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From the Editor-in-Chief

With our 2022 Spring issue of the InterAgency Journal, we were very excited to once again be 
publishing our peer-reviewed journal for the community. The remainder of this year has proven exciting 
as well, as our programs have expanded and continued to mature.

The Simons Center continued it partnership with the Kansas City Chapter of the Association of the 
United Stated Army hosting the Arter-Rowland National Security Forum (ARNSF). With a membership 
consisting of executives and leaders in the Kansas City community, ARNSF events featured subject 
matter experts speaking a wide range of topics including Russian Military Capabilities, Space Warfare, 
Cultural Affairs, the INDOPACOM region, the Federal Reserve, and the Federal Executive Board.  

Our Simons Center Fellows program has likewise expanded. We have been honored by Maj. Gen. 
(Ret.) Gordon B. “Skip” Davis, Jr., and then by Lt. Gen. (Ret.) Robert “Bob” Caslen who have agreed 
to share their wealth of knowledge and expertise by joining us as Senior Research Fellows.  On Sept. 
15, Maj. Gen. (Ret.) Davis, former NATO Deputy Assistant Secretary General for Defense Investment 
provided his insights of the 2022 NATO Summit NATO’s new Strategic Concept in a special online 
presentation for our Fellows and ARNSF members.  Similarly, as the war has continued to rage in 
Ukraine, Col. (Ret.) Matt Dimmick, the European Regional Program Manager for Spirit of America, 
provided a “Battlefield Update Briefing” on the war in Ukraine, live via Zoom from his hotel room in 
Moldova.

Our publishing efforts have also continued to grow. In July, Simons Center Fellow Lt. Col. Ken 
Segelhorst published an excellent InterAgency Paper on the famous Son Tay Raid. Culminating our 
Cold War Symposium project, our book is in the final editing stages and will feature not only scholarly 
research but personal insights and first-hand accounts of events occurring during the Cold War.   

In addition to articles from the wider interagency community, this issue of the Interagency Journal 

contains several articles from Command and General Staff College students who participated in our 
Interagency Writing Award Competition. Maj. Anthony Lupo’s article on the dangers of moral antirealism 
was our 2021 winner. Maj. Daniel Liebetreu won the competition in 2022 with his article on strategic 
competition in the Lithium Triangle. In addition to Liebetreu’s article, we have several other excellent 
articles from the 2022 competition. 

We thank you for being a reader of the InterAgency Journal. We look forward to any feedback you 
have on the Journal or our various programs.  – RRU
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by Chaveso Cook, Joseph McWilliams and Ivan Ivashchenko

Revisiting U.S. Intervention  
in Somalia Over a  

Quarter Century Later

Beyond Black Hawk Down: 

October of 2021 marked the 28-year anniversary of the famed Battle of Mogadishu and U.S. 
intervention in Somalia during Operations Restore Hope and Gothic Serpent. Coinciding 
with the anniversary was a ceremony where almost 60 special operations troops involved 

in the battle had their awards upgraded to Silver Stars, the third highest combat award, with four 
others upgraded to the Distinguished Service Cross. On the heels of closing out the Afghan war, 
America’s so-called “Longest War,” U.S. intervention in Somalia can seem so far away. The forces 
involved originally intended to deploy to Somalia for a non-hazardous, non-violent mission in 
support of the United Nations (UN), but it certainly became something more. 

At the beginning of the mission there was hope surrounding saving lives and replacing a corrupt 
system of food distribution. The undertaking, therefore, seemed simple. As part of a strategy to 
quell the civil war and famine that was ravaging the country, there was a need at first to disarm 
the civilian population. When the focus grew to include the arrest of lieutenants and soldiers 
of the Somali warlord Mohamed Farrah Aideed, the mission became increasingly thornier and 
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special operations-centric in nature. Interagency 
cooperation became critical. As the deployment 
wore on underlying feudal politics, the likes 
of which involved clans that had been pitted 
against one another for a millennium, resulted 
in the U.S. Army’s largest firefight at that point 
since Vietnam. After the actions of October 3, 
1993, the White House made the decision that 
“political factors rendered any option other than 
prompt withdrawal unattainable.”1

Historian Niall Ferguson places Somalia 
(as well as Iran, Iraq, North Korea, Pakistan, 
Afghanistan, Sudan, Russia and Mexico) in 
what he termed as the axis of upheaval.2 These 
states are plagued by a perfect storm of historical 
disaster and tumult: ethnic competition, economic 
difficulties, and empire collapse. The purpose 
here is to revisit the intervention in Somalia and 
shed light on the mission by presenting a new 
analysis of why the U.S. sent troops to Somalia 
as part of the UN peacekeeping operation. To 
comprehensively do so, a look at the historical 
background of Somalia is important, as is 
delving into UN intervention prior to the advent 
of American forces. Then, from an international 
relations perspective, two specific political 
theories, namely Hegemonic Stability Theory 
and Ethnic Nationalism Theory, will best explain 
the root causes for U.S. intervention.

Historical Context

Somalia became an independent nation in 
1960, but this was short-lived as “just nine years 
later a military coup installed Mohammed Siad 
Barre as president.”3 Barre’s presidential policies 
“included jailing, torturing and summarily 
executing anyone who did not like his radical 
socialist ideas.”4 In 1977 Barre invaded Ogaden, 
a disputed region of Ethiopia populated largely 

by ethnic Somalis. At the same time, Barre broke 
ties with the U.S.S.R. in an attempt to establish 
his own dominion on the Horn of Africa and, in 
doing so, obtained military equipment from the 
U.S., the United Kingdom, and France.5 Conflict 
abounded because of Barre’s policies, causing 
armed resistance movements to fight against 
Barre’s troops for decades. 

A full-scale guerrilla war began in 1988. The 
conflicts “built to a crescendo in July 1989 in the 
city of Mogadishu, when Barre’s death squads 
slaughtered 450 Muslims demonstrating against 
the arrest of their leaders.”6 Barre moved with 
his staff into the mountains and hid, knowing 
his days were numbered. After his downfall, 
the factional fighting to determine who would 
control the country began with an intense fervor. 
Somalia also had seen many years of famine that 
coincided with an ongoing struggle amongst 
factions and clans, as many other African nations 
had in the past. With its population brimming 
on the carrying capacity of the land, hunger and 
starvation again became key issues. Clan and 
sub-clan warfare quickly spread across Somalia. 
Further complicating these matters was the fact 
that weapons were “readily available to all 
factions, with weapons worth $9 billion coming 
from the U.S.S.R. between 1975 and 1989, and 
another $4 billion in arms coming from eighteen 
countries, including the U.S. and Libya, between 
1985 and 1989.”7

At the onset of the UN’s intervention 
in Somalia there were some successes. UN-
sponsored meetings brought in humanitarian 
aid, set up an arms embargo, and negotiated a 
ceasefire.8 The UN first sent about fifty unarmed 
observers to Somalia. Civic leaders, clan elders, 
women’s groups, and other factions met for 
negotiations through UN facilitation. It has even 
been estimated that 100,000 Somali lives were 
saved as a result of this outside assistance.9 For 
all intents and purposes, progress was being 
made. Eventually, however, the interagency 
effort began crumbling as observers, non-

Historian Niall Ferguson places 
Somalia...in what he termed 
as the axis of upheaval.
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The U.S. began operating in 
Somalia as part of the UN 
humanitarian mission in 1992. 

governmental organization (NGOs), and workers 
could not safeguard food and other humanitarian 
aid, so a 500-man Pakistani peace-keeping 
battalion was brought in. A Civilian-Military 
Operations Center was also established, allowing 
for further coordination across NGOs, the Red 
Cross, local entities, and the UN. 

There were many additional negative 
actions that complicated what became the story 
on the ground, however. While the UN tried to 
command and control from New York, relying 
on local authorities to approve troop movements, 
Mogadishu and other locales were tumultuous 
bastions of anarchy. Additionally, retired 
Admiral Jonathan Howe, appointed Deputy 
National Security Advisor to President Bush in 
1992, was said to largely mishandle his authority 
as the UN envoy to Somalia.10 Therefore, the UN 
effectively became unwieldy and less organized 
than is ideal to “respond effectively to the swiftly 
changing, highly volatile situations created by 
ethnic and regional conflicts” like that which 
was occurring in Somalia.11 Tragically, twenty-
four Pakistani troops were gunned down in June 
1993. The passing of Resolution 837 shortly 
thereafter “had consequences that drew the U.S. 
directly into Somalia’s civil war.”12 Despite 
some initial success, these critical points, among 
many others, are undoubtedly what brought the 
U.S. military fully into the mission with ground 
troops.

The U.S. began operating in Somalia as 
part of the UN humanitarian mission in 1992. 
The UN mandate was “to take appropriate 
action to establish throughout Somalia a secure 
environment for humanitarian assistance.”13 
The two main factions were divided by their 
allegiances; one group supported Ali Mahdi 
Mohammed and the other supported General 
Mohammed Farah Aideed. The factions, in their 
fighting over territory and power, seized control 
of the humanitarian aid, taking command of food 
shipments and supplies to the population. At 
that point it was estimated that 300,000 Somalis 

had died from starvation and another four and a 
half million people were threatened by severe 
malnutrition.14 The danger of this mission to UN 
troops, particularly U.S. service members, was 
shown later in an After-Action Report by the 
10th Mountain Division:

Somalia was a nation divided and torn apart 
by a civil war. Bandits ruled the major lines of 
communications. All supply lines were blocked 
by roadblocks to extort ‘tolls,’ and ambushes 
were a way of life. Twenty-four hours a day 
[U.S.] soldiers lived with the threat of being 
shot at, having a hand grenade thrown at them 
or receiving indirect-fire attacks.15

Somalia became a war zone, utterly 
disrupting the stability of the region. The 
neighboring countries, Kenya and Ethiopia, 
began feeling the effects prior to the UN 
intervention. Individuals fleeing Somalia ended 
up in these two countries who were already 
poverty stricken. The U.S., at the head of the 
UN intervention forces, invested its time (20 
months), effort (24,000 U.S. Armed Forces), and 
resources ($240 million in assistance through 
food and equipment) into the Somali area of 
operations to build stability.16 As shown, a host 
of factors caused both the Somali crisis and the 
UN involvement.

Theoretical Frameworks

To understand both UN and U.S. 
involvement in Operation Restore Hope, it is 
prudent to use the aforementioned historical 
perspective to inform our theoretical analysis. 
As theory drives analysis, U.S. involvement in 
Somalia will be analyzed henceforth through the 
lenses of Hegemonic Stability Theory (HST) and 
Ethnic Nationalism Theory (ENT). Two theories 
are chosen for this analysis because one shows 
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Hegemonic Stability Theory 
(HST) is the lens of choice as it 
states that a powerful hegemon 
will facilitate international 
stability by providing goods 
necessary to functioning in a 
non-functioning environment.

an external view of Somalia at the international 
level, and one will show a view of Somalia from 
the internal level.

To start, an examination at the strategic 
level is important. At the strategic level, HST 
is the lens of choice as it states that a powerful 
hegemon will facilitate international stability 
by providing goods necessary to functioning 
in a non-functioning environment.17 Hegemons 
create and finance international organizations 
to spread their ideals and values throughout 
the international system and to solidify their 
grasp on power. Only hegemons can afford to 
create international organizations because only 
they can finance them.18 At the time the U.S. 
was recognized as a global hegemon, emerging 
victorious out of the Cold War.   

There are a few assumptions associated with 
this theory. There must be a liberal economic 
ideology. The focus will be on absolute gains 
for the individual state (in this case the U.S.).19 
There is a corresponding creation of free riding 
states balance within the hegemonic system. Free 
riding states are those that thrive off the much 
more arduous work of the other states without 
putting in as much as they take out (in this case 
Somalia).20 The beneficiary and benefactor 
relationship are lucrative for both. Not only do 
the smaller states thrive, but the hegemon is able 
to maintain the status quo which in turn enables 
it to retain the dominant status.21 

A complementary analysis can be shown 
through ENT, which looks at the sub-systemic 
variables that play into a nation’s actions and 
inner workings.22 As Kaufman, Parker, and 

Field state, “the sub-systemic lens suggests that 
international relations is best understood as the 
consequence of choice.”23 The actors amongst 
the states can create a level of cooperation, 
disjunctiveness, and can sway the beliefs and 
actions of the people in a myriad of ways. These 
beliefs, especially nationalism, “affect their 
choice in the international system.”24 Particularly, 
the ethnic component of this theory comes 
about when the nationalistic upheaval focuses 
individuals in on their particular background, 
clan, or group. Ethnic nationalism, as defined 
by Brown, is loyalty to an ethnic group through 
color, language, religion, region, or tribe.25 

Within ENT there are three subordinate 
theories; conflictual modernization, 
primordialism, and constructivism.26 
Conflictual modernizationists argue that 
increased competition due to modern economic 
developments cause greater ethnic strife and 
violence.27 Unlike conflictual modernists, 
primordialists focus on an individual’s self worth 
and ethnic or national association, regardless of 
economic status or political affiliations.28 Lastly, 
constructivists believe conflict arises from 
arbitrary creation of ethnic identities.29  

Along with the key concepts of these 
theories are the four areas of underlying 
causes for internal conflict; structural factors, 
economic/social factors, cultural/perceptual 
factors, and political factors, which were all 
very prominent in Somalia.30 Structural factors 
consist of organizational weakened states, both 
too similar or too varied ethnic geography, 
and/or intra-state security concerns. Political 
factors consist of instances of elite politics, 
inter-group politics, discriminatory political 
institutions, or exclusionary national ideologies. 
Economic social factors come in the form of 
economic problems, discriminatory economic 
systems, and varied economic development 
and modernization. The last, cultural/perceptual 
factors, consists of problematic group histories 
and patterns of cultural discrimination.31  
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The U.S.’s ability to deliver a 
public good as the leader of the 
UN’s intervention force following 
Resolution 837 further highlights 
its hegemonic status within the 
parameters of HST theory.

HST holds that hegemony provides 
order similar to a central government in the 
international system, thereby reducing anarchy 
deterring aggression. As ENT states that 
international relations is best understood from 
the consequences of choices, a perspective of 
ethnocentrism looks at the sub systemic variables 
that play into a nation’s inner workings. Tying 
HST and ENT together in this case, Somalia’s 
inner workings brewed anarchy and aggression. 
Interestingly, support needed from the UN (HST) 
further spurred clan warfare over that very UN 
assistance (ENT).

Theoretical Analysis

Hegemonic Stability Theory

To start with HST it must be established that 
the U.S. was indeed a political hegemony in the 
early 1990s. To do so, a look at the distraught 
situation in Somalia at the time and a comparison 
to the U.S. will shed some light. Aideed had 
gained an overpowering hand and had “stormed 
into the power vacuum, leading a coalition of 
thugs called the Somali National Alliance… 
pillaging [UN] humanitarian aid and selling it 
off for a profit, while cold-bloodedly murdering 
any and all who tried to interfere and stop 
him.”32 Somalia was a war zone; the people were 
starving, while those in control were overseeing 
the starvation, the malnourished population was 
further ravaged at the hands of the clansmen. 

The U.S., on the other hand, was coming 
off a key victory along with coalition forces in 
the Middle East during Desert Storm. The U.S. 
had been the leader on the ground, committing 
more than 500,000 troops in the Persian Gulf 
War, while the non-U.S. coalition forces equaled 
roughly 160,000, or 24 percent, of all forces.33 
This action, coupled with the fall of the U.S.S.R. 
at the end of the 1980s, put America at the 
forefront of all hegemons. 

