high numbers of Hamas’ leaders in a relatively short 
period of time could have represented a candidate for the 
“enterprising spirit” of the organization.

By 2004, the Israelis successfully removed many of Hamas’ 
most senior and influential officials: Salah Shehade, Ibrahim 
Makdme, Ahmed Yassin, Adnan al-Ghoul, Abdel Rantissi, 
among others. Targeted killings seriously afflicted Hamas — 
enough for the organization to essentially – albeit temporarily 
– raise a white flag, which was a direct result of its collective 
leadership being targeted (spiritual, political, and military). 
Hamas’ will to continue fighting was broken in a specific 
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time and place due to its loss of leadership, with the latter 
representing a prime element that allowed the organization 
to continue functioning according to its military aims, which 
were always in pursuit of its overall political objective.

Conversely, the breaking of will 
turned into positive gains for Hamas

Conversely, the breaking of will turned into positive gains for 
Hamas, as they were allotted time to recuperate, rearm, and 
appoint new leadership. It is possible that because the blows 
were not sufficiently constant and devastating enough, the 
lulls worked in Hamas’ favor. However, as a result of friction, 
tactical viability for increased strikes, difficulties in intelligence 
gathering, domestic and international pressure, as well as 
advice from Israel’s own military leaders, the Israelis halted 
their military activity rather than press forward with greater 
military force. If the collective leadership of Hamas was a 
CoG — and there is no guarantee that it was — Israeli military 
activity certainly knocked it off balance, just not enough to 
cause a large enough imbalance to permanently cause the 
breaking of will.

Given extant evidence, why did the Israelis, time and again, 
allow for a return to the status quo ante bellum when the 
evidence should have informed Israeli decision-makers 
that a renewal in fighting was the most likely trajectory of 
the armed rebellion? This is a critical question because a 
return to the status quo ante bellum was either something 
that the Israelis knew was a very high possibility or, possibly, 
it was something the Israelis desired. After all, if Hamas was 
destroyed, a vacuum could have emerged, causing chaos 
in an area loyal to that organization. A vacuum can be far 
more dangerous than an irregular organization that can be 
kept in check with the occasional use of military force.

Ideology as a CoG

If Hamas’ center of gravity is neither its collective leadership 
nor the support of the people, it may be necessary to look 
beyond the physical elements that comprise the organization 
and examine its ideology vis-à-vis Israel. Hamas’ policy – the 
ultimate political condition that they seek to establish – is an 
Islamic entity in all of historic Palestine. This is known to be 
its policy as a result of what is written in The Hamas Charter, 
coupled with over 20 years of iterative messages from its 
charter in speeches, sermons, television and radio programs, 
and in educational material disseminated in all levels 
of schools. However, though this is the political condition 
they seek, it is not necessarily what holds the organization 
together. It may be more likely that one unifying factor of 
Hamas may not be the existence of Israel, per se, but rather 
the demonization of Israel – demonization being an element 
of its ideology. Hamas does not simply thrive on casting Israel 
as its Mephistophelian opponent but rather the sheer energy 
and resources with which Hamas dedicates to demonizing 
the State of Israel could be understood as one point or hub 
that gives Hamas its power and strength. This could be seen 
as what unifies the organization, and ultimately it could be 
understood as a powerful element of ideology that allows 
Hamas to continue its so-called “strategy of resistance” 
against Israel.

A key question is, how powerful was the disapprobation of 
Israel for Hamas? How connected was it to its political end 
state – a policy that implies a world without Israel? This political 
aim, unlike its leadership or support of the people, cannot 
be easily measured. As Clausewitz noted, one must match 
one’s effort against an opponent’s will to resist, “which can be 
expressed as the product of two inseparable factors, viz. the 
total means at his disposal and the strength of his will…the 
strength of his will can only be gauged approximately by the 
strength of the motive animating it.”[vii] Over two decades 
of continuous calls for the destruction of Israel, as well as in 
leaders’ speeches and sermons, coupled with two decades 
of warfare, all serve as reasonable illustrations of the level of 
importance this political aim of Hamas should be allotted.

However, it is reasonable to assume, as exact measurements 
are not possible, that the ideological element of the 
demonization of Israel is not a CoG of Hamas’. Demonization 
of Israel may be one element that assists in holding Hamas 
together but, importantly, military force cannot destroy 
ideology. It is possible that the striking of other CoGs, 
“critical vulnerabilities” and/or “placing the focus on Hamas’ 
Archimedean points” might render that ideology to a certain 
level of irrelevancy.[viii] If “demonization” is a CoG, yet one 
that cannot be influenced by the application of violence, this 
in no way implies that Hamas’ will to resist cannot be broken. 
The history of warfare offers guidance and it illustrates the 
countless times that political entities – regular and irregular 
– have been broken, one way or another. From the Persians 
in the Battle of Gaugamela to the Liberation Tigers of Tamil 
Eelam in 2009, the political and/or military will of each of 
these entities to continue fighting were broken.

Armed Forces of Hamas

It is a main conclusion of this article that it is the armed forces 
of Hamas that represented the organization’s CoG during 
the Palestinian armed rebellion. The armed forces provided 
Hamas’ unifying factor, and its “enterprising spirit.” It was the 
“focal point” and the “hub of all power and movement on 
which everything depends.” The reasons are as follows: it was 
only the armed forces of Hamas that could threaten the State 
of Israel via violence; it was only the armed forces that could 
assist the organization in the establishment its own policy; 
and, if Israel would have destroyed Hamas’ armed forces, 
warfare would have ended (no armed forces, no fighting). As 
Clausewitz advises, “Still, no matter what the central feature of 
the enemy’s power may be – the point on which your efforts 
must converge – the defeat and destruction of his fighting 
forces remains the best way to begin, and in every case 
will be a significant feature of the campaign.”[ix] He further 
states, “Battle is the one and only means that warfare can 
employ” and that the “destruction of the enemy is always 
what matters most” - destruction, of course, implying breaking 
the will of the armed force(s) to engage in fighting.[x] Had 
Hamas’ armed forces been understood as the organization’s 
center of gravity, and had the Israelis focused all their strength 
on this center, arguably the fighting could have ceased due 
to the obvious fact that they would not have been able to 
carry on the fight. However, just how feasible was it to deliver 
crippling blows to cause the will of the entire irregular armed 
force of Hamas to be shattered? Going after the heads of the 
organization was a daunting task in itself, how much more so 
regarding an entire force? It is possible that the Israelis did 
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in fact understand that the CoG was the armed forces of 
Hamas but it is unlikely that the Israelis could have destroyed 
it – at least not at a cost that Israel was willing to pay in blood 
and treasure. Another possibility is that keeping Hamas in 
power as a type of “maintenance of the threat” – as opposed 
to the destruction of its armed forces – was and now remains 
– a part of Israeli policy regarding Hamas.[xi] If a ‘Hamas in 
power’ was (and is) a better situation for Israel than a Gaza 
Strip lacking Hamas’ ability to control the territory, then once 
their will to fight is broken, however temporary, the goal then 
becomes one of keeping the organization in check. This 
can be accomplished by delivering occasional, moderate 
military force to jolt Hamas’ behavior back in the direction 
that the Israelis desire.

Conclusion

The idea that CoGs might be applicable to Israeli military 
efforts during the armed rebellion is an enticing though 
complex idea. Locating CoGs is more an art than a science. 
Only in physics is the CoG a fact, and even in the physical 
sciences it can be severely difficult to measure. Another reason 
for complexity is that there is no guarantee of the existence of 
one CoG. It may be possible, especially regarding organized, 
well-funded, and compartmentalized organizations such as 
Hamas that multiple CoGs exist. If Hamas did have multiple 
CoGs that were in a constant state of fluidity, this clearly 
would have caused complexity in military efforts, as CoGs 
would likely have been regenerative. The regeneration of 
CoGs would have necessitated a multi-pronged approach 
– a nightmare scenario for any strategist.

Clausewitz held that in so-called popular uprisings (i.e. 
armed rebellion), the CoG might reside in the leadership of 
the uprising or within public opinion and support of such 
an uprising. However, striking public opinion/support does 

not imply physically harming civilians – a practice to which 
Clausewitz was averse and one that would have very likely 
undermined Israeli policy.[xii] Arguably, CoGs can only be 
struck with military force; as such, public support and/or 
opinion cannot be a CoG. Further, it was argued that one 
CoG could have been Hamas’ policy of “an Islamic entity in 
all of Palestine,” as stated in Hamas’ Charter. The latter implies 
an ideological desire to see a world without Israel (whether 
by destruction or otherwise). For clarity, this is not to say that 
the very existence of the State of Israel could have been 
Hamas’ CoG. Rather Hamas’ unity and purpose may have 
been the demonization of the Israeli state.[xiii] Clearly, if one 
of Hamas’ CoGs was its unifying ideological desire – only one 
aspect of its policy of ‘an Islamic entity in all of Palestine’ – 
that ideal, similar to the people’s support, could not have 
been destroyed by Israeli military force. However debatable, 
it may be possible that such an ideal could have been 
rendered to a certain level of irrelevancy if other CoGs and/
or so-called “critical vulnerabilities” were hit with severe blows. 
As Professor Antulio J. Echevarria II has noted, “Ideology can 
certainly be a CoG, and it can be hit, for example by soft 
power, and kinetic power can play a crucial role in that.”[xiv]

CoGs can only be struck with 
military force

Ultimately, while CoGs should be able to be located, there is 
no guarantee that striking them is the right move, or that they 
can be struck. It all depends on what suits one’s policy the 
best. Moreover, too much focus on an opponent’s CoG may 
not even be worth the trouble. The many disadvantages of 
wasting time and other resources searching for, or debating 
on, which CoG to strike could possibly outweigh other 
benefits. This is and will likely remain one tricky situation that 
all strategists in both regular and irregular wars must continue 
to cope with.
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Last spring I wrote an article for Infinity Journal entitled, “The 
Amorites Iniquity – A Comparative Analysis of Israeli and 
Hamas Strategies in Gaza”.[i] The article addressed the 
strategies of Israel and Hamas as seen in the conflict in the 
Gaza Strip. Now, only six months after the end of the most 
recent clash, Operation Pillar of Defense (also known as ‘Pillar 
of Cloud’), which took place from November 14 – 21, 2012, it 
is both interesting and important to take another critical look 
at the strategic status of both parties in Gaza.