The U.S. was also experiencing a high 
upswing economically, having the largest 

unified surplus as a percent of GDP in years as 
the surplus [was] projected to be 2.5 percent of 
the GDP—the largest surplus as a ratio to the 
GDP since 1948.34 UN intervention was the 
only way that the Somali people would have a 
viable chance at getting food. In turn, placing the 
U.S. at the head of the UN multinational force 
placed the focus on bringing order to the city 
of Mogadishu and the surrounding country of 
Somalia. The U.S.’s ability to deliver a public 
good as the leader of the UN’s intervention force 
following Resolution 837 further highlights its 
hegemonic status within the parameters of HST 
theory.35

Made famous in the movie Black Hawk 
Down and the book by the same name by author 
Mark Bowden, the U.S. went to Somalia in 
July 1992 as part of Operation Restore Hope 
to reinstate international stability. After the UN 
presence in Somalia led to little disarmament 
and a myriad of attacks on the UN and its 
delegates, “the U.S. [became] the primary actor 
in the humanitarian and peace enforcement 
mission undertaken by the UN in Somalia.”36 
By September 1992 “it [became] clear that 
conditions were rapidly deteriorating in Somalia 
and that security for the relief convoys had 
become critical, requiring a larger force than 
had originally been anticipated.”37 The U.S. 
took up the better part of “an extended manhunt 
to capture General Aideed for his alleged role 
in masterminding the June 5th ambush of 24 
Pakistani [UN] peacekeepers.”38 The U.S. mix of 
Task Force Ranger - comprising 10th Mountain 
Division Infantrymen, 3rd Ranger Battalion 
Rangers, Special Forces team members, select 
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Ethnic Nationalism Theory 
(ENT) states that if ethnic 
discrimination was happening in 
Somalia circa 1993, then ethnic 
conflict was bound to ensue.

Delta operators and Navy SEALs – were the 
primary force on the ground in Somalia and were 
in charge of the UN humanitarian/peacekeeping 
mission.

There is no question that the U.S. deployed 
for a humanitarian mission to Somalia as part 
of the UN. The question becomes much more 
interesting when deciding whether or not it was 
to restore stability in the international arena. 
Doherty reported that “U.S. forces [had to] 
forcibly disarm the warring gangs, who made 
it nearly impossible for relief organizations 
to operate.”39 The warring gangs had caused 
instability, but only locally. Despite this fact, 
any instability in the Horn of Africa, with its 
proximity to the shipping lanes of the Gulf of 
Aden and the Red Sea which lead to the Suez 
Canal, as well as diplomatic ties to Kenya and 
Ethiopia, would force the hand of the U.S., as 
the hegemon, to stand in to bring about order.

Somalia had no large ties in trade to other 
countries, was not a major export of any 
significant goods, and was in the middle of 
more or less a civil war type conflict festered 
by its own independence thirty years prior. But, 
by being a country in a situation that could 
not help itself, it caused increased regional 
instability as the refugees and starving peoples 
either died or boiled over into Kenya and 
Ethiopia. These countries already had their own 
starvation problems, and bad would have turned 
worse if not for U.S. intervention.40 The Somali 
situation also became an increasing interagency 
and international issue when Aideed began to 
interfere and control the UN shipments of aid to 
the people in crisis. Somalians began to believe 
that the U.S. would restore order, as Randall 

notes that reporting at the time stated that “U.S. 
troops are in Somalia to deliver food, but many 
Somalis expect them to rebuild a nation.”41 

As the single hegemonic power in the 
international community, the U.S. deployed 
its forces to maintain liberal stability in the 
international system. As noted by Gilpin, a 
“hegemon must be able and willing to respond 
quickly to threats to the system.”42 The U.S., 
after Somali attacks on UN workers became 
commonplace, decided to become the prime 
defender of humanitarianism and bring back 
social order to the grief stricken country, which 
shows the U.S. in hegemonic light. America 
responded quickly, bringing the forces to bear 
that would allow a return to both local and 
international stability.

Ethnic Nationalism Theory

Ethnic Nationalism Theory ENT states that if 
ethnic discrimination was happening in Somalia 
circa 1993, then ethnic conflict was bound to 
ensue. Brown states that “Somalia [had] been 
riven by clan warfare and a competition for 
power between and among local warlords.”43 
This tearing was between the clashing clansmen, 
who were of kin but separated themselves 
through ethnic nationalism. The clansmen were 
separated by their affiliation with a tribe, or in 
this particular case, clan. The clansmen were 
trying to control who was getting the food, 
and by doing so were practicing discrimination 
against their own countrymen.44 This ethnic 
discrimination was brewing well before UN 
forces came to give aid, but once the aid arrived 
the discrimination turned to an unthinkable level.

Parts of the country were under the control 
of clan members, while in “the rest of the 
country, other armed men held sway-warlords 
jostling for position, bandits trying to make one 
last haul, bodyguards earning a final payday by 
betraying the people who had hired them for 
protection.”45 These clansmen had been warring 
since the fall of Barre and his government. The 
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warring was over everything, from control of the 
government, to use of land, to who had weapons 
and who did not.46 The constant war and turmoil 
in Somalia had been a mark of many African 
countries. The state was weak, and, as Brown 
puts it, “if the state is weak or if it is expected 
to be weak the incentives for groups to make 
independent military preparations grow.”47 The 
conflict that ravaged the country had all but torn 
Somalia apart.

Lastly, ENT states that ethnic conflict rises 
from discrimination. Discrimination continues to 
be a key issue in Somalia to this day. Somalia, 
as many African nations, has arbitrary lines for 
borders drawn during colonial times. These 
arbitrary lines cut across tribes and groups, 
causing much of today’s conflict. However, 
Brown states that “Somalia [was] the most 
ethnically homogeneous states in Africa.”48 
This homogeneity did slow the clashing of 
clansmen, as Somalia was highly broken down 
into clan regions.49 These regions feverishly 
wanted to control the country after Barre’s 
fall. After extreme famine caught the eyes of 
the international community the warring clans 
sought to control the food and international aid. 
It was one way that the factions felt they could 
bring control in their country. 

Ethnic conflict withered the country as the 
different clans started to discriminate based on 
what clans were aligned with. ENT states that 
“ethnic groups that [are] oppressed [begin] to 
assert themselves;” this was the case as the 
oppressed clans who were discriminated against 
got into a myriad of conflicts and skirmishes 
in Somalia in early 1991, 1992, and 1993.50 
Ethnic discrimination caused ethnic conflict. 
Moreover, such violence over resources reflects 
the conflictual modernization sub theory of ENT. 

A Note on Operation Gothic Serpent

Gothic Serpent was a specific segment of 
Operation Resort Hope that garnered the most 
attention due to the special operations lore of 

the mission as well as Mark Bowden’s book that 
was made into a Ridley Scott movie of the same 
name. While it may be controversial, it should 
be noted that the mission that day was not to 
capture Aidid - Task Force Ranger’s mission on 
October 3-4 was focused on capturing several 
of his lieutenants and they did just that. The 
military objective set forth for Gothic Serpent 
was achieved, as 20 members of Aidid’s faction 
were taken into custody. Bowden himself stated 
that “in strictly military terms, Mogadishu was 
a success.”51 

Without a doubt the loss of life and number 
of critically wounded in such a short amount 
of time, alongside an abducted pilot and 
pictures of U.S. service members being drug 
through the streets, could not be perceived as 
any sort of military victory. However, when 
looked at objectively even with the tactical and 
political failures overlaid, the objectives of the 
mission itself were completed under harrowing 
circumstances. This is ultimately indicative 
of the resolve, perseverance, and spirit of the 
special operations community and other U.S. 
forces on the ground.

Somalia Today and Tomorrow

Present day Somalia carries with it many of 
the challenges it held prior to U.S. intervention, 
yet it has found a semblance of stability in 
several key areas. Whereas violent extremists 
are rampant, there has been a purposeful shift 
towards intra-state building in the last two 
decades. As a recognition of this shift and in 
efforts to assist as much as possible, the U.S. 
currently provides over $100 million in total 
foreign aid to Somalia.52 

Task Force Ranger’s mission 
on October 3-4 was focused 
on capturing several of his 
lieutenants and they did just 
that.
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Over two decades after intervention the 
U.S. government officially recognized the 
Federal Government of Somalia (FGS) in its 
current configuration and has subsequently 
been supportive of the Somali government’s 
efforts to be inclusive of its federal member 
states.53 Specifically, the U.S. fully supported 
the FGS position of constitutionally recognizing 
Somaliland and Puntland as autonomous member 
states. Currently there are six Federal Member 
States within Somalia – Puntland State of 
Somalia, Jubaland, Galmudug, Southwest State, 
Hirshabelle, and Somaliland.54 Recognizing 
these areas helps distinguish and legitimize how 
much of both clan history and current political 
discourse will always be interwoven.  

Furthermore, each state has used a level of 
cooperation between violent actors and regional 
elites to control these areas through the rule 
of law and political order.55 These movements 
towards internal state building began prior to 
U.S. intervention but have progressed to their 
current configuration within the last decade 
or so. The U.S. relationship between all key 
players involved represents a significant change 
in the U.S. approach to Somalia since Operation 
Restore Hope.

Despite progress in certain areas of 
governance, violent extremist organizations 
remain a key threat to Somalia that must be 
addressed. The specific aftermath of Operation 
Gothic Serpent had a profound effect on U.S. 
foreign policy both regionally and on the global 
stage. Commonly known as Somalia Syndrome, 
it refers to the U.S. approach to international 
intervention in the immediate aftermath of 
Gothic Serpent and for the remainder of the 

Clinton administration.56 Following the U.S. 
withdrawal from the then stateless country, 
violent extremists began to consolidate power 
and take control.57 Al Itihaad Al Islamiya was 
especially notorious, becoming a significant 
threat in the region and claiming responsibility 
for several attacks in East Africa. The group’s 
dissolution and the dispersion of their leadership 
led to the eventual formation of Al-Shabaab 
(AS).58 

At present AS is the leading violent extremist 
organization in Somalia. AS, meaning “The 
Youth”, seeks to control territory within Somalia 
to establish a society based on Shariah law. Since 
the late 2000s, AS has had close ties to Al Qaeda 
(AQ), specifically Al Qaeda in the Maghreb 
(AQIM, or AQ in North Africa). Although 
based in Somalia, AS also conducts attacks in 
neighboring countries; one of their most notable 
attacks occurred in 2013 at the Westgate Mall in 
Nairobi, Kenya. Whereas clan leaders like Aidid 
and Ali Mahdi were interested in asserting their 
clan interests and gaining power, AS, in contrast, 
promotes extremist anti-Western ideology. AS 
also has a political arm like what is seen with 
Hezbollah in Lebanon (though Hezbollah is 
Shiite based and Iranian backed). As a direct 
response to AS the FGS, with the assistance of 
African Union Mission in Somalia and local 
forces, have continued to make significant 
progress against AS.59 Additionally, U.S. military 
forces are advising and assisting Somali National 
Army soldiers while they conduct operations 
to continue to combat AS. This cooperation 
is essential in securing the future of FGS and 
Somalia as a whole. 

A major lesson of Operation Restore Hope, 
and of the Balkan conflicts that followed, is 
that humanitarian and refugee crises cannot be 
compartmentalized from their political causes. 
The international community can assist in two 
major ways: by separating big-picture concerns 
over “the war on terror” from Somalia’s domestic 
struggle for national reconciliation by fighting 

Despite progress in certain 
areas of governance, violent 
extremist organizations 
remain a key threat to Somalia 
that must be addressed.
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AS specifically, and by persuading neighboring 
Ethiopia and Eritrea to refrain from interfering in 
the conflict. In the end, there are certain circles 
that present an overall assessment that “countless 
lives were saved [because of U.S. intervention], 
and that violence and disorder was lessened  
to an extent that allowed for the possibility of 
[future] political reconciliation” as well as many 
of the current successes listed above.60

Lastly, any discussion of Somalia surely 
includes a broader look at the Horn of Africa 
and the tasks placed on our U.S. military 
organizations responsible today, United States 
Africa Command, Special Operations Command 
Africa, and Combined-Joint Task Force Horn 
of Africa based in Camp Lemonier, Djibouti. 
Furthermore, the Horn of Africa cannot be 
unlinked from the Arabian Peninsula and the 
connective ‘twin-like’ nature between Somalia 
and Yemen. Actions, be it progress, regression, 
or stagnation, will inevitably have multiplicative 
effects across both of these countries (and the 
aforementioned military organizations in the 
region) for a number of reasons. 

First, neither Somalia or Yemen has been 
left to their own devices in modern history 
and it has been argued that foreign elements 
have always attempted to advance their own 
interests rather than that of Somalis. Second, 
a continuous air of corruption abounds, which 
is fueled (and in many ways funded) by an 
addiction to the amphetamine khat. Third, both 
governments are dominated by tribal and clan-
based structures that preserve history via oral 
traditions that adhere to toxic narratives about 
other ethnic groups. Additionally, the rule of 
law is generally superseded by this tribal or 
clan social and political order, which leads to 
a zealous defense of tribal honor even if that 
means forfeiting their countries’ interests. 
Fourth, each have their own religious extremist 
groups and separatist movements who claim 
self-determination. And finally, both Somalia 
and Yemen have considerable natural resources 

(though they remain two of the poorest nations 
in the world). Undoubtedly, none of these effects 
make the future seem bright. 

Final Thoughts

Given the debate about the close out of 
operations in Afghanistan, the actions Russia 
has taken in Ukraine, and the ever present threat 
of China in the Indo-Pacific (and beyond), 
there have been many calls to review U.S. 
involvement on the global stage. Dire situations, 
like mass starvation or ethnic conflict that may 
spillover to genocide, are conditions that are less 
likely to occur if creating stable and sustainable 
institutions remains a priority of the U.S., the UN, 
and ultimately other world leaders. Additionally, 
any intervention operations anywhere in the 
world “should not be undertaken without the 
reasonable expectation of firm political backing, 
stable field leadership, and accountability 
in the coordinating organization.”61 Leaders 
must commit and have staying power while 
conducting actions that are also limited in time, 
scope, and proportionality. In each case, creative, 
holistic, and preventative measures must become 
the answer to difficult realities like those seen 
in Somalia.

Poole states that “the overall cost came 
to 32 killed in action, 172 wounded and $1.3 
billion spent through 30 June 1994.”62 He further 
concludes that the overall efforts in Somalia 
“succeeded as a short-term humanitarian 
mission but then failed as an attempt at nation-
building and as an international venture in peace 
enforcement.”63 Certainly, the experience of 

...any intervention operations 
anywhere in the world “should 
not be undertaken without the 
reasonable expectation of firm 
political backing, stable field 
leadership, and accountability in 
the coordinating organization.”
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actions and operations in Somalia will likely continue to cast a long shadow due to the infamous 
October 3rd Battle of Mogadishu. Witnessing what many assess as imprecision and drift amongst 
U.S. and UN efforts, the objective in Somalia could be seen in retrospect as a constantly shifting 
target. However, in hindsight it is also believable that the complexities on the ground among all 
peoples, uniformed or not, were just a Somalian version of Churchill’s famed riddle wrapped in a 
mystery inside an enigma.64 

Through an analysis of Operations Restore Hope and the background factors involved in 
Somalia since its independence in 1960, ENT explains most of the problems Somalia faced as a 
nation. In concert, HST also explains why international intervention was needed. The ethnic conflict, 
caused by the warring clans discriminating against each other through resource distribution, was 
the initiator of the international help. The food crisis which led to starvation further heightened the 
rift along the long existing clan fault lines. As the crisis worsened, ethnic and clan interference in 
the international supply of aid brought on the necessity for international intervention. In effect, the 
aspects of ENT paved a path for U.S. intervention in line with HST.

According to political scientist Kenneth Menkhaus, Somalia is “by far the longest-running 
instance of state collapse in the post-colonial era.”65 Surely, American and even international policy 
may not completely change the fate of Somalia. However, aid, regional policy, and, if needed, 
intervention could “put regional partners, such as Kenya, Ethiopia, Eritrea, and Djibouti, on a path 
to improved security, substantial counter-terrorist capabilities, and new economic development.”66 
The sacrifices just over a quarter century ago in Somalia were surely heavy, but their efforts continue 
to lay the foundation for the region’s future. IAJ
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Interagency Approach
to Achieve  

Integrated Deterrence 

The threats to national security as articulated in the 2021 Interim National Security Strategic 
Guidance (INSSG) have not changed since the 2018 National Security Strategy (NSS). 
However, the 2022 National Defense Strategy (NDS) will execute the strategy in a new 

way known as integrated deterrence. The Pentagon issued a fact sheet explaining the Department 
of Defense (DoD) will advance national strategy goals in three ways: integrated deterrence, 
campaigning, and actions that build enduring advantages. Integrated deterrence combines the United 
States’ best efforts to maximum effect across warfighting domains, the spectrum of conflict, and 
other instruments of national power to strategic effect.1

President Biden stated that the military would not be the leading instrument of power in 
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The People’s Republic of China 
(PRC) is the pacing challenge 
for the U.S. not only in the Indo-
Pacific but in every combatant 
command (CCMD) around the 
world.

foreign policy in the INSSG, meaning that 
unified action will harness the three remaining 
tools in a manner that has not been achieved 
in the recent past.2  The president’s approach 
to strategic action is illustrated in the current 
conflict in Ukraine.  Instead of leading with 
military action of U.S. forces confronting 
Russian forces far from home, other tools of 
the United States’ national power have been 
employed; diplomatic lead by unifying NATO, 
economically enacted sanctions against Russia, 
informed and rallied other nations to support 
sanctions as well as enact their own, and counter 
Russian disinformation and military deception 
before it could be released to open sources. 
Congress passed legislation for the President’s 
signature granting aid to Ukraine in the form 
of funding, military equipment, weapons, and 
ammunition. The military contribution provided 
targeting, intelligence, and training to Ukraine’s 
forces from outside the war zone. In short, a 
strategic effect was employed against Russia 
that was synchronized across the agencies of 
the government using the instruments of national 
power, and most importantly it reduced the risk 
and expense of committing American lives 
allowing this resource to remain ready for other 
tasks. While not yet complete, U.S. action in 
response to the conflict in Ukraine is a sound 
example of integrating all instruments of national 
power. The U.S. tends to do this best in crisis.  It 
must learn from recent events so it can apply the 
same integrated effects proactively to achieve 
deterrence and be effective at campaigning and 
building enduring advantages.

The twenty-first century great power 
competition requires an innovative approach to 
strategic problems. As seen in the above example, 
integrating the instruments of national power has 
never been more critical to the national security 
of the U.S. than it is today, but it may also be the 
most challenging part of the NDS to implement. 
With the speed at which information exchanges, 
fostering the conditions for increased gray zone 

conflict and greater influence by non-state 
actors, proactive integration of all instruments 
of national power through improved interagency 
coordination is essential to advance national 
security. The People’s Republic of China (PRC) 
is the pacing challenge for the U.S. not only 
in the Indo-Pacific but in every combatant 
command (CCMD) around the world. Checking 
PRC expansion in the Indo-Pacific requires a 
multinational military effort, but building the 
coalition demands more than military forces 
organized around opposition to China’s military. 
For integrated deterrence to work, all instruments 
of national power - diplomatic, informational, 
military, and economic (DIME) - need to 
be consistently synchronized in coordinated 
strategic action across the government to deter 
PRC expansion and activities, respond to 
disinformation, and apply economic pressures. 
However, the interagency in its current state is 
not agile enough to implement the full-court 
press needed in integrated deterrence. Current 
interagency organizations and authorities are not 
optimized for a whole-of-government approach 
to achieve integrated deterrence as articulated by 
the National Defense Strategy.

This article does not seek to redefine the 
entire relationship of the interagency with the 
combatant commanders (CCDRs) but limits 
its scope to close the coordination gap among 
U.S. Government agencies enabling DIME 
influences in support of integrated deterrence. 
While JP 3-08 defines interagency as “Of 
or pertaining to United States Government 
agencies and departments, including DoD”, we 
define interagency in this paper as the federal 
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The interagency tends to work 
best during crises when priorities 
are clear; and focus is strong.

government organizations and departments that 
coordinate the instruments of national power 
(DIME) resulting in a whole-of-government 
effect. The intent of our research is to increase 
cooperation amongst agencies in harmony with 
a single strategy, as opposed to departmental 
perspectives and silos, to implement a cohesive 
system to enable coordinated action at lower 
levels. Looking through a lens of doctrine, 
authorities and organization, and culture, this 
article analyzes challenges to interagency 
coordination and proposes actionable 
recommendations.

Doctrine

As of the writing of this article, regarding 
the conflict in Ukraine, Russia has re-examined 
its strategy to identify what aspects of its 
instruments of national power (in addition to 
military action) can effectively achieve the 
desired end state. Russia is capitalizing on its 
ability to manage information and its economy 
while balancing diplomacy to regroup and 
gain momentum to continue operations against 
Ukraine.3 China’s ongoing expansion and 
worldwide influence rely heavily on the whole-
of-government approach to meet its strategic 
objectives resulting in significant growth 
of economic power and influence. Defined 
in the 2022 NDS (and implied in the 2021 
Interim NSS), the requirement for interagency 
cooperation and a whole-of-government 
approach is necessary to achieve integrated 
deterrence against the great powers of Russia 
and China to ensure the strategic objectives of 
security, prosperity, and the American way of 
life are met.

While the challenges outlined above have 
been studied at length, the impact of less-than-

optimal interagency operations on our national 
security is heightened in our strategy’s new, 
integrated deterrence approach. The interagency 
tends to work best during crises when priorities 
are clear; and focus is strong. There are many 
references to interagency cooperation in several 
Joint Publications, but two dedicated doctrinal 
publications the DoD uses to operationalize 
its interoperability among U.S. Government 
federal workforces are Joint Publication 3-08 
(JP 3-08), Interorganizational Cooperation, 
and a supplement to that volume the Joint Guide 
for Interagency Doctrine. Both documents 
discuss civilian government agencies and 
non-governmental organizations the military 
might team up with in crisis operations and 
parts of the government that can support or 
enable military operations in domestic and 
international operations.  Both documents also 
articulate strategic direction documents like 
the NSS and NDS that help frame whole-of-
government cooperation. Doctrine provides a 
common language, a framework, that enables 
organizations to improve their planning and 
coordination. However, this commonality is 
typically within a department, not between 
departments, as highlighted by the 1,700 pages 
of interagency definitions in the United States 
Government Compendium of Interagency 
and Associated Terms.4 Continuing to use the 
two most prominent players in foreign policy 
and security as an example of the challenges 
associated with interagency coordination, 
the DoD and the State Department, there are 
urgent reasons to improve the synchronization 
between those doctrines, especially in the areas 
of planning and logistics to increase efficiency 
and unity of effort.  Doctrine tends to orient the 
organization toward operationalizing its strategy.  
DoD joint doctrine allows the different services 
to speak a more common language resulting 
in a better shared understanding and force 
employment to achieve national objectives.  It’s 
time for that same concept to take hold between 
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...integrated deterrence starts 
with and is led by the president...

the interagencies.
The current DoD joint doctrine on 

interagency coordination is written to enable 
civilian agencies to support a CCDR’s efforts to 
solve a specific problem in a defined contingency 
for a limited amount of time.  It does exactly 
what it is designed to do, but interagency 
coordination in integrated deterrence needs 
something different.   For example, JP 3-08 
provides a framework for military leaders and 
staff to work within the framework of a whole-of-
governmental approach. The doctrine specifically 
addresses interagency coordination and planning, 
including an organizational structure of the Joint 
Interagency Task Forces (JIATF) as an element 
for coordination and planning. The military’s 
joint doctrine for interagency coordination still 
ties the responsibilities back to a CCMD as the 
lead, in coordination with the ambassadors and 
the country teams. DoD leads the interagency 
in implementing doctrine and mandatory 
professional military education; however, for 
integrated deterrence to work, the rest of the 
interagency needs to develop complementary 
interagency doctrine and increase its training 
and education.

Authorities and Organization

The president is the central authority to 
implement a whole-of-government approach to 
achieve strategic direction. Congress also has a 
role in strategic action through budgeting and 
granting of authorities through legislation.  Still, 
integrated deterrence starts with and is led by 
the president, who is advised by the National 
Security Council (NSC) in accordance with the 
authorities granted by law. These authorities 
and responsibilities are specified in Title 22 of 
the U.S. Code (Foreign Relations) for the DoS 
and Title 10 U.S. Code (Armed Services) and 
further defined in the annual National Defense 
Authorization Act (NDAA) for the DoD. The 
NSC’s authority is contained in Title 50 U.S. 
Code (War and National Defense), chapter 44 

(National Security), Subchapter I (Coordination 
for National Security). The National Security 
Directive (NSD) allows the president to organize 
the desired council for advice on policy and 
implementation and reflects much of how the 
NSC is structured.  The “NSC system performs 
two distinct functions; advising the president in 
regard to national security matters and assisting 
the president in integrating domestic, foreign, 
and military policies to achieve national security 
objectives.”5 In other words, the president 
organizes and tasks the council based on his or 
her own preferences for national security versus 
domestic policy. The president even has the 
authority to reorganize the NSC as President 
Obama did in 2009 by merging the Homeland 
Security Council and NSC into a single National 
Security Staff, but this was returned to the 
present configuration in 2014.6

The NSC normally consists of senior 
members of departments and agencies having 
effect on U.S. national security, but it is a wholly 
political organ that can be contentious despite 
the close relationship senior members might 
have with the president because pressures from 
their agencies can influence the dialog. Over the 
decades, the NSC structure has adapted to the 
desires of the presidents with one key challenge 
facing political appointee members of the NSC 
as they have “the responsibility to ensure that 
the president’s guidance is adhered to, and they 
are the department’s or agency’s champion to 
Congress and the White House. If they wish to 
be respected in their department or agency, they 
must challenge the president. If they wish to be 
trusted by the president, they must challenge 
their department or agency.”7  The NSC advises 
the president on forming policy and carries out 
decisions.  The organizational structure of the 
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Unless the interagency 
takes tangible steps to 
better work together, the 
differences between the DoD 
and the State Department 
implementation of foreign 
policy will continue to grow...

NSC system uses several committees and sub-
committees, such as the Interagency Policy 
Committees (IPC) for policy implementation. 
The IPCs “provide policy analysis for 
consideration by the more senior committees of 
the NSC system and ensure timely responses to 
decisions made by the President.”8  

The two models for the NSC system are 
the presidential and secretarial models, which 
determines if the president leads the NSC system 
or delegates the leadership to the Secretary of 
State.9  This matters in whole-of-government 
effectiveness. The president often leads crisis 
management, so the council serves as the de facto 
lead element of the interagency. However, the 
Department of State is the lead department for 
foreign policy and “the secretary is the principal 
representative of U.S. policies to foreign and 

domestic audiences, chief negotiator, and chief 
executive officer charged with the long-term 
health of the department.”10  The Secretary of 
State has more effect in diplomacy-led efforts 
but lacks the executive control of the president 
for action across the entire federal government.  
Regardless of which model the president prefers 
in the NSD, this places the State Department as 
the lead agency for interagency coordination 
in foreign policy. Secretaries of other agencies 
designated to meet national strategy requirements 
are aligned with the Secretary of State on the 
NSC, but “only the president sits atop of the 
departments and agencies of government, and 
the national security council system [is] the 
president’s principal mechanism for achieving a 
unifying national security policy and overseeing 

its implementation.”11 The national strategy 
will have a stronger effect if it is synchronized 
across the government, and while the NSC has 
influence in decision-making it cannot control 
all the tools of national power effectively. The 
president is the only person who can prioritize 
and re-prioritize efforts for the executive branch 
and seek authorities from the legislative branch, 
and integrated deterrence cannot reach its full 
whole-of-government effects without improving 
coordination in the interagency below the NSC 
level. The agencies and their action officers 
need to understand each other’s capabilities and 
processes to work together better.  

The State Department is the lead for foreign 
policy as discussed earlier, but over the past two 
decades those authorities and responsibilities 
shifted from the State Department to DoD 
through the CCMDs. The Defense Department 
usurped all other national tools of DIME because 
CCMDs controlled vast resources that could be 
quickly deployed, sustained, and controlled.  
More importantly, the CCMDs exercised national 
strategy through a regionally-focused mindset. 
“This trend underlies a significant expansion of 
DoD direct engagements with foreign security 
forces and an accompanying increase in DoD’s 
role in foreign policy decision-making.”12  
Unless the interagency takes tangible steps to 
better work together, the differences between the 
DoD and the State Department implementation 
of foreign policy will continue to grow over 
time, making a whole-of-government approach 
more challenging to implement. The primacy 
of DoD may in part be resource driven but it 
could also be process driven. “Abroad, [the State 
Department] leads at the country level under the 
authority of the ambassador through the country 
team, while Defense leads at the regional level 
under the authority of the CCDR.”13 This could 
be an indication that military power took the lead 
in foreign policy because it was the instrument 
of national power best structured and process-
driven to translate effects from national strategy 
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One of the key hindrances to 
ideal interagency coordination 
is that each agency fights for 
as many dollars as it can for its 
agency...

down to host-nation agency level. The State 
Department is currently not organized to achieve 
the same effects. ”One ambassador lost his 
job when he tried to exert control over drone 
strikes from the country in which he served as 
the president’s personal representative.”14 Along 
with authorities for regional coordination and 
conflicting agency agendas within country teams, 
the different organizational layouts between the 
two largest departments that implement foreign 
policy result in additional challenges. “Country-
by-country execution of foreign policy by 
U.S. ambassadors may not always be the most 
effective or successful approach,” due to the 
complicated nature of how state, humanitarian, 
and economic issues often cross sovereign 
boundaries. 15 Clearly, the DoD has power 
projection beyond anything the State Department 
can provide, but without properly formed and 
implemented strategic policies and documents, 
military power is the wrong tool for the job. 
The State Department leads the president’s 
foreign policy portfolio, but diplomatic soft 
power can be outgunned by the speed and 
capacity of military hard power. The country-
by-country focus of one department compared to 
the geographical focus of another is discordant. 
“The center of gravity for State Department-DoD 
interaction is with the geographic and functional 
CCMDs,” equates to a lack of a common effort 
for whole-of-government understanding within 
the U.S. and in coordination with allies.16 For the 
DoD to advance its goals as stated in the 2022 
NDS fact sheet using integrated deterrence, the 
department must coordinate all instruments of 
national power at the interagency level to better 
work together. To achieve that goal, they will 
need to have more people in their ranks who 
understand each other’s processes and missions 
and standardize where they can. 

Another key indicator of issues facing the 
U.S. government’s ability to effectively operate 
under the umbrella of whole-of-government 
policy is how the budget is not mutually 

supportive to resource policy. One of the key 
hindrances to ideal interagency coordination is 
that each agency fights for as many dollars as 
it can for its agency and budget priorities are 
not always synchronized with national strategy 
across the interagency. CCDR influence grew, 
especially Special Operations Command as 
steady-state operations increased over time, 
“as we fought the war on terror primarily in 

military operations with little oversight or 
control by individual chiefs of mission or State 
as DoD’s security cooperation authorities were 
... significantly modified in the FY2017 National 
Defense Authorization Act (NDAA).”17 Pooling 
the resources for some foreign policy instruments 
across the interagency would incentivize 
collaboration (and value it in dollars). Former 
Secretary of Defense, Robert Gates, attempted 
to reinforce the State Department as the lead to 
gain efficiency toward a common understanding. 
Doing so 

“would involve pooled funds set up for 
security capacity building, stabilization, 
and	 conflict	 prevention.	 Both	 the	 State	
Department and the Defense Department 
would contribute to these funds, and no 
project could move forward without the 
approval of both agencies... it would 
create incentives for collaboration between 
different agencies of the government, 
unlike the existing structure and processes 
left over from the Cold War, which often 
conspire to hinder true whole-of government 
approaches.”18 

It was not until Goldwater-Nichols that the 
DoD began to embrace the significance of joint 
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...a growing number of the non-
DoD interagency personnel 
have little to no experience 
working with the military.

operations in earnest because of the forcing 
mechanism of law. Aligned with secretaries 
who have competing demands of policy between 
the NSC supporting the President and their 
respective departments, competing budgets for 
departments also do not instill a unifying desire 
to achieve whole-of-government solutions for 
implementing the president’s NSS through 
integrated deterrence.

Culture

As we analyze the strengths and weaknesses 
of the present-day interagency system, we 
understand that the cultures of governmental 
departments have shaped how strategy is executed 
more than any single factor. It is also interesting 
to note that oftentimes how a department is 
organized and funded can influence its culture. 
It is well known that each organization in the 
interagency has its own culture and that often 
these cultural differences challenge coordination.  
One example of an organization influencing 
cultural differences is between the DoD and 
the State Department regarding command and 
control (C2).  Individual nation-state sovereignty 
drives the state-by-state nature of much of our 
foreign diplomacy, while the unified command 
plan and the nature of war drive regional military 
responsibilities.  Particularly at the tactical and 
operational level, the DoD is better oriented 
toward regional matters whereas the State 
Department is better oriented toward nation-
state matters.  While also discussing organization 
in culture may appear redundant due to earlier 
discussion in authorities and organization, the 
cultural issue is that these differences often 
manifest themselves in modestly separate ways 
of approaching and thinking about problems. 