Some key points should be made at the outset of this article: 
Operation Pillar of Defense in Gaza followed precisely the 
scenario that I outlined in the article, “The Iniquity of the 
Amorites”, in which I predicted that Gaza would pay a heavy 
price for escalating violence to a level that was unacceptable 
to Israel. This is exactly what happened. Now, in the aftermath 
of the operation, a new situation is developing which does 
not include active resistance (Mukwama) in Gaza. It is 
still too soon to know whether this new scenario heralds a 
permanent or merely a temporary shift in Hamas’ strategy, 
but we can now see a window of opportunity for significant 
change in the shape of the conflict. The alternative, which 
is a return to resistance, almost certainly guarantees that 
Gaza can expect more violence in the future, following the 
analogy of The Iniquity of the Amorites.

Gaza would pay a heavy price for 
escalating violence to a level that 

was unacceptable to Israel

The Principles of The Iniquity of the Amorites

Hamas’ strategy derives from efforts to find points of balance 
between three primary goals: the physical annihilation of 
the State of Israel as a homeland for the Jewish people; the 
development of a Palestinian entity in Gaza; and the pursuit 
of resistance as a modus operandi.

Hamas’ strategy derives from efforts 
to find points of balance between 

three primary goals

Israeli strategy is based on Israel’s ultimate political goal, 
which it is prepared to pursue via military means. That policy is 
the continued development of the Jewish homeland in Israel 
(encompassing both social and economic development), 
even at the cost of a readiness to absorb a certain level of 
violence in areas close to the border, such as those located 
near the Gaza Strip.

The two strategies enable the maintenance of a state of 
stability with limited conflict in Gaza, similar to the situation 
that preceded Operation Pillar of Defense. This limited conflict 
constitutes a balance that is acceptable to both sides 
(although both would prefer to see improvements in their 
position). Effectively, such a balance has meant the almost 
daily firing of missiles into open spaces from the Gaza Strip, 
with corresponding deterrent activity on the part of the IDF, 
usually resulting in damage to installations, and also causing 
injury or death to terrorists on a weekly basis.

In my article I described the mechanism of the Amorite’s 
Iniquity further. When Hamas, for a variety of reasons, tries 
to escalate its level of activity beyond a certain threshold, it 
obliges Israel to take counter-action at a level, which exceeds 
the usual acceptable limited conflict. Thus, it manages to 
bring about the failure of its own strategy.

In light of Operation Pillar of Defense, we will examine the 
validity of this hypothesis: When Hamas succeeds, it fails.

What Led to ‘Pillar of Defense’
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In the period preceding Operation Pillar of Defense, missile 
firing across the border from Gaza had escalated, with 
a consequent increase in Israeli casualties. The periods 
between one round of escalation and the next were growing 
shorter and there was a growing feeling in Israel that some 
significant counter-action would be inevitable.

Despite the forthcoming elections in Israel, which had been 
pushed back to January 2013, hence making it difficult for 
the government to make a decision as critical as mounting a 
large-scale military operation in Gaza, the Israeli government 
did, in fact, decide to act. As was the case in Operation Cast 
Lead four years previously, Israel appeared to take Hamas by 
surprise, killing the head of the organization’s military wing, 
Ahmed al-Jabari, in a targeted killing that signaled the start 
of more widespread rocket and mortar attacks. According to 
Israeli reports, most of the long-range missiles belonging to 
Hamas and other Gaza organizations, which had presented 
a threat reaching as far as Tel Aviv, were destroyed.[ii] The IDF 
also attacked short and medium range rocket reserves, as 
well as other targets belonging to Hamas’ military wing and 
other terror organizations.

Israel appeared to take Hamas 
by surprise, killing the head of the 

organization’s military wing,  
Ahmed al-Jabari

After the start of the operation, Ehud Barak, Israel’s Minister of 
Defense at the time, described the objectives as: “Reinforcing 
the deterrent, inflicting serious damage on missile reserves, 
painful damage to Hamas and other terror organizations, 
and minimizing attacks on Israel’s civilian home front.”[iii]

Israeli military efforts following the initial attack can be sorted 
into three main types:

1. Continued attacks on terror installations – missile 
launching infrastructure, installations and activities.

2. Active defense, including hundreds of successful 
interceptions by the Iron Dome system.

3. Mobilizing forces in preparation for a ground incursion 
in Gaza.

Hamas responded with extensive firing on population centers 
in the Negev, and within a few days began also launching 
occasional missiles at Tel Aviv and other heavily-populated 
areas in central Israel. After about one week of fighting, the 
two sides reached a framework for a cease-fire agreement 
with Egyptian mediation and help from the United States. The 
conflict ended within eight days. According to IDF figures, 
in the course of the operation 1,500 targets in Gaza were 
hit and 150 – 180 Gaza residents killed, some of whom were 
civilians and the majority terrorists.[iv] Some 1,500 missiles 
were fired into Israeli territory, the overwhelming majority on 
civilian towns and villages. Six people lost their lives in Israel, 
most of them civilians.[v]

The Iron Dome defense system achieved unprecedented 

results, successfully intercepting hundreds of missiles directed 
at densely populated areas. The success of intercepting 
rockets aimed towards Tel Aviv and other central areas was 
especially notable (although one rocket did land in Rishon 
LeZion, Israel’s fourth largest city, only 12 kilometers from Tel 
Aviv). Iron Dome actually downgraded the missile threat to 
one of “terror activity”, albeit disrupting everyday life in Israel, 
but not causing severe damage to life and infrastructure, as 
would have been the case without the system. Israel decided 
not to deploy IDF ground forces, thus making it possible to 
end the operation quickly and with only moderate damage 
in Gaza.

Israel decided not to deploy IDF 
ground forces, thus making it 

possible to end the operation  
quickly and with only moderate 

damage in Gaza.

Does Operation Pillar of Defense Correspond with the 
Analysis of the Amorite’s Iniquity?

The effect of the Amorite’s Iniquity, as described in the April 
2012 article, predicts that Hamas’ “success” at widespread 
firing into Israeli territory and causing damage beyond a 
level acceptable to Israel would draw Israel into large-scale 
counter-activity that would result in extensive damage to 
Gaza. Operation Pillar of Defense was in effect the exact 
embodiment of that prediction, from the point of view of 
what happened on the ground. Hamas did escalate its level 
of violence and the Israeli reaction did exceed the “rules of 
play” that had been in place since Operation Cast Lead.

The conduct of Ahmed al-Jabari, head of Hamas’ military 
wing, who was killed at the very beginning of the operation 
in a targeted killing by Israel, indicates that Hamas had not 
anticipated this Israeli response. Hamas leaders, especially 
those engaged in military activity, normally remain in hiding, 
so as to deprive Israel of the opportunity of attacking them. 
The fact that al-Jabari was caught unprepared most likely 
tells us that Hamas misread the situation and believed that 
Israel was unable to enter into a large-scale operation.

A variety of reasons could underlie this mistaken interpretation 
on the part of Hamas. It might be that it was merely a tactical 
error about the timing of the Israeli operation, rather than the 
likelihood of it occurring at all. It could have derived from 
an erroneous understanding of Israel’s political situation and 
a belief that the imminent elections prevented the Israeli 
leadership from taking action. (It is interesting to note that 
Operation Cast Lead, in December 2008, also took place on 
the eve of Israeli elections.) Or the mistake by Hamas could 
go deeper, arising from a misinterpretation of the power 
balance between Israel and Gaza and the idea that military 
considerations (the threat to Israel’s home front) would deter 
Israel from undertaking major action, in addition to other 
political dynamics such as the political situation in Egypt at 
the time.
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Whatever the case, Hamas’ estimation of the situation was 
mistaken, and its short-lived “success” in intensifying the level 
of firing into Israel immediately before the operation resulted in 
Israel’s (relatively) heavy-handed response – the “completion 
of the Iniquity of the Amorites”, just as was predicted in the 
2012 article.

Hamas’ estimation of the situation 
was mistaken

The Status in Gaza Today

Although Israel and Hamas agreed on a cease-fire that 
ended the conflict in November 2012, there have been no 
subsequent direct negotiations and no cease-fire agreement 
was signed. This seemingly provides an indication of how 
each side views what form the new post-conflict reality 
should take. The actual situation on the ground provides the 
only indication of agreement between the parties.