“The risk today—in a policy context defined by 
great power competition —is that we will revert 
to prioritizing country-specific policies, however 
well-intentioned, without seeing the bigger 
picture. China sees the big picture. So does the 
U.S. military’s geographic command structure. 
“One Middle Eastern embassy’s integrated 
country strategy is no match for Central 
Command’s theater campaign plan.”19 While 
these cultural differences are often a source of 
friction, we must embrace the friction and strive 
to build teamwork at the tactical and operational 
levels. Another source of friction is that a 
growing number of the non-DoD interagency 
personnel have little to no experience working 
with the military. Ambassador Larry Butler, a 
veteran foreign service officer and former chief 
of mission, explained in a recent interview 
that the relationship between DoD and State 
Department action officers has much room for 
improvement saying, “you can‘t surge trust if 
you don‘t have it.20 Increased exposure among 
the interagency can help build this trust and 
make our differences a strength vice weakness.

The last part of the culture challenges we 
want to address is the professional development 
tied to each department’s ability to address 
interagency coordination. Departments need 
to have cultures that enable them to speak 
common languages and value the necessity of 
professional development and an understanding 
to work together through planning, a shared 
understanding, and shared goals. Butler’s 
Creeping Foreign Policy Militarization or 
Creeping State Department Irrelevance? offers 
recommendations to attend training with DoD 
service schools, changing the Foreign Service 
Officer promotion system to reward military 
assignment, and advises chiefs of mission to 
visit the U.S. military headquarters in their 
countries (division, corps, and HHQ) if they 
exist. The military has a great infrastructure to 
educate, and importantly the education includes 
the areas of diplomacy, instruments of national 
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...change will only reduce the 
cultural biases within each 
department/agency, it will not 
eliminate it.

power, and other high-level non-military 
centric topics which are critical to understand 
interagency coordination. Since the DoD has 
the most capacity among the interagencies in 
education, the interagency should look to further 
utilize this resource by increasing attendance and 
the DoD reciprocates where there are resources 
and opportunities.  Increasing education will 
not only improve synchronization across the 
interagency, but it will also serve as a foundation 
for consistent strategic decision-making that 
incorporates all instruments of national power. 

Recommendations

We primarily attacked recommendations that 
did not require significant organizational change 
because 1) previous efforts appear to have fallen 
short due to the scope being too large, 2) actual 
implementation is more likely with simple 
recommendations, and 3) we recognize that 
change will only reduce the cultural biases within 
each department/agency, it will not eliminate 
it. Our recommendations put most of the 
responsibility on the DoD because 1) DoD is the 
only department with Title 10 responsibilities, 2) 
the DoD budget, manning, and resources provide 
some flexibility for reallocation to achieve 
end states, and 3) its doctrine is a key part of 
its culture and already addresses interagency 
planning and coordination.

Using the lens of doctrine, authorities 
and organizational structures, and culture, 
we assessed the strengths and challenges of 
our current foreign policy processes through 
the combination of agencies and departments 
working together to achieve a common goal. The 
power of the American government and people 
is unsurpassed when brought together towards a 
common objective, such as how the government 
was transformed into a national response to the 
September 11th attacks and how the government 
was united in response in support of Ukraine. 
That common objective is defined and articulated 
by the President in the INSSG. The operational 

environment of today’s world reinforces the 
need for the American government to make a 
change and to stay relevant in an ever-changing 
environment. Previous recommendations as 
mentioned in the 2014 Atlantic Council article, 
have included multiple steps across departments 
and agencies, and while sound recommendations, 
they have proven difficult to implement.21 In 
our recommendations we capitalize on the 
current system and organizations to increase the 
feasibility of the changes being implemented.  
Each department or agency has a part of this 
solution, but the DoD is particularly invested 
as it spends the most dollars and lives when 
interagency policy is not optimized.  Among 
the recommendations, due to size and budget, 
there is a common, intentional theme of bringing 
the DoD to the interagency. This is intended to 
increase the feasibility and urgency of process 
improvement. 

Our recommendations

The first recommendation is to align 
each department and agency’s strategy to the 
INSSG, to include how it will integrate with 
other instruments of national power which will 
synchronize prioritization across the interagency.  
This must be done proactively instead of waiting 
for the next national crucible event to make 
effective change. 

Next, each department or agency shall 
establish clear guidance and mechanisms to affect 
interagency doctrine that standardizes training, 
planning, and execution, the foundations of 
which shall be common through the departments 
and agencies that employ instruments of national 
power.

Focusing on the effectiveness of people, 
the next recommendation is to fund and highly 
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value (i.e. through promotions) professional 
military education of sister departments and 
agencies with DoD taking the lead and having 
the authority to enforce this requirement. 
There is already some cross-training between 
departments, but currently, outside of Special 
Operations Command, it is often ineffective and 
minimal. 

The next recommendation is for the 
interagency to establish an interagency 
internship program to make cultural differences 
an asset. The focus on internships or liaison 
officers compared to the few current full 
exchange assignments is because an internship 
or liaison officer can be targeted with immediate 
reinvestment when returned to their parent 
department. These would be nominally one 
year, at the same location as the current 
assignment, and related to a current job or 
future position within the parent department 
to build an appreciation for other instruments 
of national power brought to bear prior to and 
during conflict. DoD should lead by sending 
DoD to the other agencies due to its capacity 
and requirement to understand the interagency 
culture to achieve security objectives.22 The 
shorter duration, compared to a full interagency 
assignment, also increases interagency exposure 
without a change in manpower. Even increasing 
much shorter interagency engagements such as 
the Preparation of the Environment course (at 
U.S. Special Operations Command) and the 
Interagency Communications Course (Joint 
Special Operations Command) will have high 
return on investment in bridging our cultures to 
increase teamwork.

Furthermore, in all interagency operations, 
clear and concise memorandums of agreement 
need to be drafted to articulate supported and 
supporting relationships to provide the structure 
required for sound execution. This adds structure 
and clarity within the interagency but also 
provides adaptability and flexibility to adjust to 
the problem and operating environment.

A more systematic approach would be 
for the CCMD to have a way to influence the 
other parts of national power at a more senior 
level. The current structure at each CCMD has 
a permanent Political Advisor (POLAD) and 
interagency working groups, such as JIATFs, 
which are temporary in nature and limited in 
scope to address interagency coordination. To 
achieve this more permanent and higher level 
of interagency coordination, we recommend 
implementation of the structure shown in 
Figure 1 (page 27) at the CCMD which was 
recommended in “All Elements of National 
Power” from 2014. The organization under the 
civilian deputy is akin to a standing JIATF, to 
facilitate proactive integrated deterrence and 
merely reactive crisis response.

Embracing strategic effects using the 
instruments of national power is exercised 
through the CCMD does not seek to duplicate 
efforts, nor does it superintend keeping the DoD 
the dominant agency of foreign policy but seeks 
to strengthen the best attributes of the military 
C2 systems and philosophies. In this way, 
integrated deterrence is a combatant command-
level activity enabling decentralized execution 
of strategic effects. For example, the strategic 
influences of Russia and China are not confined 
to U.S. European Command (USEUCOM) and 
U.S. Indo-Pacific Command (USINDOPACOM) 
respectively. These two countries have presence 
in every CCMD around the globe. A good 
example of this is U.S. Africa Command 
(USAFRICOM). Here, Russia has a legacy 
of activities from the Soviet Union’s support 
of communist regimes and China’s growth in 
economic and defense ventures now exceeds 
that of the United States. USAFRICOM’s 
decentralized execution of integrated strategic 
effects through all domains of DIME supported 
by USEUCOM and USINDOPACOM are 
coordinated through the interagency coordination 
authorities in all three commands.  This enables 
agile strategic action in the field yet still allows 



 Features | 27Simons Center for Ethical Leadership and Interagency Cooperation, Fort Leavenworth, Kansas

Figure 1. Recommended Restructuring Option: Coordination Authority23

C2 from the NSC.
To ensure that the INSSG is implemented 

across the interagency, these proposed 
recommendations must be enforced through 
the budget and law. We must hold ourselves 
accountable through budget apportionment in 
the areas of every department’s doctrine and 
professional education, interagency exchange, 
and promotion incentives if we are to effectively 
execute a whole-of-government approach.24  
A portion of each agency’s budget shall be 
allocated for interagency teaming education 
and proper execution is required to receive 
the money. Enforcement via law establishes 
requirements for who and how many members 
of each agency receive the education while 
linking it to mandatory career progression. 
Furthermore, departments would be required 
to provide a semi-annual tactical level debrief 
and a quadrennial strategic level debrief on 
organizational execution to Congress to establish 
interagency accountability and institutional 
learning. If we do not keep score (via these 
debriefs) in the attempts at continuous process 
improvement among the interagency, future 
leaders will continue to discuss these problems 
for the decades to come and we’ll be challenged 
to effectively implement our national strategy.

Conclusion 

The evidence shows one perspective of a 
complicated issue. The interagency organizations 
and authorities, most of which focus on domestic 
affairs, are not prepared to implement the whole-
of-government effort needed to deter Russia and 
China. Integrated deterrence as articulated by 
the current NDS is backstopped by our nuclear 
forces, but running to the backstop leaves no 
good choices. 

While these challenges have been studied 
at length, the impact of less-than-optimal 
interagency operations on our national security 
is heightened in our new, integrated deterrence 
strategy. The current way of civilian and military 
integration through interagency coordination 
groups and military-led JIATFs needs to be 
aligned to the new strategy to face the twenty-
first century threats and great power competition. 
The interagency comes together to work best 
during a crisis when priorities are clear, and 
focus is strong. 

With the reasonable adjustments outlined 
here, focusing on organizational and culture 
improvements enforced through budget, we 
can achieve crisis level interagency effects 
proactively, ahead of conflict. IAJ



28 | Features InterAgency Journal Vol. 12, No. 2, 2022

Notes

1 “Fact Sheet: 2022 National Defense Strategy,” Department of Defense. 2022, 2.

2 White House, Interim National Security Strategic Guidance (Washington, DC: White House, 2021), 
https://www.whitehouse.gov/wp-content/uploads/2021/03/NSC-1v2.pdf. 

3 Jack Watling et al., Operation Z The Death Throes of an Imperial Delusion, RUSI Special Report 
(London, UK: Royal United Services Institute, 2022), 1-26.

4	 United	States	Government	Compendium	of	Interagency	and	Associated	Terms,	a	non-official	
guide to Department Dictionaries and other terminology sources, (Washington, DC: 2018),  https://
www.jcs.mil/Portals/36/Documents/Doctrine/dictionary/repository/interagency_associated_terms.pdf?v
er=2018-01-02-104007-367.  

5 Robert D. Worley, Orchestrating the Instruments of Power: A Critical Examination of the U.S. 
National Security System (Lincoln: Potomac Books, an imprint of the University of Nebraska Press, 2015), 
350.

6	 “NSC	Staff,	the	Name	Is	Back!	So	Long,	NSS,”	The	White	House,	last	modified	February	10,	2014,	
https://obamawhitehouse.archives.gov/blog/2014/02/10/nsc-staff-name-back-so-long-nss. 

7 Robert D. Worley, Orchestrating the Instruments of Power: A Critical Examination of the U.S. 
National Security System (Lincoln: Potomac Books, an imprint of the University of Nebraska Press, 2015), 
295.

8	 “Memorandum	on	Renewing	the	National	Security	Council	System”	(official	memorandum,	
Washington D.C. February 4, 2021, https://www.govinfo.gov/content/pkg/DCPD-202100121/pdf/DCPD-
202100121.pdf, 2.

9 Robert D. Worley, Orchestrating the Instruments of Power: A Critical Examination of the U.S. 
National Security System (Lincoln: Potomac Books, an imprint of the University of Nebraska Press, 2015), 
363.

10 Robert D. Worley, Orchestrating the Instruments of Power: A Critical Examination of the U.S. 
National Security System (Lincoln: Potomac Books, an imprint of the University of Nebraska Press, 2015), 
303.

11 Robert D. Worley, Orchestrating the Instruments of Power: A Critical Examination of the U.S. 
National Security System (Lincoln: Potomac Books, an imprint of the University of Nebraska Press, 2015), 
342.

12 U.S. Library of Congress, Congressional Research Service, U.S. Security Assistance and Security 
Cooperation Programs: Overview of Funding Trends, by Susan B. Epstein, Liana W. Rosen, R45091 
(2018), 2.

13 Robert D. Worley, Orchestrating the Instruments of Power: A Critical Examination of the U.S. 
National Security System (Lincoln: Potomac Books, an imprint of the University of Nebraska Press, 2015), 
340.

14 Larry Butler, “The Global War on Terror and Diplomatic Practice,” American Foreign Service 
Association,	last	modified	September	2021,	https://afsa.org/global-war-terror-and-diplomatic-practice.



 Features | 29Simons Center for Ethical Leadership and Interagency Cooperation, Fort Leavenworth, Kansas

15 Gen. (Ret) James L Jones et al., All Elements of National Power: Moving Toward a New Interagency 
Balance for US Global Engagement, ISBN: 978-1-61977-063-8 (Washington, DC: Atlantic Council, 2014), 
7.

16 Larry Butler, “Creeping Foreign Policy Militarization or Creeping State Department Irrelevance?,” 
American Foreign Service Association, accessed May 23, 2022, https://afsa.org/creeping-foreign-policy-
militarization-or-creeping-state-department-irrelevance.

17 National Defense Authorization Act for Fiscal Year 2017, Pub. L. No. 114-328 § 2, 130 Stat. 2000 
(2016), p. 2.

18	 Robert	M.	Gates,	“Helping	Others	Defend	Themselves,”	Foreign	Affairs,	last	modified	May	19,	2010,	
https://www.foreignaffairs.com/articles/2010-05-01/helping-others-defend-themselves, 2-6.

19 Larry Butler, “The Global War on Terror and Diplomatic Practice,” American Foreign Service 
Association,	last	modified	September	2021,	https://afsa.org/global-war-terror-and-diplomatic-practice.

20 Interview with Ambassador Larry Butler, May 5, 2022.

21 Gen. (Ret) James L Jones et al., All Elements of National Power: Moving Toward a New Interagency 
Balance for US Global Engagement, ISBN: 978-1-61977-063-8 (Washington, DC: Atlantic Council, 2014), 
7.

22 Interview with Ambassador Larry Butler, May 5, 2022.

23 Gen. (Ret) James L Jones et al., All Elements of National Power: Moving Toward a New Interagency 
Balance for US Global Engagement, ISBN: 978-1-61977-063-8 (Washington, DC: Atlantic Council, 2014), 
11.

24 Interview with Ambassador Larry Butler, May 5, 2022.



30 | Features InterAgency Journal Vol. 12, No. 2, 2022

by Anthony Lupo1

Major Anthony Lupo is a military intelligence officer in the U.S. Army. He was commissioned 
through the United States Military Academy in 2010, earned an MLitt. in Philosophy from the 
University of St. Andrews in 2011, and recently completed his Master in Military Art and Science 
at the U.S. Army Command and General Staff College. He has served in intelligence positions 
from tactical to strategic levels, including a deployment to Afghanistan in 2012.

The Many Dangers of  

Moral Antirealism

Though the useful is not always good, the good is always useful.

      – John Henry Newman2

In 415 BCE, Athens commissioned a massive military expedition to extend its empire to Sicily.3 
In less than three years, Spartan and Sicilian forces annihilated the largest joint force Athens had 
ever assembled. Athens’s invasion reignited the Peloponnesian War on unfavorable conditions, and 
it rallied Sicilian powers that had shown little interest in Greek affairs. The disastrous campaign 
marked the beginning of the end of the Athenian empire, and its cause was internal to Athenian 
political life. As Thucydides argued, greed overcame prudence in the Athenian national character. 
Athens sought fortune over its own security interests.4 

Thucydides’s argument is both moral and causal: a moral failure caused Athens to invade Sicily. 
If Thucydides is right, morality provides the key to understanding Athens’s decision making.

As simple as Thucydides’s observation is, the joint force lacks the framework to make sense 
of it. Joint doctrine reduces morality to culture; it compresses moral concepts into the operational 
variables, or Political, Military, Economic, Social, Information, Infrastructure (PMESII) schema. 
Through its emphasis on morality as an aspect of culture, joint doctrine endorses a version of cultural 
relativism that mystifies moral reasoning and undermines its causal power. Explaining moral beliefs 
on relativist assumptions and the PMESII framework is like explaining why cricket never caught 
on in the U.S. It fails to treat morality seriously, and it cannot explain how a culture arrives at moral 
beliefs that change over time.

The problem is not just academic. Morality is normative. It exerts tremendous influence on how 
actors make decisions. Operationally, joint doctrine blinds the Commander to moral influences— 
the features of the operational environment that improve or worsen moral reasoning. More 
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importantly, joint doctrine’s tacit endorsement 
of cultural relativism undermines the moral 
basis of the profession of arms. When turned 
inward, it debases the Constitution of its moral 
significance. To overcome these problems, 
the joint force must accept moral realism as a 
framework for making sense of the operational 
environment.

A Blind Spot in Joint Doctrine

In philosophy, the view that there are 
objective standards of morality is called 
‘moral realism.’ Realists believe that moral 
standards are independent of “any given actual 
or hypothetical perspective.”5 Since moral 
standards are objective, they are also universal. 
If murder is wrong in Paris, it is also wrong in 
Beijing. Further, morality is normative rather 
than descriptive. This means moral facts (i.e., 
true statements about morality or the moral 
quality of something) provide reasons for what 
should be done or avoided (normative). Moral 
facts are more than a report of what a person, 
group, or culture happens to find motivating 
(descriptive).6 Finally, moral beliefs influence 
the real world because they shape how actors 
understand right and wrong. 

The opposite view is called ‘antirealism.’7 
Antirealists hold that either there are no moral 
standards (skepticism) or that standards are 
true only in relation to the perspective of some 
group or individual (subjectivism). Subjectivist 
antirealism is descriptive. For instance, cultural 
relativism holds that ‘morality’ is nothing more 
than a set of cultural beliefs about what should 
be done or avoided. According to subjectivists, 
it does not make sense to talk about morality 
outside of a cultural context because all morality 
is cultural. In a further wrinkle, some antirealists 
hold that moral claims are merely statements 
reporting an attitude of approval or disapproval.8 
If John says “killing is wrong,” what John 
actually means is that he disapproves of killing, 
“John disapproves of killing!”.

One of the oldest expressions of moral 
realism is Plato’s allegory of the cave. To Plato, 
the basic, unreflective condition of life is like 
being raised as a captive in a dark cave. Cave-
dwellers see shadowy images projected on the 
wall by a dim fire. Ignorant of the world outside 
of the cave, they take the shadows for reality. 
They even name them according to conventions 
they establish. Meanwhile, philosophers venture 
out of the cave into the clear light of day where 
they perceive reality. The debate between realism 
and antirealism concerns whether there is such a 
thing as ‘outside of the cave.’ For most of human 
history, philosophers have held that there is.9 

The branch of philosophy that deals with 
the nature of morality is called ‘metaethics.’ 
Metaethics runs one level deeper than most of the 
ethical questions military professionals typically 
consider. For example, whether bombing 
civilian targets in war is morally acceptable is 
an ethical question; but whether moral standards 
(e.g., the protected status of non-combatants) 
are objective, over-and-above culture, is a 
metaethical question. Though related, these two 
types of questions are distinct. In short, ethics 
is about what one should do or avoid, whereas 
metaethics is about how morality fits into reality.

Metaethical considerations are critical to 
the joint force. The Joint Force Commander 
uses the military instrument of national power 
to influence the operational environment to 
achieve a military end state. The operational 
environment is the “composite of the conditions, 
circumstances, and influences” that are relevant 
to the Command’s mission;10 it is everything 
about the world that matters to an operation. If 
reality contains moral influences (i.e., ‘moral 
facts with causal power’) that influence the 
world, as realism suggests is possible, then the 
Commander ought to be interested in them. To 

Antirealists hold that either there 
are no moral standards...
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Joint doctrine makes no 
room for moral facts and 
influences. It is antirealist.

return to the Athenian example, a Joint Force 
Commander in the Aegean theater of operations 
in 415 BCE has every right to a Thucydidean 
explanation of why Athens invaded Sicily, even 
though it is primarily moral. 

Joint doctrine makes no room for moral facts 
and influences. It is antirealist. Across the body 
of literature, joint doctrine characterizes morality 
as nothing more than a set of cultural beliefs that 
groups of people find motivating. For instance, 
Joint Intelligence Preparation of the Operational 
Environment describes “moralities,” note the 
plural, as only “perceptions.”11 Information 
Operations conflate moral facts with other belief-
dependent phenomena, such as “individual 
and cultural beliefs, norms, vulnerabilities, 
motivations, emotions, experiences, morals, 
education, mental health, identities, and 
ideologies.”12 All of these, except mental 
health and education, are entirely subjective. In 
discussing legitimacy, Joint Planning pairs the 
“actual and perceived…morality, and rightness 
of actions from the perspectives of interested 
audiences.”13 By connecting ‘actual’ morality 
to perspectives, Joint Planning implies that 
morality is subjective. As mentioned earlier, 
subjectivism is antirealist because it denies 
objective moral standards. If 2018’s Joint 
Concept for Operating in the Informational 
Environment is any indication, joint doctrine is 
unlikely to turn from antirealism anytime soon.

The problem is not obvious, but it is serious. 
By embracing antirealism, joint doctrine is 
limited to a descriptive characterization of 
morality as culture. Like an accountant, joint 
doctrine directs analysts to list what a group 
believes. An accountant can read a ledger, but an 
accountant cannot explain why a purchase was 

made. In a similar way, descriptive approaches 
struggle to explain why a group holds a moral 
belief. As discussed below, the causal chain is 
cut-off at the very moment it becomes useful. 
To joint doctrine, Athens’s decision to pursue an 
elective war against its own interests must remain 
a mystery. The only way to capture Thucydides’s 
argument in joint terms is to reframe the failure 
through a complicated account of PMESII 
variables.

So why be antirealist? Outside of academic 
philosophy14, the main appeal of antirealism is 
an observation called the ‘problem of moral 
disagreement.’ As J.L. Mackie writes, “radical 
disagreement between moral judgments 
makes it difficult to treat those judgments 
as apprehensions of moral truth.”15 In other 
words, moral disagreements between people of 
different backgrounds (or even within the same 
background and education level) indicate moral 
standards are not objective. Antirealism has an 
easier time explaining the wide range of moral 
judgments in global society.

Realists respond to this objection in several 
ways. First, realists highlight many areas of 
moral agreement across cultures.16 For instance, 
nearly all cultures punish murder, theft, sexual 
violence, and so on. Secondly, realists offer a 
view of moral reasoning that explains how 
people come to different moral beliefs. Unlike 
simple claims (e.g., ‘there is a chair in my 
office’), morality is “austere.”17 People come to 
understand moral facts indirectly, by perceiving 
aspects of goodness, like “sincerity, loyalty, 
honesty, and so on,” until they arrive at a rich 
picture of “The Good [as] an indirect object of 
moral judgment.”18 This process is difficult and 
fraught with error. As Plato said, the journey out 
of the cave is like an “ascent which is rough and 
steep.”19 It takes adjustment and is subject to all 
the passions, biases, temptations, and cognitive 
traps that compromise human thought.20

Antirealism has not carried the day in 
academic philosophy.21 Generally, philosophers 
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consider moral realism the position with 
“common sense and initial appearances on its 
side.”22 For example, when John says “murder is 
wrong,” an average listener assumes John means 
to express a universal prohibition of murder. The 
cultural brackets implied by subjectivism are not 
assumed in normal language use. This means 
antirealism is, at first blush, an idiosyncratic 
explanation of moral language. 

Moral Realism and the Constitution

Philosophy aside, there are overwhelming 
practical reasons why the joint force should 
endorse moral realism. Specifically, antirealism 
undermines conscience and the profession’s 
commitment to the Constitution.23

If antirealism is true, the joint force 
supports and defends a Constitution whose 
ultimate authority stems from the accident of 
its ratification. To be an American at war is to 
represent the interests of the American tribe 
against all comers. Patriotism, flag-waving, 
and military parades provide spectacle and 
enchantment for what is really a means of 
distinguishing the American tribe, and its 
subjective moral standards, from others. What 
makes this culture worth celebrating is the fact 
that it belongs to us. On antirealism, the moral 
landscape resembles the creature of Stephen 
Crane’s imagination:

In the desert 
I saw a creature, naked, bestial, 
Who, squatting upon the ground, 
Held his heart in his hands, 
And ate of it. 
I said, “Is it good, friend?” 
“It is bitter — bitter,” he answered; 
“But I like it 
“Because it is bitter, 
“And because it is my heart.”24

To an antirealist, the Constitution only 
represents an American agreement about the 
shadows on the wall of the cave.25 In Hobbesian 

terms, “the desires, and other passions of man 
are in themselves no sin… till they know a law 
that forbids them: which till laws be made they 
cannot know.”26 This law is the Constitution. 
There is no morality outside of it, and there 
was no morality before it. Therefore, there is 
no moral reason why the Constitution is worth 
defending, except that it happened to have been 
ratified. It is a short walk from here to the legal 
positivism (i.e., descriptive antirealism) of 
Stephen Douglas, Dredd Scot v. Sandford, and 
Plessy v. Ferguson.27 In these cases, the positive 
law— the moral perspective represented in a 
culture’s laws— provided antirealist justification 
for human rights abuses, since there was no 
moral standard against which these laws could 
be considered unjust.

The antirealist temptation was not available 
to the Founding Fathers because they had 
to justify republicanism over other possible 
regimes.28 This justification found its source 
in the moral order. As Hamilton wrote, “good 
and wise men, in all ages… have supposed… 
an eternal and immutable law, which is, 
indispensably, obligatory upon all mankind, 
prior to any human institution whatsoever.”29 
This “immutable law” was expressed in the 
Declaration of Independence. As Lincoln argued, 
the “Declaration of Independence… has proved 
an ‘apple of gold’ to us… the Constitution [is] 
the ‘picture of silver,’ subsequently framed 
around it.”30 In other words, the Constitution 
exists to realize the moral ends expressed in 
the Declaration. To Lincoln, “[the Constitution] 
is not the result of an accident… it has a 
philosophical cause,” that is, a moral cause 
outside of the positive law.31 In Lincoln’s 
debates against Douglas, he shows the ends and 
justification of the Constitution are ultimately 

...antirealism undermines 
conscience and the profession’s 
commitment to the Constitution.
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The moral through line is tenuous 
in the right ways: it is sensitive 
to just war and professional 
military ethics. It sustains the 
will to persist in war when one 
is fighting for a just cause.

found outside of it, outside of the cave, in truths 
held to be ‘self-evident.’32 Lincoln’s reflections, 
just prior to the greatest crisis the Union had ever 
faced, echo the position of the Founding Fathers 
and early American jurists.33 

If realism is true, then the joint force 
supports and defends a Constitution that is, 
in principle, capable of realizing the moral 
standards it is based upon. At a minimum, 
these standards include those outlined in the 
Declaration of Independence. Patriotism is 
then a way of celebrating and reinforcing the 
authority of morality as it exists outside of 
and within American culture. The Constitution 
provides a mediating framework for sustaining 
the relationship between the profession of arms, 
American society, and the moral order. Realism 
makes it possible to draw a moral through line 
from the actions of a soldier on the battlefield 
to objective moral standards. This line passes 
through the Constitution.

Since antirealism rejects this basis, it 
undermines the spirit of the profession of arms. 
When the tribe is threatened, the exigencies of 
self-defense satisfy conscience, but the American 
tribe has seldom been threatened in this way. In 
all other cases, antirealism provides a thin basis 
for doing violence or risking one’s life. Is it 
enough that the tribe wants something that one 
should risk one’s life to take it? This may be 
enough for a mercenary force, but it is poison 
to a professional army. Ironically, the thinness 
of this justification will be felt more acutely 
the nearer the profession is to achieving “moral 
expertise.”34 There is an inverse relationship 

between moral expertise, which every Service 
seeks to instill in its members, and the viability 
of antirealism as means of sustaining conscience 
in war. A well-formed conscience asks the 
questions a poorly formed conscience does 
not think to ask. Antirealism cannot answer 
these questions without undermining the moral 
framework implied by the Constitution.

Realism permits no ironies. As Lincoln 
wrote, “no oppressed people will fight, and 
endure, as our fathers did, without the promise 
of something better, than a mere change of 
masters.”35 In this spirit, a Union soldier 
remarked in 1863: “sick as I am of this war and 
bloodshed, as much oh how much I want to 
be at home with my dear wife and children… 
every day I have a more religious feeling, that 
this war is a crusade for the good of mankind.”36 
On realism, moral expertise can perform the 
function it is assigned. Conscience tracks 
morality: it provides reasons, in the psychology 
of the soldier, to the extent that they are justified. 
The moral through line is tenuous in the right 
ways: it is sensitive to just war and professional 
military ethics. It sustains the will to persist in 
war when one is fighting for a just cause. 

Moral Influences in the 
Operational Environment

There is one further practical reason why 
the joint force should accept moral realism. As 
mentioned before, realism provides a richer 
view of the operational environment because it 
provides a richer view of the world. Specifically, 
it provides an explanation for why groups arrive 
at moral claims and how these claims change 
over time. To illustrate this, we must first provide 
some examples of moral influences.

As an ancient realist, Aristotle held that 
happiness consists in virtuous living. People 
are habituated to virtuous living through forms 
of moral formation, including good parenting, 
legal and political systems, military training, 
and so on.37 Those habituated to virtue come to 
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understand virtuous living as worth pursuing for 
itself, as what constitutes happiness, rather than 
pursuing for some other good, like public honors 
or wealth.38 As Aristotle says, a virtuous person 
“is [already] in possession of first principles.”39 
For this reason, Aristotle maintained that 
anything that habituates virtue— whether laws, 
institutions, or youth basketball leagues— 
improves one’s moral capacity to be virtuous. 
Each of these is a moral cause because they 
influence our understanding of morality. 

Moral influences are reflexive. They make 
a people more or less likely to accept or honor 
moral standards. By revealing or concealing 
what goodness is, moral influences support or 
decay one’s understanding of morality. Moral 
influences illuminate or obscure moral standards; 
they do not create them (as antirealists suppose). 
Since moral influences have a logical bent 
toward or away from objective moral standards, 
they are necessarily cross-cultural. To bind them 
to a cultural context, as antirealism does, is to 
give them no standard against which they can 
be improved or worsened. Social progress is 
difficult to understand on an antirealist basis. 

Thucydides explained Athens’s decision to 
invade Sicily in moral terms, but there are more 
recent examples of the importance of moral 
influences. The Iraqi Ba’ath party, although 
intrinsically unjust, especially under Saddam 
Hussein, included many subordinate institutions 
that performed key moral functions at the local 
level.40 De-Baathification removed all these 
moral influences, including the good ones. 
Others took their place.41 In the modern security 
environment, Russian New Generation Warfare 
seeks “reflexive control,” or to “locate the weak 
link in the [adversary’s] system and exploit it 
through moral arguments, psychological tactics, 
or appeals to specific leaders’ character.”42 The 
efficacy of the Russian approach has less to do 
with volume and more to do with how viciously 
it manipulates moral influences to dramatic 
effect.

Joint doctrine assumes these subtleties 
have a place within the PMESII variables, on 
an antirealist and social scientific framework. 
Every moral cause is ‘Political,’ ‘Social,’ 
or ‘Informational’ in a trivial sense as these 
categories are all-encompassing. However, the 
salient feature of a moral cause is its capacity 
for a moral effect. Unlike the categories of 
social science, moral influences have a natural 
directedness toward or away from moral 
standards. Absent a realist basis, PMESII 
analysis does not have this directedness. The 
PMESII approach in doctrine emphasizes 
a simple classification of things over an 
understanding of how they influence the moral 
landscape of a society. 

The PMESII approach is also severely 
limited by the rules of logic. Philosophers call 
drawing moral conclusions from only non-moral 
premises the naturalistic fallacy. Non-evaluative 
facts, such as ‘this apple is red,’ cannot entail 
evaluative conclusions of the kind ‘apples are 
good.’ Even a hundred non-moral facts about 
apples (e.g., they are round, have cores, contain 
vitamins, etc.) do not entail a single moral fact 
about them (e.g., they are good). To make a 
valid argument, one must explain what makes 
an apple good. There must be a moral premise 
somewhere in an argument to arrive at a valid 
moral conclusion. Similarly, in a causal story 
of moral beliefs, there must be a moral cause, 
whether good or bad, that makes a belief moral 
to an agent. Consider the following example.