Hamas has entirely ceased firing missiles and launching 
mortar shells from Gaza and seems to be trying to force other 
Gaza organizations to do likewise. At the same time, Hamas 
complained to Egypt about IDF activity along the Gaza 
border fence but did not respond by shooting at IDF soldiers. 
Nor did confrontations between demonstrators and IDF forces 
at the border fence escalate into a serious exchange of fire. 
This seems to indicate a certain degree of understanding 
between the two sides regarding activity along the border 
fence. For the time being, Israel succeeded in establishing 
the immediate political condition of a quiet southern border, 
mainly though not solely by way of military means. This 
understanding satisfies Israel’s security requirements and in 
general the border area continues to be quiet.

Israel succeeded in establishing the 
immediate political condition of a 

quiet southern border

After a solitary rocket was fired at Ashkelon, Israel threatened 
to close border crossings with Gaza. This too seems to 
indicate a certain understanding in relation to activity at 
the border crossings satisfying the Palestinians at this stage. 
On the political front there is plenty of activity from Hamas, 
which is seeking to promote the organization’s legitimacy 
as the Palestinians’ accepted representative political group 
(at least in Gaza). These endeavors result from the isolation 
imposed on it after Operation Cast Lead. While only months 
have elapsed since the end of Operation Pillar of Defense, for 
the time being there seems to be a changed situation, one 
having moved from the use of force emanating from Gaza 
after years of endless firing of missiles and mortars.

Has Hamas Changed its Strategy?

Hamas’ organizational identity is strongly associated with 
“resistance”. Does the period of calm in the wake of Operation 
Pillar of Defense denote a change in the organization’s 

strategy? As I pointed out earlier in the spring 2012 article, 
Hamas has three primary goals, between which it needs to 
find a balance. The goal of “resistance” is inconsistent with 
that of “developing a Palestinian project in Gaza”. And as 
was detailed in that article, it also fails to bring Hamas any 
closer to another of its political goals, that of the eradication 
of the State of Israel.

It could well be that Hamas’ current political activity, as well as 
its attempt to maintain quiet in the Gaza Strip, signifies a shift 
in the organization’s strategy (even if only a temporary one). 
If so, then it would appear that at this point Hamas prefers 
to concentrate on establishing its position as the legitimate 
ruling government, and is enjoying its success in Gaza in 
preference to focusing on the immediate destruction of 
Israel. Perhaps it has even temporarily abandoned the path 
of resistance, which – as demonstrated – is in any event not a 
rational way towards such a policy.

It could well be that Hamas’ current 
political activity signifies a shift in  

the organization’s strategy

It is important to understand that in decisions regarding 
resistance Hamas does not operate in a vacuum. Although 
any decision on actual resistance is in the hands of Hamas 
leaders (who are divided both physically and ideologically 
between Gaza and overseas), it is also influenced by 
considerations outside of the organization’s ideology. Hamas 
is competing with other organizations such as Palestinian 
Islamic Jihad (PIJ), as well as other Salafi jihadist groups 
inside Gaza for public support and the ability to recruit 
young people. The atmosphere on the “street” in Gaza is 
becoming increasingly radical and desires active resistance. 
Even if Hamas’ leadership accepts that for now it is in the 
organization’s best interests to maintain a lower profile 
regarding the use of power so as to enhance its diplomatic 
standing, it is influenced by the mood on the street. Thus 
Hamas can be pushed to act contrary to its own interests in 
order to avoid being perceived as weak by public opinion. As 
far as action on the ground is concerned, there is no doubt 
that at this stage Hamas’ leadership prefers to avoid active 
resistance, and equally, there is no doubt that this is a new 
strategy for them.

The test for Hamas will be its ability to keep up such a 
strategy under the pressure that will certainly be exerted, 
both by its own members and even more so by other radical 
organizations that are breathing down its neck in Gaza, to 
renew resistance. The decision on whether to continue with 
this new strategy, devoid of active resistance from Gaza, 
naturally depends to an extent on its political success in 
Gaza. But also, should Hamas continue in the near future 
with this “low resistance” strategy it is hard to imagine that 
it will entirely abandon the idea of resistance, which – as I 
already pointed out – constitutes part of the organization’s 
fundamental make-up; Hamas is basically a resistance 
organization.

Any long-term change in strategy will certainly bring 
about a complex internal struggle and it is feasible that 
radical powers within the organization could also become 
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fragmented. Hamas’ rearmament efforts following Operation 
Pillar of Defense provide no sign of what kind of strategy it has 
decided on, since such efforts would be necessary whether 
it intends to engage in active resistance or whether it intends 
to deter Israel from reengaging Gaza militarily.

Any long-term change in strategy 
will certainly bring about a complex 

internal struggle

Did Israel Apply Adequate Force in Operation Pillar of 
Defense?

After the operation a debate arose in Israel as to whether 
steps taken had been sufficiently forceful from a military 
standpoint. At least two operational questions came to the 
fore in the context of the strength of Israeli action.

The first addressed the fact that despite a massive call-up 
of reserve forces, Israel chose not to enter Gaza with ground 
forces. Those who disagree with that choice point to the risk 
of losing Israeli deterrent ability if Israel should be perceived 
as reluctant to commit to an incursion due to the inherent 
danger to life and limb. On the other hand, those who 
support the decision claim that since the main object of the 
operation was achieved without endangering ground forces, 
it was preferable not to implement the incursion; furthermore, 
avoiding such a move had the added advantage of 
preventing unnecessary injury to Gaza’s noncombatant 
population.

The second question that arose concerns the intensity 
of aerial attacks and the type of targets attacked. Unlike 
Operation Cast Lead, in Pillar of Defense Israel appears to 
have chosen more precisely selected targets with less risk to 
noncombatants, which explains the small number of injuries 
to noncombatants in Gaza by comparison with Operation 
Cast Lead. This decision presumably “exempted” certain 
types of Hamas’ installations, which, if attacked, would have 
caused greater collateral damage. At the same time, the 
smaller degree of destruction also gave Israel an advantage 
in terms of legitimizing the operation.

in Pillar of Defense Israel appears 
to have chosen more precisely 

selected targets with less risk to 
noncombatants

How Should or Can Israel Act in the Current and New 
Situation?

Even if the degree of force employed by Israel was too low, 
even if such relative restraint allowed Hamas to alter its 
strategy as suggested, Israel now faces the question of how 
to handle Hamas’ new strategy, when in fact it is not yet clear 
whether the change in political behavior means a short or 
longer-term change in actual strategy.

Israel’s policy towards Hamas has always been one of 
delegitimization and outright rejection of the organization 
and its declared political goals (annihilation of the State of 
Israel). This policy requires Israel to oppose diplomatic efforts 
on the part of Hamas. However, if it is accepted in Israel 
that diplomacy offers an alternative to active resistance for 
Hamas, perhaps Israel should reconsider its policy towards 
Hamas and avoid damaging such efforts; perhaps Israel 
should even encourage this new political approach.

What about the Iniquity of the Amorites?

As long as Hamas keeps up an alternative strategy that 
does not include active resistance, it does not force Israel to 
take any military countermeasures. But, if for any reason, the 
organization should return to active resistance in preference 
to attempts to upgrade its international status, the Iniquity of 
the Amorites stopwatch will start ticking again, and Israel will 
again be obliged to resort to applying force in Gaza.

This comparison of the strategies of the two parties to the 
conflict shows us that Operation Pillar of Defense opened a 
window of opportunity for each to make a change in strategy 
towards the other, and this without an overall change in either 
side’s key policies. The present, exceptional period illustrates 
this window of opportunity of relative calm inside the Gaza 
Strip and in Israel’s Gaza belt. Both sides have the choice of 
trying to strengthen this new direction in their relationship.

However, we cannot ignore the possibility of a return to 
violent attacks from Gaza. A decision by Hamas to revert to 
its strategy of resistance could have an ideological basis, or 
could result from a loss of public support to other jihadist 
organizations, or could arise from disappointment at the 
results of the recent change in strategy; it could even result 
from some operational mishap committed by either side. 
Whatever the reason, a return by Hamas to active resistance 
will be a useless mechanism along the lines of the Iniquity of 
the Amorites, in which case another round of violence will be 
inevitable.
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The relationship between strategy and tactics is usually 
quite pithily summarized: strategy realized through tactics. 
The relationship between strategy and politics is also easily 
encapsulated: the threat or use of force for political purposes. 
The task of strategy is to make these two relationships profitable 
together. Yet the mutual interaction of these relationships is 
often ignored in order to highlight one or the other. This seems 
most particularly to be the case for cyberpower. Technical 
and tactical as well as strategic and policy literature abound 
on cyberpower.

This article addresses the gap in broad strokes and employs 
cyberpower as a foil with which to explore the relationship 
between tactics and politics. Cyberpower as an enabler is 
outside the direct scope of the tactical-strategic-political 
relationships, and this article will focus on cyberpower as 
an independent tool. After confirming the basic function 
of tactics and their relationship to strategy, the article will 
delve deeper into this relationship to appreciate its non-
linearity. Cyberpower is identified as an excellent vehicle for 
exploring these non-linearities because of its unique nature 
as a medium among the four warfighting domains of land, 
air, sea, and space. It will be concluded that the non-linear 
character of the relationship between tactics and politics—
ultimately, strategy itself—means that tactics may move 
beyond enabling or limiting strategy to the point that tactical 
feasibility may become apolitical in consequence. Politics 
may limit tactics, as much as tactics may limit strategy.

Politics may limit tactics, as much as 
tactics may limit strategy.

From Tactics, Onward

As Clausewitz argued, “tactics teaches the use of armed 
forces in the engagement; strategy, the use of engagements 
for the object of the war.”[i] Tactics enable strategy; as C.E. 
Callwell suggested in his work on small wars, “[s]trategy is 
not, however, the final arbiter in war. The battle-field decides”.
[ii] Because tactics enable strategy, they also necessarily 
limit strategy—poor tactics do not enable as well as good 
tactics. As Wayne Hughes notes, “[s]trategy and tactics are 
best thought of as handmaidens, but if one must choose, it is 
probably more correct to say that tactics comes first, because 
they dictate the limits of strategy.”[iii] This is indeed true of 
all of the dimensions of strategy, not just tactics. Logistics, for 
example, has been called “the arbiter of opportunity”.[iv] 
Poor logistics, like poor tactics, restrict strategic performance. 
Yet tactics, unlike the other dimensions of strategy, have a 
more complex relationship with strategy and the politics that 
strategy serves because the innate adversarial aspect of war 
is necessarily present in both tactical and strategic arenas.

Although strategy directs the employment of power in 
adversarial situations for political ends, tactics are what 
actually make that power work. Tactics occur at the sharp 
end where violence rules and where strategy is made, or 
made to go awry. Power may achieve effect only when, 
tactics work well in the given political or strategic context. This 
does not necessitate tactical victory—one need only think 
of the battle between the vanguard of Greek city-states and 
the encroaching Persian Empire at Thermopylae. A delaying 
action was all that was required and a Greek defeat sufficed 
to achieve it. This indicates the relationship between tactics 
and strategy: a tactical defeat may provide a beneficial 
effect. Conversely, tactical victories may fail to deliver 
strategic success, as Clausewitz noted in his analysis of the 
culminating point of victory.[v] Pyrrhus would have agreed.

The relationship between tactics and strategy is hardly 
straightforward. Cyberpower is an excellent vehicle for 
examining this relationship in more detail for two reasons.
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First, its nature differs from the four warfighting domains of 
land, sea, air, and space. Martin Libicki has suggested 
that cyberspace does not comprise an actual warfighting 
domain, and that considering it as such is counterproductive.
[vi] It is man-made, but then so are cities, aircraft carriers, 
aircraft, and satellites. These, and other man-made objects, 
add depth to the rules or concerns of tactics and strategy 
without seriously changing them, and also correspond to the 
warfighting domains. Cyberspace relies upon computers, 
network cables, and satellites, all of which physically exist. 
Yet cyberspace means little without the data that flow back 
and forth across the myriad of networks. Data are integral to 
every major definition of cyberspace, although the hardware 
systems necessary to hold and transfer that information 
usually get shorter shrift.[vii] This means that unlike the 
warfighting domains, physical attack may not be executed 
exclusively within the medium of cyberspace, but also at it.

Unlike on the sea, in the air, or 
in orbital space, in cyberspace 

technology and tactics are  
virtually synonymous.

Second, as explained by Edward Luttwak, cyberspace 
compresses aspects of strategic hierarchy. In Luttwak’s 
formulation, the logic of strategy works on, and melds 
together, all levels of agency in war from the technological 
to the tactical, the operational, the strategic, and the grand 
strategic.[viii] Unlike on the sea, in the air, or in orbital 
space, in cyberspace technology and tactics are virtually 
synonymous. In the four warfighting domains, tactics adapt 
to and exploit technology while the human dimension 
remains constant. Soldiers on the ground execute the 
tactics using whatever technology is readily available and 
may make adjustments if the situation warrants. By contrast, 
the use of technology for cyberpower begins at the point 
of access to cyberspace. Thereon, most activity, including 
tactics, depends on pre-programmed software and the 
expertise to modify programs ad hoc and in the heat of the 
moment. A program thus simultaneously represents both a 
particular tactical capability and a specific tactical doctrine, 
for it combines with what is instead of how it is achieved. This 
results in an actual conflation of means and ways in strategy, 
creating what might be considered as pure a context as 
possible (short of the abstractions of nuclear strategy) for 
considering the relationship between tactics and strategy.

This relationship is necessarily important for a strategic 
understanding of cyberpower because, as established 
above, tactics dictate what strategy can or cannot achieve, 
albeit in a non-linear fashion. This is significant, given the 
focus of strategy as revised after the First World War. “[T]he 
definition of strategy which gained currency in the light of 
that war, and with increasing force as the twentieth century 
proceeded…[focused not] on the relationship between 
tactics and strategy, but on that between strategy and 
policy.”[ix] This change of emphasis is the foundation of 
the observation that “[a]ll too many works on cyberspace 
and cyberpower are focused on the technical, tactical, and 
operational aspects of operating in the cyber domain. These 
are undoubtedly important topics, but very few address the 
strategic purpose of cyberpower for the ends of policy.”[x]

In the face of such valid commentary it is possible to draw 
compelling conclusions about the strategic meaning of 
cyberpower by considering its context within the full history 
of strategic thought and practice.[xi] Yet ultimately such 
analyses are premised primarily upon analogy and an 
understanding of fundamental strategic theory. Danny 
Steed’s observation that strategists simply cannot yet know 
in detail the full range of the capability of cyberpower is 
equally compelling.[xii] These differing analyses arise from 
differing focuses on strategy’s dual relationships. The former 
emphasizes the link between strategy and policy, whereas 
the latter focuses on the connection between strategy 
and tactics. The deepest understanding of the strategic 
meaning of cyberpower must draw insight from both sets of 
relationships rather than only from one or the other.

To understand strategy’s relations with tactics and politics, 
one must understand “that the aim of war is some measure of 
control over the enemy.”[xiii] The psychologists John Thibaut 
and Harold Kelley in 1959 proposed two forms of control: fate 
control and behavior control. “If, by varying his behavior, A 
can affect B’s outcomes regardless of what B does, A has 
fate control over B.” Behavior control, by contrast, meant that 
“[i]f, by varying his behavior, A can make it desirable for B to 
vary his behavior too, then A has behavior control over B.” 
Moreover, “[f]ate control can be used to control behavior”, 
through repeated interaction of individual behaviors. 
However, the authors concluded that too frequent use of 
either form of power might be counterproductive for “[a]n 
individual’s power over another derives from the latter’s being 
dependent upon him.” Too frequent use of power to control 
another erodes that dependence.[xiv]

Fate control and behavior control correlate to two 
interpretations of politics, and how strategy may, through 
tactics, influence politics. Fate control corresponds to the 
idea of politics as simply who gets what, when, and how.[xv] 
Behavior control corresponds to the idea of politics as the 
psychology of wielding, and yielding to, power. Thibaut and 
Kelley established that unfortunately fate control may only be 
converted into behavior control through repeating particular 
actions and their consequences, a mode of operating 
generally unavailable to a strategist and one which may 
not necessarily work. Nevertheless, control in war breeds 
dependence: “It is the threat of damage, or of more damage 
to come, that can make someone yield or comply. It is latent 
violence that can influence someone’s choice—violence 
that can still be withheld or inflicted, or that a victim believes 
can be withheld or inflicted.”[xvi] This remains logically true, 
despite the failure of Rolling Thunder, but the devil is in the 
operational details.

In the arena of behavior control, 
cyberpower is necessarily 

disadvantaged compared to  
other forms of power.

In the arena of behavior control, cyberpower is necessarily 
disadvantaged compared to other forms of power. As a 
“specter of non-obvious warfare”, cyberpower may potentially 
cause great damage, but the significance of that damage 
is not immediately apparent.[xvii] The electrical grid may 
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be compromised through cyberpower, millions would be 
without power. But what would it mean politically? Not only 
those directly afflicted, but those with the power to send 
and receive information would be left in ignorance of the 
cause. Is this an attack, or just another mass power failure? 
The millions bereft of power and their political representatives 
would be equally ignorant that some third party might have 
a limited form of fate control, and so this level of fate control 
would not be transformed into behavior control. The cause of 
the damage may be too obscure to change policy.

“The trouble is that there is a radical difference in nature 
between violence and political consequence… this 
dilemma of currency conversion is central to the difficulty of 
strategy.”[xviii] Strategy converts tactical action into political 
meaning; conversely it must also identify political or strategic 
weakness and transform it into tactical opportunity. Strategy 
thus forms a closed, two-way feedback loop in which 
definitive political effect gives meaning to all tactical action 
and is the prize to be won. Tactics shorn of ultimate political 
purpose result in meaningless bloodshed and damage. The 
conclusion follows that tactical feasibility does not necessarily 
represent strategic or political desirability. This is particularly, 
but not exclusively, the case for cyberpower given its non-
obvious character as an instrument of policy.

Yet Schelling’s observation on the coercive value of latent force 
does not represent the whole truth. Damage already inflicted 
also matters, and may be directly relevant to the opponent’s 
ability to implement his policies. Thus strategic calculus 
changes if one abandons the desire to modify another’s 
behavior through fate control, merely to exercise that control 
for its own sake. This course of action assumes a significantly 
lower standard of effect in certain respects, as tactical 
consequences necessarily impact both power relationships 
and the opponent’s capabilities for implementing policy- 
regardless of unwavering political behavior and purpose. 
Regardless of the intentions of its creators, Stuxnet may be 
interpreted as an attempt at fate control by inflicting physical 
damage on Iranian centrifuges at Natanz. However, it was 
strategically unsuccessful as the damage was insufficient 
to endanger the Iranian nuclear program by overwhelming 
the reserve stockpile of centrifuges they had available.[xix] 
Emphasis on fate control opens the door to actions which 
are tactically plausible but politically irrelevant, multiplying 
the potential applications of cyberpower but not necessarily 
increasing one’s ability to achieve desired political effect.