The Joint Force wants to understand John, 
a key player in the operational environment. 

The PMESII approach in 
doctrine emphasizes a simple 
classification of things over 
an understanding of how they 
influence the moral landscape of 
a society.
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Whenever the joint force employs 
antirealism to understand 
the adversary, it necessarily 
renders them inscrutable.

Using the antirealist PMESII model, joint 
analysts correctly determine that ‘John believes 
might makes right.’ To explain why John 
holds this belief— in keeping with descriptive 
antirealism— analysts appeal to the brute fact 
of John’s culture. ‘This is just the way John is,’ 
they say. As an antirealist, the analyst cannot 
explain why John believes ‘might makes right’ 
is a true moral claim, because no number of 
descriptive claims (e.g., ‘John believes x’) entail 
that John’s conclusion is a true moral claim. 
But this is exactly why John holds this claim, 
because he believes it is a true moral claim. At 
most, the analyst can say that John’s belief is 
consistent with his other beliefs. If pressed for 
more, the analyst is in a dilemma: he must either 
conclude that John’s belief is arbitrary (i.e., no 
explanation is possible) or that John is irrational 
(e.g., makes invalid arguments). Antirealism 
accepts these conclusions. The analyst cannot 
escape the naturalistic fallacy and make John’s 
conclusion rational, regardless of whether it is 
correct, because the analyst has rejected realism.

Whenever the joint force employs 
antirealism to understand the adversary, it 
necessarily renders them inscrutable. The 
naturalistic fallacy cuts antirealism off from 
meaningful explanations. Other cultures are 
alien. John only makes sense to John’s family 
(provided their moral outlook is the same). 
Rather than respecting moral disagreement 
across cultures, antirealism undermines the 
sense in which these disagreements can have 
any meaning. Other groups cannot be rational 
actors except to themselves. Joint doctrine 
cannot explain why a person or group believes 
a given proposition is moral— why it “justif[ies] 

the ascription of reasons” in a particular case— 
except as a brute fact of culture.43 

The antirealism of joint doctrine is probably 
intended to protect the joint force from cultural 
blunder. This intention is noble, but the execution 
misses the mark. There is no culture on earth that 
consciously places culture before morality. Even 
if many moral views are culturally determined, 
it never appears that way to the people that hold 
them.44 Antirealism is pessimistic in a way that 
no culture is. The antirealism of joint doctrine is 
a way of projecting this pessimism on the world. 

As the Athenian example shows, it is only 
greed, the difference between what Athens ought 
to have done and what it did do, that explains 
why Athens assumed imprudent risk. Culture is 
an elastic concept, but it is not elastic enough 
to explain the interplay of greed and security 
interests. 

The Realist Way Forward

Joint doctrine’s system-centric approach 
to characterizing the operational environment 
has several advantages. By emphasizing the 
relationship between elements in a system, the 
Joint Intelligence Preparation of the Operational 
Environment (JIPOE) methodology provides 
a detailed understanding of the operational 
environment. With some minor modifications, 
joint doctrine can retain its ‘systems-centric’ 
approach and accommodate moral influences. 
The elements of the solution are already present 
in joint doctrine.

According to Joint Planning, “tendencies 
reflect the inclination to think or behave in 
a certain manner.”45 Similarly, “potential is 
the inherent ability or capacity for the growth 
or development of a specific interaction 
or relationship.”46 The reflexivity of moral 
influences can be understood as an interplay of 
moral tendencies and potentials within a system. 
A moral cause shapes the tendencies of moral 
reasoning within a society and increases or 
decreases the potential for morality to motivate 
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actors. This interplay influences the moral landscape of a system. 
One way to incorporate moral influences onto a system-centric view of the operational 

environment is to add polarity to the nodes and links of the system (see Figure 1). If a node has a 
positive polarity, then the analyst assesses it is exerting a positive moral influence on the system. In 
some way, the node is reinforcing virtue, rule of law, justice, etc. In short, the node makes a society 
more receptive of true moral claims. If a node has a negative polarity, it is diminishing or distorting 
beliefs about morality. Of note, a node may positively relate to some nodes and negatively relate to 
others. Where this is the case, the analyst can add polarity to links in the system. 

This approach is simple but powerful. For instance, if the problem is corruption in a country’s 
officer corps, the analyst should be able to describe the moral influences (or lack thereof) contributing 
to this condition. This enables the Joint Force Commander to visualize the operational environment 
and to generate options that correct the problem. Reasonable recommendations might be to enforce 
a policy against nepotism or to increase professionalism by founding new professional education 
institutions. The joint force is already pursuing options of this kind, seemingly against its own 
antirealist assumptions about morality.47 

This recommendation is no silver bullet. Since every mission is unique, moral facts and causes 
may not always be relevant to the operational environment. If the problem is an enemy tank division 
in the desert, then moral influences are unlikely to be relevant, especially at first. However, as the 
current National Defense Strategy seeks to “strengthen alliances and attract new partnerships,” the 
joint force should expect the global appeal of “a free and open international order” to depend on 
moral influences.48 The first step to achieving this goal is to assess the polarity of moral influences 
as they are. But it is only a first step. 

Analysts will require education to understand and assess moral influences. They do not need to 
be philosophers or anthropologists, but they will need a basic grasp of ethical and political theory. 

Figure 1. Moral Polarity and PMESII Analysis
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Ethical theory establishes the moral standards that give choices and culture meaning; political theory 
explains how moral influences shape the operational environment. Together they provide a solid 
foundation for understanding the operational environment, much in the same way the Declaration of 
Independence, as both a political and moral work, explains the moral foundation of the profession 
of arms. The road ahead is difficult. For this approach to work, there is “need of habituation,” as 
Plato would say.49 The joint force must be willing to present morality within a realist framework. 
Doctrine must take care to distinguish moral influences from cultural phenomena, even as ‘moral’ 
beliefs differ between cultures. To be clear, the joint force need not embrace realism explicitly. It is 
enough to sever its antirealist commitments and allow common sense to take over. This better aligns 
the joint force’s approach to the operational environment and preserves the deepest convictions of 
the profession of arms. It gives joint force commanders the tools to think through a complex and 
fragile world. IAJ
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Strategic Competition in South 
America’s Lithium Triangle

After four consecutive decades of explosive economic growth, the People’s Republic of 
China (PRC) is wielding its newfound economic and political power in lands both near and 
far. The release of China’s “Go Out” strategy for outward foreign direct investment (FDI) 

in 1999 and its entrance into the World Trade Organization (WTO) in 2001, led to huge demand 
in China for commodities and a subsequent global commodities boom from 2003 to 2013. The 
price of some mineral and petroleum commodities tripled, and the so-called “China Boom” drove 
development and poverty reduction in commodity exporting countries across the global south.1 As 
a result, China has risen as a new economic hegemon in parts of Africa and southeast and central 
Asia while greatly expanding its economic influence around the world.

In South America, many countries began to hedge their bets, limit their reliance on the United 
States economy, and more closely align with the Chinese economy during its commodities boom. 
The PRC became the number one trade partner of Argentina, Brazil, Chile, Peru, and several other 
smaller countries. Chinese FDI in South America exploded, particularly in extractive industries and 
agriculture, while Western investment tapered off following the global financial crisis of 2008-2009. 
The years of the so-called “China Boom” were so fruitful that millions of people escaped poverty 
and many economies in the region continued growing despite the disruption from the financial crisis. 
China was touted across the region as a new market for South American goods and a much-needed 
additional source of finance and investment. A natural partnership was forming.

Now as the world settles into its new normal following the COVID-19 pandemic and the 
US shifts its focus to resolving internal problems and national security issues in eastern Europe, 
the natural partnership between China and South America may provide the Chinese with a huge 
advantage as the strategic competition of the 21st century runs its course. During the two-decade 
explosion of investment and trade since China joined the World Trade Organization in 2001, Chinese 
companies have inserted themselves into the supply chains of many key minerals, most critical 
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among them being lithium. As the U.S. economy 
transitions to renewable energy, it finds itself at 
a significant disadvantage in sourcing this key 
mineral, especially since the most economically 
viable lithium resources in the world are in South 
America’s altiplano, or high plains. This region 
in Argentina, Bolivia, and Chile—known as the 
Lithium Triangle (see Figure 1)—is where more 
than two-thirds of global lithium resources are 
located. 

To gain and maintain a competitive 
advantage, the United States requires a 
comprehensive, interagency strategy for the 
Western Hemisphere that benefits its partners 
in the Lithium Triangle while addressing the 
nation’s need for natural resources during 
the green energy revolution. Failure to act 
may provide the PRC with the opportunity to 
dominate the lithium-ion battery market for 
decades to come.

Why Lithium?

This article explores the opportunities and 
risks facing the United States given the PRC’s 
involvement in South America’s lithium supply 
chains. Since the first rechargeable hand-held 
video camera employed a lithium-ion battery 
in 1991, lithium-ion technology has been the 
gold standard for small, lightweight, and high-
powered batteries. The commercialization of 
lithium-ion technology was one of the catalysts 
for the mobile phone revolution. These batteries 
provide the electricity required to power nearly 
all the wireless electronics that enable our day-
to-day activities, including smart phones, tablets, 
laptop computers, smart watches, and more. 
Moreover, these batteries are so critical to the 
nation’s economic and military interests that the 
White House recently stated that “establishing 
and protecting a high-capacity [lithium-ion] 
battery manufacturing capability in the United 
States […] is critical to U.S. national security 
and is essential to developing resilient defense 
supply chains that are not under threat from 
potential adversaries.”2 At the present time, the 
U.S. is at least a decade away from developing 
the mining capability to satisfy lithium demand 
through domestic extraction. As a result, the 
Lithium Triangle is a critical region to help the 
U.S. bridge the gap.

Lithium is important because it is the 
lightest of all the alkali metals. This means that 
it is the lightest element—number three on the 
periodic table—in a family of highly reactive 
metals containing a single valence electron. 
This single electron in the metal’s outer shell 
makes it so reactive that lithium does not occur 
in nature in its pure form, only as an element 
in a compound. In addition, this means it is an 
excellent conductor of heat and electricity and 
therefore the ideal metal for use in lightweight 
batteries.3 

From a purely economic standpoint, the 
primary industry employing lithium-ion batteries 

Figure 1. South America’s Lithium Triangle
Source: Author’s own rendering with the assistance of 
snazzymaps.com and data from Lee Ann Munk, Scott 
A. Hynek, Dwight C. Bradley, David Boutt, Keith Labay, 
and Hillary Jochens. 2016. “Lithium Brines: A Global 
Perspective.” Reviews in Economic Geology, No. 18: 
342–343.
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is the auto industry through the employment of 
electric vehicles (EVs). The auto industry has 
been dominated by the internal combustion 
engine for more than a century, but now falling 
battery costs have industry experts predicting 
EVs to price similarly to their gas-burning 
competitors within five years.4 This has caused 
the market share of EV maker Tesla to eclipse 
more than $975 billion—more than ten times the 
value of competitors Ford and General Motors. 
In China, where government policy is pressuring 
out new gas-powered autos, EV sales accounted 
for more than twenty percent of new vehicle 
sales in August 2021.5 Nearly every major 
auto maker has announced plans to make their 
fleets all-electric in the coming decades, and the 
lithium-ion battery is the key to the transition.

However, lithium’s future is more broad 
than just electric vehicles. There is huge 
potential demand coming from battery makers 
geared toward bulk electricity storage. As more 
renewables join electrical grids around the world, 
the necessity for large, cheap batteries to store 
wind and solar energy will further drive demand. 
For example, Tesla has been installing batteries 
and solar panels in new homes in Australia and 
the US for several years.6 On a larger scale, 
utilities companies are looking at investing in 
large battery packs to store electricity during 
periods of low demand and provide electricity 
as surge capacity during periods of increased 
demand. Some energy experts predict that a 
critical “tipping point” in the green energy 
revolution is the point where power companies 
build battery farms in lieu of a gas or coal plant 
to deal with high-demand times.

The Lithium Triangle

Due to its share of global reserves 
and resources, South America’s lithium is 
strategically significant. Argentina and Chile 
contain about half of the world’s current lithium 
reserves—that is, half of the total lithium that 
can be economically extracted today. Another 

quarter of global reserves reside in Australia, 
with about seven percent in China, and three 
and a half percent in the US. Meanwhile, global 
resources are even more highly concentrated in 
the Lithium Triangle with fifty-eight percent of 
total resources contained in the salty brines under 
the salt flats’ crusty surfaces.7 More significantly, 
these resources contained in underground brines 
are the cheapest to extract and process into 
lithium carbonate, especially given the extremely 
dry climate in the altiplano desert.8 Table 1 (page 
44) shows the global array of lithium resources 
and reserves listed by country.9

There are currently two primary ways to 
exploit lithium reserves and each extraction 
operations’ method is determined by the way 
the mineral is geologically arrayed. The more 
economical extraction via salt brine is used 
in South America’s altiplano, as well as in 
locations in central China and portions of the 
Nevada desert. The process involves drilling 
approximately ten meters into the crust of these 
desert lakes to reach a mineral rich brine, then 
pumping the salty mixture to the surface into a 
series of evaporation pools. Once much of the 
water from the brine evaporates and the mixture 
is highly concentrated—a process that usually 
takes twelve to eighteen months—the salt’s prize, 
lithium carbonate (LiCO3), can be removed and 
shipped to facilities for processing.10

The second extraction method comes from 
spodumene rock, which is common in Australia, 
China, and North Carolina, and involves pit 
mines where the rock is pulverized and then 
shipped to east Asia for processing.11 These 
spodumene rock formations contain lithium 
hydroxide (LiOH), a more highly sought after 
compound for lithium-ion battery manufacturing 
because it is chemically easier to convert to 
cathode materials such as lithium cobalt oxide 
(LiCoO2), lithium manganese oxide (LiMn2O4), 
lithium nickel oxide (LiNiO2), and lithium iron 
phosphate (LiFePO4).

12 The characteristics and 
ideal uses for each type of battery are described 
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in Table 2 (page 45).
Converting lithium carbonate from a 

salt brine into lithium hydroxide requires an 
additional chemical process utilizing either 
soda ash/sodium carbonate (Na2CO3) or slaked 
lime/calcium hydroxide (Ca(OH)2). This adds 
an additional cost to processing and, if done on 
sight at a salt brine operation, can add significant 
infrastructure requirements due to the road or 
rail network required to bring in the soda ash or 
slaked lime.

An additional factor in salt brine lithium 
extraction is the concentration of lithium in the 
brines. Since lithium is extremely common—in 
fact it is even present in ocean water at very low 
concentrations—the concentration of lithium 
determines whether extraction is economically 

viable. In general, brines with a lithium 
concentration over 100 parts per million (ppm 
or mg/L) are considered potentially viable.13 
The highest known concentrations of lithium 
in salt brines occur in the lithium triangle’s 
altiplano region, in some locations reaching 
more than 1,500 ppm. Table 3 (page 46) shows 
the concentration of lithium in known salt brines 
across the lithium triangle.