Yet, as the Stuxnet case indicates, 
the circumstances in which such a 

strategy may be desirable  
are quite specific.

Yet, as the Stuxnet case indicates, the circumstances in 
which such a strategy may be desirable are quite specific. 
Two conditions may be necessary for cyber attacks to be 
strategically worthwhile: first, there exist hard limits on the 
ability of the opponent to recover from a damaging attack. 
Secondly, the damage occurs in infrastructure critical to 
national security or in policies disagreeable to the attacker, 
such as the development of a nuclear energy sector with 
potential threshold capability for nuclear weapons. This is 

merely attrition by another, non-obvious, instrument—the 
logic is universal to all infliction of damage.

It is just as easy to overstate the potential of cyberpower as 
it is to dismiss. “Cyber can only be an enabler of physical 
effort. Stand-alone (a misnomer of ‘strategic’) cyber action 
is inherently grossly limited by its immateriality.”[xx] Yet 
with the ongoing rise of both computing and networking, 
immaterial programs now have direct control over material 
industrial processes. Moreover, when services and the stock 
market contribute significantly to a national economy, the 
economic basis of national power is itself partially founded 
on immaterial processes. Cyberpower for fate control has no 
lack of tactically feasible opportunities. In this sense, Steed 
is quite right in his suggestion that strategists still do not fully 
know of what cyberpower is capable, and probably will not 
without further praxis.

The strategist’s role, given what may actually be a glut of 
tactical opportunities within the cyber realm is to distinguish 
those which are politically desirable from those which are 
not. The relationship between strategy and politics is the 
arbiter of tactical actions that are worth the effort and costs 
and which are not. Even though it is the tactical-strategic 
relationship which establishes the boundaries of what is 
actually achievable on the ground, the desirability of any 
action may only be judged from strategy’s relationship with 
politics. Strategists who are relatively complacent about the 
potential of cyberpower are thus also on firm ground, albeit 
possibly not for entirely the right reasons. Not all potential 
targets of stand-alone cyber attack are politically desirable 
from either a fate or a behavior control perspective, and 
fewer still represent targets of actual political vulnerability.

Strategists who are relatively 
complacent about the potential of 

cyberpower are thus also on firm 
ground, albeit possibly not for  

entirely the right reasons.

Conclusion

The relationship between tactics and strategy is necessarily 
more complex than that summed up in the pithy remark 
that strategy is realized through tactics. However, this depth 
is sometimes overlooked because of the nature of the war-
fighting domains. Cyberspace and cyberpower are best 
suited to exploring the tensions between tactics and strategy 
because of the relatively unbounded geographic nature 
of cyberspace as a medium for conveying its particular 
character of power to almost any networked target. This 
contrasts with the relatively and variably more restricted war-
fighting domains of land, sea, air, and orbital space, in which 
courses of action tend to be much more constrained by 
physical geography, weather, hardware, and other variables.

Tactics necessarily enable, but also limit, strategic performance. 
Yet not all tactically feasible action is strategically necessary 
or politically desirable as it may not lead to change in the 
opponent’s policy, or to beneficial change in the adversarial 
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power relationship. The expanding limits which cyberpower 
tactics set might thus exceed what strategy requires or even 
knows what to do with for political purposes, in stark contrast 
to the problem strategists faced a century ago during the 
First World War, when for years the limits of tactics hamstrung 
strategy and the consequent political effect.

The expanding limits which 
cyberpower tactics set might thus 

exceed what strategy requires

Strategists today have yet to experience the tactical limits 
of cyberpower, and of what cyberpower may actually 
accomplish. Yet these unknown limits of cyberpower likely go 
beyond the boundaries of political desirability, as much of 
what cyberpower is tactically capable of is not instrumental 
for political purpose. The optimism in this thought is 
necessarily counterweighted by the observation that 
rationality comprises only one aspect of the Clausewitzian 
trinity. Passion inhibits reason, and chance may send it awry. 
The tactically possible still remains possible, even though it 
may be politically useless.
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In a recent Infinity Journal essay, Colin S. Gray wrote, 
“Military officers perform the strategic function at every 
level of command, from a platoon on upwards,” and that 
“strategic competence” ought to be “widespread.”[i] 
Moreover, he has separately written, “strategic genius is rare, 
strategic talent is more common” which “can be improved 
by formal education…[to generate] instinct for a better 
performance.”[ii] For that, one might consider Gray an 
optimist. However, he concludes the Infinity Journal article 
with a warning: “although there is no new knowledge to be 
discovered about strategy, old knowledge can be lost.”[iii]

Even at storied West Point, this counsel goes unheeded. 
The trimmings of strategy are everywhere at West Point; the 
campus was a crucial strategic location during the American 
War of Independence and maintains strategic value as the 
cradle of U.S. Army officer professionalism. It has produced 
some superb strategists, as the saying on recruiting posters 
reminds prospective cadets: “At West Point, much of the 
history we teach was made by people we taught.”

Unfortunately, none of the strategy made by people West 
Point taught was a direct result of what West Point chooses 
to teach. Permit me to explain. I am the director for a lightly 
populated elective course on strategy at West Point – roughly 
1.5% of the cadets take the course annually. Strategy – or the 
balance of ends, ways and means – as a distinct academic 

endeavor is not part of the standard curriculum for all cadets.
[iv] As West Point Superintendent Major General Samuel 
Koster said in 1970, “we’re more interested in the ‘doer’ than 
the ‘thinker.’”[v] This statement rings true today.

Unfortunately, none of the strategy 
made by people West Point taught 

was a direct result of what West  
Point chooses to teach.

This past semester I had visitors from the Israeli Defense Force. 
There were three, one Lieutenant Colonel and two Captains. 
They taught in the Israeli military education system and were 
canvassing similar American educational institutions. They 
were, in a word, “shocked” at such a strategy course. “We do 
not even attempt this sort of knowledge until an officer is a 
Lieutenant Colonel in our system,” the senior officer exclaimed.

This is clearly not just an American, or West Point problem. 
Even the most junior military officer, on day one, must be able 
to identify, describe and potentially diagnose the conflict they 
find themselves to be a part of. The current Chief of Staff of the 
U.S. Army General Raymond Odierno recently wrote in Foreign 
Policy that his aim was to develop junior officers “cognizant of 
the potential strategic ramifications of their decisions.”[vi] This 
essay proposes that a standalone strategy course ought to 
be part of every military officer’s commissioning process, and 
will offer for support two historical pieces of evidence. When 
complete, this essay will add two strong reasons to support 
General Odierno’s statement: strategic understanding builds 
morale and enables adaptability.

Morale & Second Lieutenant William Lochren

Developing a junior military officer’s strategic understanding 
helps to build the morale necessary for battlefield success. 
Much ink has been spilled on the importance of morale in 
combat. Napoleon’s maxim that “the morale is to the physical 
as three is to one,” or Field Marshall Lord Wavell’s comments 
that the “final deciding factor of all engagements, battles 
and wars is the morale of the opposing forces.”[vii]
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But how does one instill this feeling, this intangible, hard-to-
describe sentiment? Gray explains in his book The Strategy 
Bridge:

…obedience to orders issued by proper authority is 
expected, indeed is required, sometimes on pain even 
of death, in all armies. But, for soldiers willingly to risk 
their lives in ways that exceed minimal or perhaps only 
token compliance, there is always need for a dose of 
the ingredients that make for high enough morale. 
The ingredients can be chemical (vodka, rum, indeed 
anything alcohol), spiritual (trust, inspiration, self-
confidence) or a lack of alternatives (desperation).[viii]

Upon reading that analysis, a modern junior officer might lose 
heart. As death threats and chemical aids (beyond caffeine) 
seem unlikely, and desperation seems pessimistic, his list 
leaves only one real option: inspiration. The cognitive ability 
to directly link one’s tactical actions to a particular military 
objective and policy goal can be an immense source of 
unit morale. The American Civil War experience of Second 
Lieutenant William Lochren, a civilian attorney and later 
regimental historian, of Company K, 1st Minnesota Volunteer 
Infantry Regiment, Union Army of the Potomac can provide a 
helpful example.

The cognitive ability to directly link 
one’s tactical actions to a particular 

military objective and policy goal 
can be an immense source  

of unit morale.

Lochren’s Assessment

Second Lieutenant Lochren was at the Battle of Gettysburg, 
near the center of the Union line on 2 July 1863. The Union 
Army’s Major General Daniel Sickles’ 3rd Corps had pushed 
forward in such a way that created a gap between his forces 
and the rest of the line. Near the end of the day’s fighting, the 
Union line thinned such that a Confederate brigade led by 
Brigadier General Cadmus Wilcox surged forward in an effort 
to pierce the Union front. As Lochren recalled,

We stood in full view of Sickles’ battle in the peach 
orchard half a mile to the front, and witnessed with 
eager anxiety the varying fortunes of that sanguinary 
conflict, until at length, with gravest apprehension, we 
saw Sickles’ men give way before the heavier forces of 
Longstreet and Hill, and come back, slowly, at first, and 
rallying down the slope by the Trostle house, across the 
low ground, up the slope on our side, and past our 
position to the rear.[ix]

Directly adjacent to the 1st Minnesota was the 19th Maine 
and Private Silas Adams. After the war Private Adams 
described that particular scene by simply asking, “What 
meaner place could man be put in?”[x]

It was at this moment that Union Major General Winfield 
Scott Hancock, in charge of the Union center and the 2nd 

Corps, saw the break as well as the advancing Confederates. 
When Major General Hancock realized that there were only 
the roughly 289 men of the 1st Minnesota available, he 
exclaimed: “My God, are these all the men we have here?”[xi] 
He then ordered the 1st Minnesota to advance to take the 
rebel battle flags, against approximately 1,100 Confederates.
[xii] Later, Hancock would write:

Reinforcements were coming on the run, but I knew 
that before they could reach the threatened point the 
Confederates, unless checked, would seize the position. 
I would have ordered that regiment in if I had known 
that every man would be killed. It had to be done.[xiii]

Simultaneously, Second Lieutenant William Lochren recorded 
this assessment: “Every man realized in an instant what that 
order meant – death or wounds to us all; the sacrifice of the 
regiment to gain a few minutes’ time and save the position, 
and probably the battlefield.”[xiv]

This is a truly noteworthy statement 
from a junior military officer. This is 

the height of strategic instinct

This is a truly noteworthy statement from a junior military 
officer. This is the height of strategic instinct – Lochren clearly 
identified the unit’s military objective and linked it directly to 
the organization’s broader military objective. Simply put, time 
was necessary and the men of the 1st Minnesota provided 
this time to enable the Union to hold this part of the field 
on July 2nd, in turn ensuring the Union would turn back the 
broader Confederate threat to Pennsylvania and Northern 
will. Second Lieutenant Lochren’s strategic understanding 
empowered him to build the morale necessary for success in 
a difficult and critical battlefield endeavor.

As a member of the unit later put it, “we were there to meet 
the requirements of the occasion, and were ready to do it, 
whatever it might cost.”[xv] And certainly the costs were high. 
Though the exact figure is disputed, around 225 of the men 
that went into that charge were either killed or wounded, 
which is reputed to be the worst loss for any regiment in a 
single engagement of the war.[xvi]

Adaptability & Captain Russell Volckmann

Developing a junior military officer’s strategic understanding 
enables adaptability, which is critical when conflicts veer 
in unexpected directions. Military adaptability as a useful 
characteristic has been supported broadly, but never as well 
as by Sir Michael Howard in 1974:

I am tempted indeed to declare dogmatically that 
whatever doctrine the Armed Forces are working on 
now, they have got it wrong. I am also temped to declare 
that it does not matter that they have got it wrong. What 
does matter is their capacity to get it right quickly when 
the moment arrives...[xvii]

More recently, in one of his last speeches as Secretary of 
Defense, Robert Gates spoke to the Corps of Cadets at 
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West Point on 25 February 2011.[xviii] He asked what he 
considered the “important question,” which was “how can 
the Army prepare, train, and retain officers with the necessary 
multifaceted experience to take on a broad range of missions 
and roles? Where there is not one, but many doctrines 
in play?”[xix] Gates then advised the audience to take 
“some instruction and inspiration from the career of Russell 
Volckmann, Class of 1934.”[xx]

Perhaps it would be instructive to heed Secretary Gates’ 
advice and look more deeply into Captain (later Brigadier 
General) Volckmann’s experience with adaptability after the 
surrender of Bataan on the island of Northern Luzon.

His wife and child having been sent back to the United 
States due to the Japanese threat, Captain Volckmann was 
embedded with the Philippine Army until being reassigned 
as a division intelligence officer just before the surrender. In 
early April 1942, Volckmann learned about several guerilla 
units operating in North Luzon.[xxi] As Volckmann put it,

When an opportunity presented itself, I cornered 
General Brougher.

‘Sir, I’m still in pretty good physical shape – I have a lot of 
fight left in me. Would you give me permission to try and 
work my way north to [an Army Colonel running guerilla 
operations] if and when we are ordered to surrender?’

The General, very tired, paused for a few moments and 
then replied, ‘Sure thing. I’ll report you missing in action 
on a patrol. If you try, the best of luck to you.’

I questioned several of my friends to see if I could 
persuade anyone to join me. No one seemed interested, 
the usual reply being, ‘You won’t have a chance. There 
are too many Filipino informers and fifth columnists. Why 
try? The Japs will treat us ok.’

…Above all, I still felt there was much yet to be done…
and I could not resign myself to surrendering.[xxii]

This statement belies a terrific sense of initiative and 
willingness to win. Where his peers chose to stay on track with 
the unit, despite the obvious defeat that was on the way – 
Volckmann went a different route. And, after many months 
of slow movement, illness and recovery, Volckmann survived 
and by October 1942 reported that he was “back in the war, 
only this time as [a guerilla].”[xxiii]

The massive challenge Volckmann faced was that “In all my 
training I had never been exposed to the techniques and 
policies of resistance and guerilla warfare.”[xxiv] There was 
no guide, no prior knowledge, on which to fall back.

On 9 June 1943, the Japanese captured the two colonels 
in charge of resistance activities.[xxv] Volckmann, age 
32, assumed command “as the next senior officer in North 
Luzon.”[xxvi] This is where Volckmann’s story gets interesting; 
he commanded a force that eventually grew to 22,000 by the 
end of the war.[xxvii] The numbers though, are far outweighed 
by his reflections on his initial strategic assessment.

Volckmann’s Assessment

Captain Volckmann began by describing his “resistance 
movement” as “collectively the discontented elements of 
a populace who by various methods oppose and operate 
against established civil and military authority.”[xxviii] He 
assessed that the “treatment imposed on the Filipinos” 
created an “underlying potential for resistance” amongst the 
population.[xxix] Further, the

…major question was, Could the individuals who 
basically were opposed to the Japanese be organized 
and directed so as to express their opposition against 
the [Japanese] actively by subversion and guerilla 
warfare? The answer appeared to depend on an 
analysis of the human, psychological, and physical 
factors as they existed at the time.[xxx]

Volckmann looked first to the “human factors” and decided he 
had a group to work with that had the “courage and stamina 
to withstand privations, endure hardships, and face imminent 
death while fighting back against great odds.”[xxxi] He 
appealed to their history of insurrection against the Spanish 
and Americans at the turn of the century and determined 
that the “human factors” were “favorable.”[xxxii]

Volckmann next considered the “calculable or physical 
factors,” reporting that he “included topography, enemy 
forces, friendly forces, space and time, and moral and 
material support.”[xxxiii] Geographically, North Luzon’s 
“extensive rugged mountains, vast forests, and limited roads 
and communications [were in Volckmann’s] favor.”[xxxiv]

Particularly laudable was 
Volckmann’s understanding of the 

broader strategic context  
in which he fought.

Particularly laudable was Volckmann’s understanding of the 
broader strategic context in which he fought. This section is 
worth reviewing at length:

The [Japanese], to control such an area completely 
and effectively without gaining the cooperation of the 
populace, would have to divert and maintain huge 
forces in North Luzon. But they were committed in force 
throughout Asia and the Southwest Pacific.

They could, however (as they did in late 1942), 
concentrate sizable forces and conduct an extensive 
campaign against guerilla forces and their supporting 
populace. They could be expected to continue to have 
this capability until Allied forces threatened or actually 
landed in Luzon. However, each Allied victory and the 
reduction of the time and space between the Allied 
forces and Luzon would reduce Japanese capabilities 
and in turn strengthen Filipino morale. I was certain 
also that reduction of the time and space factor would 
likewise mean material support, provided, of course, 
that contact could be established with friendly forces. To 
me, then, the time and space factor was the key.[xxxv]
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Captain Volckmann’s intellectual understanding of strategy – 
the ability to see the wider picture and where his efforts and 
use of force fit into it – is instructive and provides guidance 
for what ought to be expected of commissioned military 
officers. His “ends” remained the same, but his strategic 
understanding supported an adaptability of his “ways” due 
to sufficiently reduced “means.”

Admittedly, repetition of this exact scenario is unlikely. Cynics 
will charge that Volckmann likely did not have any formal 
training in strategy as this paper advocates. This much is 
true, but consider a powerful counterfactual: what if more 
of Volckmann’s peers had his broader understanding of 
strategy? Would that not have made Japanese efforts on 
North Luzon more difficult?

Conclusion

Though both historical examples provided may seem 
implausible, there are contemporary occurrences similar 
enough which suggest the desirability of building strategic 
understanding into pre-commissioning military education. 
For example, consider this recent story from Vanity Fair about 
the conflict in Libya:

…on the night of March 21, 2011, [U.S. Air Force] Captain 
Tyler Stark took off in an F-15 [as a navigator] from a 
base in Italy with a pilot he’d only just met, on his first 
combat mission. He now had reasons to think it might 
also be his last.

Even so, [after having to bail out of the plane] as he 
floated down, he felt almost calm. The night air was 
calm, and there was no sound, only awesome silence. 
He didn’t really know why he’d been sent there, to Libya, 
in the first place. He knew his assignment, his specific 
mission. But he didn’t know the reason for it.[xxxvi] 
[Author’s emphasis, MLC].

What happens when direct military orders are insufficient 
or hierarchy breaks down – what fills that role? The military 
prefers officers with initiative, as when General David Petraeus 
famously insisted to his subordinates that, “In the absence of 
guidance or orders, figure out what they should have been 
and execute them aggressively.”[xxxvii] However, General 
Petraeus’ sentiment is pregnant with a massive assumption: 
that they will know what to do; that they are imbued with 
strategic understanding. Such a notion, as in Captain Stark’s 
case, may prove false.