Argentina

At an altitude of thirteen thousand feet in 
northwest Argentina’s altiplano (or high plains) 
sits one of the country’s most spectacular 
landscapes. Thousands of years of erosion has 
created beautiful white expanses hiding the 
second largest collection of lithium resources in 

Country
Resources (tons LCE) Reserves (tons LCE)

2021 Production
Quantity Percentage Quantity Percentage

Bolivia 21,000,000 24% ND ND ND

Argentina 19,000,000 21% 2,200,000 10% 5,900

Chile 9,800,000 11% 9,200,000 42% 21,500

United States 9,100,000 10% 750,000 3% ND

Australia 7,300,000 8% 5,700,000 26% 39,700

China 5,100,000 6% 1,500,000 7% 13,300

Canada 2,900,000 3% 530,000 2% 0

Zimbabwe 500,000 1% 220,000 1% 417

Brazil 470,000 1% 95,000 0% 1,420

Portugal 270,000 0% 60,000 0% 348

Others 13,560,000 15% 2,700,000 12% 0

 LCE - Lithium Carbonate Equivalent

Table 1. Lithium Resources and Reserves by Country
Source: Author’s own rendering. Quantities denoted in tons of LCE and gathered from the U.S. Geological Survey. 
2022. Mineral Commodities Summary 2022. Reston: U.S. Geological Survey.
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the world. Based solely on the numbers, Argentina’s lithium industry has a tremendous amount of 
potential—the country’s 19.3 million tons of known lithium resources are second in the world behind 
only Bolivia.14 While the country has just two fully functioning extraction projects, the output of 
these two combines to make up the fourth largest production by any country in the world (behind 
Australia, Chile, and China respectively.) Moreover, those two projects alone sit on giant salares 
(salt flats) that make up the world’s third largest lithium reserve. In addition, Argentina has more 
than sixty other projects in either the exploration, construction, or pilot phase looking to turn the 
altiplano’s vast resources into economically viable reserves.15

For mining firms, Argentina’s lithium is compelling for more than just its quantity. The quality 
is excellent as well. All of Argentina’s known lithium resources contain between 400 and 650 parts 
per million (ppm or mg/L) of lithium in the brine, and anything over 100 ppm is considered over the 
threshold to be economically viable.16 For comparison, this is about three times more concentrated 
than the salt flat chemistries in the United States. But these remarkable salares sit in one of the 
driest and most remote places on earth, and the lack of water presents both advantages and unique 
challenges for the lithium extraction process. Naturally, the dry climate is good for the evaporation 
process used across the lithium triangle, however the brine extraction process requires huge amounts 

Type of  
Cathode

Cathode 
Chemistry Anode Debut

Battery Characteristics Industrial  
ApplicationsAdvantages Disadvantages

Lithium 
Cobalt Oxide 
(LCO)

LiCoO2 Graphite 1991 Very high specific 
energy and storage

Expensive, 
relatively short 
life span, low 
thermal stability

Mobile phones, 
laptops, digital 
cameras

Lithium 
Magnesium 
Oxide (LMO)

LiMn2O4 Graphite 1996

Fast charging 
and high-current 
discharging, safer 
than Li-Cobalt

One third less 
capacity relative 
to Li-Cobalt

Power tools, 
medical devices

Lithium Nickel 
Magnesium 
Cobalt Oxide 
(NMC)

LiNiMn-
CoO2 Graphite 2008

Provides high 
capacity and high 
power

Slightly lower 
voltage and less 
stable than LCO 
and LMO

EV powertrains, 
E-bikes, medical 
devices

Lithium Iron 
Phosphate 
(LFP)

LiFePO4 Graphite 1996

Very flat voltage 
discharge curve, 
one of safest Li-
ions

Lower nominal 
voltage, no 
tolerance for 
moisture

EV powertrains, 
industrial energy 
storage

Lithium 
Nickel Cobalt 
Aluminum 
Oxide (NCA)

LiNiCoA-
lO2 Graphite 1999

High specific 
energy, good 
specific power, and 
a long life span

Least stable 
cathode, 
expensive due 
to cost of cobalt

Medical devices, 
industrial, 
electric 
powertrain 
(Tesla)

Lithium 
Titanate 
(LTO)

LMO or 
NMC

Li2TiO3 
(tita-
nate)

2008

Long life, fast 
charge, wide 
temperature range, 
extremely safe

Low specific 
energy and 
expensive

EV powertrains 
**Emerging 
technology**

Table 2. Characteristics of Lithium-Ion Cathodes
Source: Created by author from various sources, primarily Martin Obaya and Mauricio Céspedes. 2021. Análisis 
de las redes globales de producción de baterías de ion de litio: implicaciones para los países del triángulo del 
litio. Documentos de Proyectos (LC/TS.2021/58), Santiago de Chile: Comisión Económica para América Latina 
y el Caribe (CEPAL): 59.
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of water to pump the brines out of the ground and 
into the evaporation pools. Unfortunately, based 
on distances and the lack of infrastructure, water 
cannot be brought in from the outside without 
a massive investment in roads and/or pipelines. 
Moreover, provincial governments and mining 
companies have struggled to reach agreements 
with the indigenous tribes that have occupied 
this land for millennia and rely on the scarce 
water for drinking and farming. To overcome 
these challenges, Argentina’s lithium industry 
requires investment and technology. Where they 
obtain this investment and know-how might help 
determine who controls lithium supply chains for 
the next several decades.

The current groundwork for Argentina’s 
lithium policies were laid in the 1990s, a period 
of rapid economic and ideological change 
centered around deregulation, privatization, and 
decentralization. There are two legacy results 
of this: mining in Argentina is a relatively 
new industry (as opposed to the industries in 
Bolivia and Chile which are written into those 
countries’ constitutions) and therefore does 
not have an outdated, cumbersome regulatory 
framework; and the regulatory frameworks that 
do exist are held at the provincial level.17 This 
decentralized approach has led to two distinctly 
different provincial development models. In the 
provinces of Catamarca and Salta, foreign and 
private domestic companies are awarded mineral 
rights based on proposals to explore, invest, and 
extract resources. These provincial governments 
are focused on augmenting the investing firm’s 
output as a means of increasing tax revenue. A 
2019 Interamerican Development Bank study 
terms this the “extractivist” model focused on 
maximizing the quantity extracted by promoting 
investment, innovation, and research and then 
utilizing taxes to support other government 
initiatives.18 In contrast, in the province of 
Jujuy, the provincial government has established 
a provincial-level state owned enterprise 
focused on industrializing the entire process 

from exploration and extraction to processing 
and manufacturing. This “industrialization” 
model collects a percentage of all lithium 
carbonate produced in the region and uses it 
to attract companies that conduct value-added 
production.19

Argentina presents an excellent investment 
opportunity for American lithium mining and 
lithium-ion battery firms and will be a critical 
actor in the green energy revolution because 
it offers the best opportunity for investment 
due to the openness in Catamarca and Salta 
provinces. In addition, the different provincial 
models provide advantages and disadvantages 
that could appeal to U.S. companies and create 
opportunities for investment and innovation. 
While the fiscal uncertainty involved in 
investment in Argentina is unlikely to subside, 
the potential upside is too great to ignore.

In terms of strategic competition, the 
Chinese have a leg up on American firms 
because of the size of recent investments and 
the geopolitical trends given Argentina’s recent 
admission to the BRI. However, there are still 
plenty of opportunities to get involved that 
could be beneficial to long-term U.S. strategic 
interests. The sheer quantity and diversity of 
lithium extraction projects warrants investigation 
by U.S. policy makers into programs that provide 
American companies a comparative advantage. 
One policy possibility is an EXIM Bank program 
that provides loan guarantees to American 
companies investing in lithium extraction in 
Argentina. While American capital has been 
reluctant to invest in Argentina in recent decades, 
the next two cases will demonstrate why 
Argentina may be the best investment option in 
South America’s lithium triangle. 

Argentina presents an excellent 
investment opportunity for 
American lithium mining and 
lithium-ion battery firms...
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Bolivia

The second country in the Lithium Triangle 
is the Plurinational State of Bolivia, a landlocked 
country with the largest known lithium resources 
on the planet. For more than a decade, lithium 
has been a central theme in Bolivian politics as 
the country grapples with how to best exploit 
its mineral resources and fend off deep-seeded 
anxiety stemming from the country’s history of 
exploitation by foreign powers dating back to 
the Spanish Empire’s silver mines in the 16th 
century.20 This complicated history has shaped 
the discussion around mineral extraction and led 
to a highly centralized, state-driven extraction 
model based on a popular and widely successful 
model it uses for natural gas. However, gas was 
put under state control after the investment of 
billions of dollars of foreign, private equity in 
the 1990s.21 Unlike with lithium, the Bolivian 
government did not have to build a capable oil 
and gas sector from the ground up, only continue 
to profitably manage an already established 
industry that accounted for more than half the 
country’s annual exports.

Unfortunately, the state-controlled lithium 
industry is inefficient and way behind its 
competitors in Argentina and Chile. In addition, 
the chemical composition of Bolivia’s lithium 
resources—their brines contain very high 
amounts of magnesium—requires special 
technologies known as Direct Lithium 
Extraction (DLE) that does not yet exist at scale. 
To tackle the technology problem, the Bolivian 
government has turned to joint ventures with 
foreign firms, although previous joint ventures 
have rarely made it past the pilot phase. For 

example, the largest and most recent joint 
venture—a deal between the state-owned lithium 
enterprise Yacimientos de Litio Boliviano (YLB) 
and the German green-technology manufacturer 
ACI Systems—was canceled by Evo Morales 
just days before he escaped into political exile in 
November 2019. Fortunately, after the political 
turmoil that ended the Morales administration 
and a difficult bout with the coronavirus under 
an interim government in 2020, Bolivia is 
beginning to settle into the post-Morales era. 
Morales’ former Minister of Economy Luis Arce 
won a fair election in late-2020 and has restored 
hope to the Bolivian lithium industry. In early 
2021, YLB held another round of competitions 
in search for a DLE technology that makes the 
extraction of lithium from Bolivian salt brines 
economically viable. Thus, the country with the 
largest lithium resources in the world hopes to 
drastically expand extraction and processing 
during this decade but cannot make the leap on 
its own.

Currently there are six companies—four 
Chinese billion-dollar firms, an American 
startup called Livent, and the Russian state 
uranium company—in the pilot stage of the DLE 
extraction competition vying to prove that their 
DLE technology can make Bolivia’s lithium 
competitive. Incredibly, despite the political 
turmoil and unfriendly business environment, 
the chemical composition of the Bolivian salt 
brines is likely the single biggest factor that 
explains why the nation with the largest lithium 
resources in the world has long struggled to 
capitalize on this mineral wealth. If the Bolivians 
can ally with a team capable of overcoming this 
technical hurdle, the trajectory of global lithium 
markets could be determined by operations in 
Bolivia’s altiplano for decades to come.

Looking at the strategic competition between 
the United States and PRC, Bolivia may be the 
perfect case where the advantages of engagement 
with both the Americans and Chinese could 
coincide. If the Bolivians have the flexibility 

For more than a decade, lithium 
has been a central theme in 
Bolivian politics as the country 
grapples with how to best 
exploit its mineral resources...
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built into their competition to select multiple 
winners, they could capitalize on the strengths 
of both an innovative American company and 
a massive Chinese firm. An American startup 
could provide the DLE technology that finally 
makes the Bolivian brines economically viable 
while a billion-dollar Chinese state-owned 
enterprise could help bring the operation to 
scale. Much will still hinge on the capabilities 
of YLB and the institutions within the Bolivian 
government, but after more than a decade of 
slow progress, the Bolivians could be on the 
precipice of a breakthrough.

Chile

In Chile, the most economically open and 
prosperous nation in Latin America is facing 
a potential economic policy course reversal. 
Following the massive protest movement 
of late 2019 known as the Estallido social 
(literally translated as “social outburst”), the 
Chilean people voted to rewrite their neoliberal 
constitution and forge a new social contract that 
is more inclusive and environmentally friendly. 
Then in December of 2021 they elected a thirty-
six-year-old Socialist named Gabriel Boric who 
has suggested that Chile should nationalize 
the nation’s lithium industry utilizing a model 
similar to the current Chilean state copper 
company. Boric hopes to use the additional funds 
generated by a nationalized lithium industry to 
pay for broad reforms to the pension, healthcare, 
and public education systems. However, on 
September 4th, 2022, the Chileans rejected 
the newly proposed constitution since it was 
deemed to swing too far to the left. Therefore, 
Chile remains politically deadlocked, and the 
uncertainty this has created will likely impact 
foreign investment in the lithium sector for years 
to come. 

As it stands today, Chile’s long history of 
lithium extraction has fostered a well-regulated 
industry that does not hold the same potential as 
the other two countries in the lithium triangle. 

However, U.S. policy makers should not take 
their eye off of Chile’s lithium industry due 
to the involvement of the world’s largest 
lithium producer: the private American mining 
company Albemarle. Since Albemarle is one of 
just two lithium producers in Chile, it is vital 
to U.S. interests that the Chileans maintain 
a market-based model. Similarly, the PRC 
views the Chileans as a critical partner in its 
globalized development model. The Chinese 
are the Chileans largest trade partner and biggest 
importer of Chilean copper and fresh produce. In 
addition, Chinese lithium giant Tianqi Lithium 
Corporation made a massive $4.1 billion 
investment in 2018 to purchase a non-majority 
stake in Sociedad Química y Minera (SQM), the 
Chilean owned mining firm that constitutes the 
other half of Chilean lithium production.22

Despite the ongoing political turmoil, 
Chile remains an example of balance between 
government oversight and the free market to 
manage economic interests and the interests of 
local populations and environmental groups. The 
central government has managed this delicate 
balance through strong institutions—the National 
Lithium Council and CCHEN—and the quotas 
they set based on environmental factors. Both 
well-established operations have increased their 
annual lithium output as demand has increased 
and technology has made further exploitation 
ecologically sustainable. In this regard, Chile 
should serve as an industry standard.

In terms of strategic competition, Chile 
is an example of where the US and China can 
coexist while benefiting both the host nation 
and the lithium industry more broadly. Both 
Albemarle and Tianqi Lithium have made huge 
investments in Chilean lithium to meet growing 
global demand. These types of investments 

...Chile’s long history of lithium 
extraction has fostered a well-
regulated industry...
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create jobs, contribute taxes to the local and 
national governments, and increase the royalties 
Chile will make from its lithium reserves. As 
Chile debates the merits of nationalization, it 
is important to consider that both superpowers 
(who happen to account for more than half 
of Chilean trade) have a vested interest in 
maintaining the status quo.

Finally, as the most established lithium 
provider in the region, Chile remains a critical 
player to the near-term supply of lithium, 
especially given the involvement of US-based 
Albemarle. Given the current discussions 
surrounding the potential nationalization of 
Chilean lithium, the U.S. State Department 
must continue to foster relationships in 
Santiago to ensure fair treatment of U.S. firms 
and help maintain Chile’s reputation as a 
friendly destination for American foreign direct 
investment.

Recommendations

Since the United States has fallen behind the 
PRC in securing a reliable supply of lithium for 
its EVs, smartphones, and defense technologies 
that require light, high-energy density batteries, 
the author has identified three ways in which 
the United States can engage the region while 
better supporting US interests. First, the 
government must publish a national strategy 
for the Western Hemisphere that promotes 
economic development, enhances American 
companies’ opportunities to sustainably invest 
in the region’s mineral wealth, and counters 
the growing influence of authoritarian extra-
hemispheric actors. Second, the government 
must create an industrial policy that provides 
upstream investment in lithium related 
technologies like DLE to help U.S. companies 

gain and maintain a technological advantage 
over Chinese and other foreign firms. Finally, 
the U.S. must enact a “whole-of-government” 
approach to provide financing and incentives 
for American companies investing abroad in 
strategic supply chains. By adopting these 
policies, the U.S. can ensure access to South 
America’s lithium reserves while also regaining 
credibility with South American governments 
and populations that have begun turning to the 
PRC for financing, investment, and overall 
leadership in the international system.

Recommendation One: Publish a National 
Strategy for the Western Hemisphere

Unlike the PRC, the U.S. has not published 
a national strategy for Latin America outlining 
clear priorities and lines of effort for engagement 
with the region. Given China’s growing 
influence, this is problematic. China continues 
to emphasize “trade, investment, and financial 
cooperation” as described in their 1+3+6 plan 
released in 2014, and their latest strategy for 
the region has added a focus on the extraction 
of “geological and energy mining resources”.23 
While the Western Hemisphere may not be 
the primary theater for strategic competition, 
the US has the capacity to engage with allies, 
partners, and other nations in multiple theaters 
simultaneously. To maintain stability in the 
Americas and secure a reliable supply of lithium, 
the US must develop and enact a comprehensive 
strategy.

The Western Hemisphere Security Strategy 
Act (WHSSA) proposed by Senate Foreign 
Relations Committee members Bob Menendez 
and Marco Rubio in February of 2022 could serve 
as the catalyst for this strategy development. 
The legislation would require the development 
of “a multi-year strategy […] for purposes 
of enhancing diplomatic engagement and 
security assistance and cooperation, promoting 
regional security and stability, and advancing 
United States strategic interests in the Western 

...the United States has fallen 
behind the PRC in securing a 
reliable supply of lithium...
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Hemisphere’’.24 This is an encouraging first step, 
but the proposed legislation falls short by not 
incorporating regional development initiatives 
or a plan to counter the huge PRC investments 
in energy, infrastructure, and natural resource 
exploitation.