Perhaps a thought experiment is in order: imagine instead 
drifting down in that parachute a Second Lieutenant Lochren 

or Captain Volckmann. Would their characteristics – Lochren’s 
ability to inspire morale or Volckmann’s adaptability – would 
these not be a significant improvement?

What happens when direct military 
orders are insufficient or hierarchy 
breaks down – what fills that role?

In 1913, on the eve of the Great War, Reverend Percy Kettlewell, 
a headmaster at a private school in South Africa, remarked, 
“Schools are like munitions factories and

ought to be turning out a constant supply of living 
material.”[xxxvii] All military schools charged with creating 
officers could be construed in such a way. Their graduates 
control society’s weapons; this special class is expected to 
defend defenseless societies and prosecute purposeful, 
orchestrated violence on behalf of their citizenry. As war is 
not going away, the warriors built will, with certainty, be used. 
The vagaries of modern warfare require more than simple 
automatons programmed for tactical implementation; an 
understanding of strategy supplies abundant morale and 
necessary adaptability for all conflict paradigms.

West Point and many other military commissioning sources 
are designed to build skilled tacticians with great emphasis 
placed on the current character of conflict. In Major General 
Koster’s words, they are often more concerned with battlefield 
“doers” than battlefield “thinkers.” As such, places like West 
Point inevitably produce officers of all varieties, Lochrens, 
Starks and everything in between.

But when West Point produces a Volckmann, as it did in 1934, 
it is often in spite of, not due to, the education provided. This 
must change, and a useful step would be to ensure that a 
multi- and interdisciplinary academic strategy course is a 
part of every soon-to-be officer’s education.

If this is not the case, Gray’s admonition will require adjustment 
– at West Point, strategic knowledge is being lost in perhaps 
the worst, saddest way – for lack of effort.

The writer is an actively serving Major and Strategist in the 
U.S. Army.  He is currently the Course Director for DS470: 
Military Strategy at West Point, working on a dissertation on 
generalship under Professor Colin S. Gray at the University of 
Reading (UK).  The views expressed in this article are those 
of the author alone and do not reflect the official policy 
or position of the Department of the Army, Department of 
Defense, or the U.S. government. 
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In December 2009, President Barack Obama ordered a surge 
force of 30,000 additional troops to Afghanistan, hoping to 
stabilize the country and set the groundwork for a gradual US 
exit. While the President was judicious in considering multiple 
options, the plan he decided on was based on questionable 
strategic logic. Stabilization of Afghanistan was not a critical 
US interest, and even if it was, the surge that Obama ordered 
was structured in a way that portended failure.

Deciding on a Plan

At the beginning of Obama’s first term in 2009, the situation 
in Afghanistan was deteriorating. Obama was under intense 
pressure from civilian foreign policy hawks and the uniformed 
military to act decisively and prevent the United States from 
“losing the war.” The President was conflicted. Just months 
earlier on the campaign trail, he stated that “as President, 
I will make the fight against al Qaeda and the Taliban the 
top priority that it should be. This is a war that we have to 
win.”[i] However, he was clearly opposed to an enduring 
commitment. Obama campaigned against the Iraq War, 
citing the strain on both the military and US taxpayers.[ii] He 
viewed the war in Afghanistan as more important than Iraq—
an Al Qaeda presence there would be a serious threat to US 
security, he argued—yet still sought an acceptable exit plan. 
While visiting a group of wounded soldiers, the President was 
quoted as saying, “I don’t want to be going to Walter Reed for 
another eight years.”[iii]

Despite mounting pressure, Obama refused to commit 
to any course of action too quickly. Countless hours were 
spent reviewing strategic goals, questioning assumptions, 
and debating policy alternatives. Initially, the Commander 

of US Forces Afghanistan, General Stanley McChrystal, 
presented three surge options: 1) 10,000 additional troops 
to train the Afghan military and police; 2) 40,000 additional 
troops to carry out a counterinsurgency operation and 
protect the population; and 3) 85,000 additional troops, 
also for population-centric counterinsurgency.[iv] The 
military approached the problem primarily at the tactical 
level, evaluating how additional soldiers could contribute 
to population-centric counterinsurgency, but not how 
population-centric counterinsurgency would contribute 
to US interests and political objectives. According to Hew 
Stachan, “McChrystal’s strategy, as he presented it at the 
end of August 2009, was shaped from the bottom up; without 
a clear articulation by NATO or the United States of their 
political objectives and hence of their strategy, it could not 
be anything else.”[v]

Despite mounting pressure, Obama 
refused to commit to any course of 

action too quickly.

As the President continued to push the military and his 
advisors for additional options, a division emerged. On 
one side were those who supported a large military 
deployment that would carry out population-centric 
counterinsurgency, led by McChrystal and backed by, 
among others, Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff Admiral 
Mike Mullen and Commander of US Central Command 
General David Petraeus. On the other side were those who 
advocated a narrower military deployment geared toward 
counterterrorism operations, headed by Vice President Joe 
Biden. Along those lines, two compromise options emerged. 
Biden, with the help of Vice Chairman of the Joint Chief of 
Staff General James Cartwright, proposed sending 20,000 
additional troops—10,000 for counterterrorism and 10,000 
for training the Afghan army.[vi] The alternative, which was 
fashioned by Secretary of Defense Robert Gates, called for 
30,000 additional US troops that would focus on both training 
and population-centric counterinsurgency.[vii]

In the end, the President sided with Gates’ option. However, 
he also stayed true to his preference for a gradual exit and 
insisted that the surge come with a withdrawal timetable. On 
December 1, 2009, Obama announced his decision at West 
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Point and implied that, given the stakes, he had appropriately 
matched means to ends:

“I have determined that it is in our vital national interest 
to send an additional 30,000 US troops to Afghanistan. 
After 18 months, our troops will begin to come home. 
These are the resources that we need to seize the 
initiative, while building the Afghan capacity that can 
allow for a responsible transition of our forces out of 
Afghanistan.”[viii]

Despite their differences during the review process, all of 
Obama’s advisors supported the compromise.

Initially, the decision was fairly well received and allowed the 
President to move in the direction of what appeared to be his 
preferred policy—a gradual withdrawal from Afghanistan—
at minimal political cost. However, a closer evaluation reveals 
reasons to be critical. The plan the troops were sent to carry 
out—reversing the tide of the insurgency through population-
centric operations—was disconnected from appropriate 
U.S interests. Furthermore, the inclusion of a withdrawal 
date meant that, even if the campaign goals were in fact 
important, the operation would be rushed and have little 
chance of achieving long-term results.

Initially, the decision was fairly well 
received and allowed the President 

to move in the direction of what 
appeared to be his preferred policy

Was Afghan Stabilization a Vital US Interest?

In order to conclude that a continued operation and 
increased troop presence in Afghanistan were worth it, 
President Obama would had to have determined that 
the benefits, measured in terms of guarding U.S interests, 
outweighed several obvious costs. Additional US soldiers 
would be deployed, risking their own lives and putting untold 
strain on their families. The US military would continue to be 
entangled in a stability operation, rather than spending its 
time and effort on other pressing priorities and investing its 
resources in the next generation of weapons. The federal 
budget, already under pressure from rising deficits, would be 
increasingly stretched.

In his announcement, Obama laid out three primary objectives 
that the United States would pursue in Afghanistan: 1) “deny 
al Qaeda a safe haven;” 2) “reverse the Taliban’s momentum 
and deny it the ability to overthrow the government;” and 
3) “strengthen the capacity of Afghanistan’s Security Forces 
and government.”[ix] To do nothing would mean that the 
Taliban continued to gain territory in Afghanistan, increasingly 
threatening the rule of the government of Hamid Karzai.

Underlying the objectives that President Obama laid out were 
three US interests.[x] First, the United States had an interest 
in preventing Afghanistan from once again emerging as 
an Al Qaeda safe haven where terrorists plan and train for 
attacks against the United States. Second, the United States 

had an interest in maintaining its international reputation; if 
the United States allowed the Taliban to “win,” it would harm 
its credibility, fuel increased Al Qaeda recruiting, and cause 
other US allies and partners to question US commitments. 
The third US interest in Afghanistan was preventing instability 
and extremism from spilling over into Pakistan; in the worst 
case scenario, Islamic extremists with ties to Al Qaeda would 
get control of Pakistan’s nuclear arsenal. For these reasons, 
President Obama and others described Afghanistan as a 
war of necessity, rather than choice.

the connection between each of 
these interests and a strategy of 

using the American armed forces to 
preserve stability in Afghanistan and 

prevent the overthrow of the  
Karzai government was  

questionable at best

However, the connection between each of these interests and 
a strategy of using the American armed forces to preserve 
stability in Afghanistan and prevent the overthrow of the Karzai 
government was questionable at best. First, if, as most would 
admit, the primary US interest in Afghanistan was preventing 
terrorism, there were a number of alternative strategies that 
the administration could have pursued. President Obama 
could have gradually removed all US ground troops from the 
country, unworried about stability, and worked to contain the 
threat of terrorism from offshore—similar to the US policy in 
Somalia. Less dramatically, the President could have reduced 
US ground troops in Afghanistan while using drones and 
commandoes for targeted counterterrorism missions—a 
strategy similar to what Biden and Cartwright proposed. There 
is a debate about which strategy could have most effectively 
prevented terrorism, but ultimately a strategy centered on 
stabilization of Afghanistan was a choice, not an obligation.

Moreover, there are three main reasons that the President 
should have narrowed US objectives in Afghanistan to 
counterterrorism, rather than stabilization. First, as the 
administration was no doubt aware, the United States had 
already expanded the use of drone operations to kill Al 
Qaeda operatives in Afghanistan and Pakistan, and the 
policy was showing signs of success. The United States killed 
so many top-level operatives that it was hard for Al Qaeda 
to replace them.[xi] Second, the presence of US troops in 
Afghanistan had spurred more terrorism, not less. According 
to Robert Pape who studied the motivation of suicide terrorists 
and tracked attacks in Afghanistan, “The picture is clear: the 
more Western troops we have sent to Afghanistan, the more 
the local residents have viewed themselves as under foreign 
occupation, leading to a rise in suicide bombings and other 
terrorist attacks.”[xii] Perhaps just as important, the presence 
of US troops made the United States, rather than rival warlords 
and tribes, the target of terrorism and insurgency. Without this 
motivation, terrorist groups would have little if any incentive 
to plan attacks on the US homeland. Third, the worst case 
scenario—where the Karzai government fell and the Taliban 
returned to power—posed at most a marginal threat to the 
United States. Even a rejuvenated Taliban would be unlikely 
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to once again give sanctuary to Al Qaeda, and, if it did, Al 
Qaeda would have difficulty planning another operation 
from Afghanistan with the United States now adequately 
alert.[xiii] Worries that the Taliban would support extremists in 
Pakistan were similarly overblown.

The second justification for a vital US interest in Afghan 
stability was also suspect. Pundits often pressure US leaders 
to continue supporting failing military adventures by citing 
risks to credibility and resolve. A prominent example is the US 
war in Vietnam, where the United States repeatedly doubled 
down on a failing operation to preserve its reputation. In the 
end, the United States was forced to disengage, certainly 
perceived as “losing,” but did not see a tangible decline in its 
international power. Academic studies about the importance 
of reputation, including its ability to influence militant Islamist 
actors, highlight the concept’s limits.[xiv]

The arguments that instability in Afghanistan would 
ensure instability in Pakistan and that imposed stability in 
Afghanistan would contribute to stability in Pakistan were 
equally tenuous. In December 2009, Al Qaeda was located 
primarily in Pakistan, and stability in Afghanistan would have 
done little if anything to limit its influence in the country. 
Additional US troops in Afghanistan were likely to make the 
problem worse by pushing more militants across the 340 
border crossings between Afghanistan and Pakistan.[xv] 
Beyond displacing insurgents, Steven Simon and Jonathan 
Stevenson concluded that additional US troop deployments 
would create resentment in Pakistan, further damaging 
US credibility. They write, “While a larger US military footprint 
might help stabilize Afghanistan in the short term, the effects 
of collateral damage and the aura of US domination it 
would generate would also intensify anti-Americanism in 
Pakistan.”[xvi]

Was Population-Centric Counterinsurgency Likely to 
Achieve Its Objectives?

In surging 30,000 additional troops to Afghanistan, President 
Obama wagered that a better-resourced population-centric 
counterinsurgency strategy was likely to stabilize Afghanistan 
over the long run. To be worth the cost, Obama’s strategy had 
to have a reasonable chance of reversing the momentum of 
the Taliban insurgency, while at the same time preparing the 
Afghan government to take on a greater role in protecting 
the country’s security. If, alternatively, population-centric 
counterinsurgency had little chance of ensuring long-term 
stability in Afghanistan, then it would only serve to delay an 
inevitable Taliban takeover, resulting in all of the impacts that 
the policy was designed to prevent.

In surging 30,000 additional 
troops to Afghanistan, President 
Obama wagered that a better-

resourced population-centric 
counterinsurgency strategy was  

likely to stabilize Afghanistan  
over the long run.

According to President Obama, the surge had three main 
elements: “a military effort to create the conditions for a 
transition; a civilian surge that reinforces positive action; 
and an effective partnership with Pakistan.”[xvii] A central 
component of the US plan was the military effort, which 
would clear areas of Taliban insurgents, hold the territory by 
protecting the population, and then subsequently transition 
control of security to the Afghani military and police. Obama’s 
policy assumed that, by July 2011, two conditions would be 
met: 1) the United States would have reversed the momentum 
of the Taliban insurgency; and 2) the Afghani military and 
army would be strong enough to start taking over part of the 
security responsibility.

In Afghanistan, President Obama hoped to repeat a formula 
that had worked for President George W. Bush in Iraq. 
Unfortunately, many of the conditions that allowed the surge 
to succeed in Iraq were not present in Afghanistan. First, in 
Iraq, the United States was dealing with a far stronger and 
more cooperative leader in Prime Minister Nouri al-Maliki. 
Karzai, by contrast, had demonstrated that he was either 
unable or unwilling to rein in challengers to his regime.[xviii] 
In his broad study of counterinsurgency David Kilcullen 
highlights the importance of finding a host government that 
the people are willing to support. Without it, tactical gains 
will not translate to policy outcomes.[xix] Second, in Iraq, the 
United States was able to take advantage of divisions between 
Sunni factions and Islamic extremists. In Afghanistan, there 
was little evidence that ethnic Pashtuns would be willing to 
abandon the Taliban and side with the United States.[xx] 
Finally, insurgents in Iraq did not have a territorial sanctuary 
like the Taliban had in Pakistan.[xxi]

Moreover, Obama greatly hamstrung the operation by 
including a specific date at which US troops would begin 
to withdraw. Walter Russell Mead was particularly harsh 
when he wrote, “Obama’s long deliberation over the war in 
Afghanistan is a case study in presidential schizophrenia: 
After 94 days of internal discussion and debate, he ended 
up splitting the difference—rushing in more troops as his 
generals wanted, while calling for their departure to begin 
in July 2011 as his liberal base demanded.”[xxii] While the 
compromise had political benefit—allowing Obama to move 
toward a withdrawal from Afghanistan while seeming to go 
along with the recommendation of his military advisors—it 
made the surge less likely to succeed.

President Obama confused the mission. The contradictory 
messages—increased troops but a definitive withdrawal 
deadline—were interpreted differently by varying officials 
and military personnel: some thought the United States 
was engaged in nation-building, others didn’t; some 
thought the United States was pursuing population-centric 
counterinsurgency, others didn’t; and some thought the 
United States would withdrawal a substantial portion of its 
troops in July 2011, others didn’t. As a result, there was no 
coherent policy, and the military went forward with their 
original plan: to seize territory being held by the Taliban.[xxiii] 
As Bing West puts it, “By declaring an ambiguous mission, the 
president had positioned himself brilliantly as a politician. 
His Delphic statements left open his options. That same 
uncertainty harmed the military mission.”[xxiv]

In announcing that the withdrawal would begin in July 2011, 
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President Obama hoped to signal to the US military and the 
Afghan government that the US commitment would not be 
enduring, impelling them to make necessary preparations 
for a transition. Both audiences received the message, but, 
unfortunately, it had a number of negative side effects.

the effort to quickly expand the 
force resulted in corner cutting. Not 

surprisingly, the troops and police 
were inadequately trained

Knowing that the withdrawal deadline was close, the US 
military rushed to build an Afghan capacity that would be 
sufficient to provide for the country’s security as US troops 
began to leave. The Untied States set an ambitious goal of 
recruiting and training 352,000 Afghani soldiers and police 
officers. However, the effort to quickly expand the force 
resulted in corner cutting. Not surprisingly, the troops and 
police were inadequately trained, remained reliant on the 
Untied States for intelligence and logistical support, and, worst 
of all, had their ranks infiltrated by Taliban insurgents.[xxv] At 
the same time, a number of the old problems with the army 
remained: literacy rates were low; soldiers were divided by 
regional and ethnic rivalries; and too many troops deserted.
[xxvi] In a parallel attempt to quickly turn the momentum 
of the Taliban insurgency, the United States empowered 
local militias. These groups were effective, but are now well 
armed and exist outside of the control of the government.
[xxvii] More worrisome, the local militias are divided along 
traditional regional and ethnic lines, making a civil war likely 
when the United States withdraws.[xxviii]

The withdrawal deadline also sent a negative signal to 
the Afghani government and Taliban insurgents. Karzai 
increasingly distrusted the US long-term commitment to the 
country, making him even less cooperative.[xxix] Taliban 
insurgents saw an opportunity to lay low in Pakistan and 
then return to Afghanistan to escalate the insurgency once 
US troops begin to leave. According to Gideon Rose, creating 
a withdrawal deadline turns US troops into “lame ducks.” 
Rather than settling their differences, groups that are vying 
for power are encouraged to wait out the United States.[xxx] 
Not surprisingly, Pakistan reacted to the US announcement 
by increasing its support for proxy insurgent groups in 
Afghanistan so that it would have more influence as the 
United States draws down its troop levels.[xxix]

Conclusion

Faced with an extremely difficult decision early in his 
presidency, President Obama did well to avoid the military 
request for a costly, open-ended escalation of the war in 
Afghanistan. Both the President and the country had little 
appetite for a long-term commitment. However, Obama’s 
middle ground approach, which combined a continued 
focus on population-centric counterinsurgency with a 
withdrawal deadline, was both strategically unnecessary and 
unlikely to succeed. To best guard US interests, the President 
should have opted for a smaller military footprint focused 
on counterterrorism missions rather than a large force for 
population-centric counterinsurgency. Such a strategy 
would have offered a politically sustainable way to deal with 
the core threats to United States—a terrorist attack on the US 
homeland and extremism in Pakistan—at a lower cost.
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