To be most effective, the WHSSA should 
require a strategy that incorporates three national 
priorities: security and stability in the Western 
Hemisphere in the face of extra hemispheric 
actors, democracy promotion and institutional 
reform, and access to vital minerals required for 
the green energy transformation. The proposed 
legislation includes the first two elements, but 
the third is equally critical and interrelated. Since 
a key element of the administration’s energy 
transition strategy is ensuring cheap, reliable 
access to lithium for America’s innovative 
green technology companies, it should also be 
incorporated into the strategy that covers the 
region with the largest lithium resources in 
the world. In addition, the new strategy must 
incorporate all elements of national power and 
leverage the capabilities of organizations like the 
United States International Development Finance 
Corporation (DFC), which will be discussed 
in further detail in recommendation three. In 
summary, without a strategy that clearly aligns 
all available ways and means to deliberate lines 
of effort, the U.S. will struggle to accomplish its 
strategic objectives in the Western Hemisphere 
and lead the global green energy revolution. 

Recommendation Two: Develop Industrial 
Policy to Maintain the Advantage

Over the course of the next decade, 
technology and access to resources will 
determine which lithium and battery companies 
succeed and which ones fail. The U.S. 
government must do everything in its power to 
help American companies achieve success. To 
give its companies a comparative advantage 
in the strategic competition with the PRC, the 
U.S. government must develop an industrial 

policy that ensures the U.S. leads the green 
energy revolution. Through limited, yet effective 
policies, the government can guide the free 
market through the green energy transition 
by procuring charging stations and other EV 
infrastructure, subsidizing EV purchases and 
bulk battery storage, and slowly removing the 
current subsidies that support the oil and gas 
industry. While America’s economic dynamism 
stems from its adherence to limited government, 
the ensuing climate crisis warrants a fundamental 
shift in economic policy directed at limiting fossil 
fuel consumption and expanding green energy’s 
role in the electrical grid and transportation 
sector. While the climate provisions in the 
recently passed Inflation Reduction Act are 
a step in the right direction, more deliberate 
legislation is still necessary.

For comparison, the PRC is effectively 
employing an industrial policy known as “Made 
in China 2025” focused on upgrading Chinese 
industry through targeted investment, trade 
policy, and innovation enhancing education 
and training programs. The policy describes Xi 
Jinping’s vision of achieving global dominance 
in ten critical industries, to include information 
technology and artificial intelligence, robotics, 
and green technology.25 Policy makers in 
Washington finally understand the threat China 
poses to U.S. economic interests. It is time to 
create an industrial policy to counter that threat.

Effective U.S. industrial policy should focus 
on specific industries that support the green 
energy transformation and relate to industries 
where U.S. companies are competing with 
Chinese firms. One example related to this 
article’s scope is Direct Lithium Extraction 

Over the course of the next 
decade, technology and access to 
resources will determine which 
lithium and battery companies 
succeed...
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(DLE). The government should provide 
research grants to companies and research 
institutions involved in upstream DLE research. 
While traditional lithium extraction through 
evaporative ponds is slow and only recovers 
45-55% of the lithium in the brines, ongoing 
research in DLE has demonstrated the potential 
to extract 80-90% of dissolved lithium while 
utilizing much less time and water. Since every 
lithium brine deposit has a unique chemistry, 
the government should focus on upstream 
investment in research that could impact a 
variety of lithium operations (for example, 
research involving membrane materials) and 
then leave private businesses to tailor their 
processes to the individual chemistries of their 
respective brines. Government funded research 
could have given American companies a huge 
advantage in the DLE competition in Bolivia, 

but Livent and EnergyX, who was disqualified 
from the competition in June of 2022, were left to 
fend for themselves in a competition with several 
billion-dollar Chinese state-owned firms. Well 
formulated and executed industrial policy could 
provide U.S. lithium producers greater access 
to resources at home and abroad; much needed 
financing for research and development in green 
technologies like DLE; and an advantage over 
foreign battery and EV manufacturers.

Recommendation Three: Provide Financing 
and Loan Guarantees to U.S. Companies

For the countries in the lithium triangle, 
America’s greatest strength is its ability to 
combine innovative technologies with private 
equity. Unfortunately, when there is too 
much risk due to geopolitical or economic 

instability, the equity holders are unwilling to 
invest. However, if the U.S. government can 
mitigate some of the risk, the private financing 
will diligently seek promising investment 
opportunities and rapidly flow to wherever there 
is potential. While the U.S. government does 
not want to “pick winners” per se, it can play 
a role by minimizing investment risk due to the 
strategic nature of the lithium extraction projects 
in these three countries.

One policy option that could appeal to 
American private equity is a loan guarantee 
program for companies investing in the Lithium 
Triangle. This would be a leap from current 
Export-Import Bank (EXIM Bank) policies 
toward Argentina and Bolivia, two countries 
whose currency issues have scared away public 
investment support. However, the strategic 
significance of lithium and the rapidly rising 
price per ton of lithium carbonate is changing 
the risk tolerance for both public and private 
actors. Stephen Promnitz, Chief Executive 
Officer (CEO) of lithium firm Lake Resources, 
has recommended that the U.S. government 
explore export credit agency support in which 
the US government partners with downstream 
participants like EV manufacturers and battery 
makers. These conglomerates then provide 
financing for mining and processing companies 
in exchange for preferred access to lithium 
exports. Export credit agencies like the EXIM 
Bank and the recently formed U.S. International 
Development Finance Corporation (DFC) offer 
what Promnitz describes as the “key financing 
factor” that could provide the US with a decisive 
advantage.26

Support and financing from the DFC 
could be a game-changer for American lithium 
companies and EV and battery manufacturers. 
The agency is a development financier that, 
according to the Congressional Research 
Service, was designed in part to respond to 
China’s BRI.27 It was formed in December 
2019 to combine several government funds 

For the countries in the lithium 
triangle, America’s greatest 
strength is its ability to combine 
innovative technologies 
with private equity.
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and agencies including the Overseas Private Investment Corporation and the Development Credit 
Authority (formally part of the United States Agency for International Development, or USAID). 
The agency provides direct loans, loan guarantees, political risk insurance, equity investment, and 
feasibility studies. In addition, potential projects in South American lithium extraction align with 
the agency’s stated priorities of innovation, investment in the Western Hemisphere, and addressing 
climate change. Given Argentina’s currency problems and the uncertainty generated by Bolivia and 
Chile’s recent political transitions, when the U.S. government publishes its national strategy for 
the Western Hemisphere mentioned in recommendation number one, the DFC should be featured 
in a prominent role.

Conclusion

Given the role of lithium in modern battery technology, the world’s lightest metal will continue 
to power the ongoing green energy revolution for decades to come. In addition, lithium-ion 
batteries will continue to shape defense technologies related to communications, drones, robotics, 
mobile computing, and more. Due to these critical roles for lithium in economics and defense, it is 
concerning how far the United States has fallen behind China in ensuring reliable access to the metal. 
With demand projected to outpace supply by up to thirty percent by 2030, the Lithium Triangle has 
become a vital region for U.S. interests.

With the objective of securing its lithium supply chains and gaining a competitive advantage 
over the PRC in the economic, diplomatic, and military realms, the U.S. government must develop 
and implement a comprehensive strategy for increased engagement in the Western Hemisphere. 
This strategy must be tied into a broader industrial policy related to American competitiveness 
during the green energy revolution. These two objectives align in Argentina, Bolivia, and Chile, 
where access to their lithium reserves has become a critical component in the twenty-first century’s 
strategic competition. 

Fortunately, the U.S. has several means to accompany these ends and ways. For example, by 
increasing American financing in the region through aid and loan guarantees the US can provide 
protection for American investors considering projects in these three South American markets. In 
addition, the U.S. government can increase funding for research and development in battery and 
DLE technologies to maintain America’s technological advantage. Through expanded diplomatic 
initiatives and more funding DFC, the US government can better support American companies 
competing abroad in strategic areas against Chinese firms. Furthermore, this diplomacy and regional 
engagement should strive to align U.S. strategic objectives with those of the countries in the Lithium 
Triangle, thus enhancing local development and strengthening America’s partnerships in South 
America. Since strategic competition affects all aspects of American foreign and economic policy, 
the most comprehensive and integrated strategies will have the greatest impact. IAJ
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Artificial Intelligence:

Tech advances like AI are changing the face and the pace of warfare. 
AI and related technologies will give us both an information and an 
operational edge… and that means a strategic advantage. 

 – Secretary of Defense Lloyd J. Austin III, Remarks at the 
    Global Emerging Technology Summit of The National Security 
    Commission on AI.

AI competition will not be won by the side with the best technology; 
it will be won by the side with the best, most diverse, and tech-savvy 
talent. 

	 –	National	Security	Commission	on	Artificial	Intelligence.	Final 
   Report: National Security Commission on AI. March 19, 2021.

Artificial Intelligence (AI), defined by the Department of Defense as the ability of machines to 
perform tasks that normally require human intelligence, has the potential to fundamentally 
“change the nature of war,” realizing the next military revolution in the twenty-first century.1 

Recognizing the profound impact AI has as a military application has led to a technological race 
between the United States and the People’s Republic of China.2 While AI debuted on center stage in 
1997 when IBM’s system, Big Blue, defeated the world chess champion, Gary Kasparov, in a six-
game match, AI did not get a standing ovation until Google DeepMind’s AlphaGo system defeated 
the internationally top-ranked Go player, Lee Sedol, in 2016.3 There are 361 possible first moves 
per side in Go and 10170 total possible board configurations, making it a googol (1 followed by a 
hundred zeros) times more complicated than Chess. When compared to the total number of atoms 
in the observable universe, between 1078 to 1082 atoms, the gravity of AI’s power becomes evident. 
Many argue this watershed moment marks the commencement of the AI race.4 
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The competition for AI leadership 
and its outcome will have 
significant consequences on 
international politics.

The competition for AI leadership and its 
outcome will have significant consequences 
on international politics.5 Chuck Hagel, former 
Secretary of Defense, and Christian Brose, 
previous staff director of the Senate Armed 
Services Committee under Chairman John 
McCain, advocate for the U.S. to develop 
military applications of AI to regain a qualitative 
advantage over strategic competitors.6 The U.S. 
military does not have a monopoly on AI-enabled 
big data analytics in the same way it did for 
precision-guided munitions, stealth technology, 
and Command, Control, Communications, 
Computer, Intelligence, Surveillance, and 
Reconnaissance (C4ISR) in the 1980s.7

The race to harness AI for economic, 
industrial, social, and, most importantly, 
military use, has the potential to shift the 
balance of power between the U.S. and China, 
and fundamentally change the post-World War 
II international order.8 The National Defense 
Authorization Act for Fiscal Year 2019 formed 
and instructed the National Security Commission 
on AI (“the Commission”) to examine the 
current AI operational environment and offer 
recommendations on how the U.S. can create 
a competitive advantage. According to the 
Commission, the U.S. has not grasped the 
profound influence AI will have on national 
security, nor is the U.S. prepared to compete in 
the AI era.9 

The Commission’s Final Report, The 
Department of Defense AI Strategy, and China’s 
New Generation AI Development Plan all 
indicate the crux of both the U.S. and China’s 
national AI capability as being the cultivation of 
talent pools in the fields of Science, Technology, 
Engineering, and Mathematics (STEM).10 The 
technological race between the United States 
and China for AI leadership will largely manifest 
itself in the competition for talents, because the 
holy grail of technological breakthroughs is rare 
talent.11 The Commission regards talent as the 
most essential requirement for succeeding in the 

AI race with China because “it drives the creation 
and management of all other elements.”12 AI 
competition will not be won by the side with the 
best technology; it will be won by the side with 
the best, most diverse, and tech-savvy talent.13

The Race for STEM Talent

Since Chinese President Xi Jinping’s address 
to the 19th National Congress of the Chinese 
Communist Party in October 2017, during which 
he rallied integration of the Internet of Things, 
big data, and AI initiatives to achieve great power 
status, the quantity of publications, patents, and 
personnel in AI-related fields increased steeply.14 
President Xi aims to advance China’s leadership 
in space technology, robotics, nanotechnology, 
molecular genetics, solar, quantum information 
sciences, autonomous systems, and advanced 
material manufacturing.15 China’s advantage in 
AI stems from three critical assets:  the quantity 
of computer science and engineering talent, vast 
structured data sets, and the national strategy of 
military-civil fusion.16 

Under China’s 2017 AI Education Strategies, 
not only is AI education mandated in China’s 
primary school system but to achieve this 
goal, technology companies are required to 
partner with schools and universities to train 
students.17 The curriculum encompasses python 
programming, AI, the Internet of Things, and big 
data processing.18 The centralized control nature 
of AI development under the People’s Republic 
of China’s Next Generation AI Plan is in stark 
contrast to the United States’ approach to the AI 
race.19 “Only 47 percent of United States public 
high schools teach computer science in 2020, 
which is an increase from 35 percent in 2018.”20 
At the undergraduate level, China implemented 



58 | Features InterAgency Journal Vol. 12, No. 2, 2022

two primary mechanisms for AI training:  AI 
institutes and standardized AI majors in 345 
Chinese universities as of 2021.21 In addition to 
the internal cultivation of STEM talent pools, 
China issued policies to attract international AI 
talents from universities and research institutions 
in developed countries.22

With a numerical advantage in STEM 
graduate degrees, China is well-equipped to 
develop a robust, medium-term AI talent pool.23 
The Commission highlighted that in the fourteen 
years between 2000 and 2014, China increased 
its STEM graduate output by 360 percent, 
while the United States only increased output 
by 54%  during the same period. 24 In 2020, 
there were over 430,000 computer science 
positions in the United States but only 71,000 
new computer science graduates from United 
States universities.25  

Challenges to recruiting and retaining AI-
related talent in the United States Government 
are due to the inability of the government 
to compete with private-sector salaries, the 
cumbersome hiring process, the slow security 
clearance process, and what many STEM degree 
graduates perceive as not meaningful work.26 

The formidable task of gaining and 
maintaining a technological advantage in the AI 
race is not unique from a historical perspective. 
There are three notable instances in which the 
United States entered a technological race from 
a position of disadvantage, the personnel in the 
technological race required high competence in 
STEM fields, and the United States ultimately 
succeeded over an adversary in the race. The 
race to break adversary cryptographic systems, 
and the race for the atomic bomb during WWII, 

and the space race of the 1950s and 1960s offer 
lessons to shape the national AI initiative of 
building an AI-ready workforce.

At the start of WWII, the United States fell 
behind competitors in cryptanalytics. However, 
the United States prevailed over the Axis 
Powers by identifying the gap, discovering, 
and developing the right talent, and creating the 
technology to support the talent, which ultimately 
led to deciphering German and Japanese codes.27 
Perhaps the most consequential of the examples 
was the race for the atomic bomb, renowned 
as the Manhattan Project. The success of the 
Manhattan Project had immediate and strategic 
implications. The Space Race with the Soviet 
Union in the 1950s and 1960s in which both 
sides sought to achieve superior spaceflight 
capabilities called for a national reckoning for 
gifted and talented mathematics and science 
students. Common talent management themes 
from three historical technological races are:

1. The creation of an organization with 
clearly definable goals under centralized 
leadership, 

2. An environment with a sense of urgency, 

3. A diverse team of people representing more 
than one national origin, color, religion, 
socioeconomic stratum, and sexual 
orientation,28

4. A team with a shared sense of value in the 
work, 

5. Recruitment direct from universities by 
renowned members in the scientific field to 
which members were being recruited, and

6. An environment where the decision-makers 
value members for expertise. 

Cryptanalysis during WWII

During WWII, the United States 
systematically recruited tens of thousands of 
women to conduct the tedious and mentally 
daunting top-secret process of intercepting and 

With a numerical advantage 
in STEM graduate degrees, 
China is well-equipped to 
develop a robust, medium-
term AI talent pool.
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deciphering German and Japanese cryptographic 
codes to discover the enemy’s order of battle, 
locations, disposition, and strategic direction.29 
Women, identified for prowess in mathematics, 
science, and foreign languages, and possessing 
“character, loyalty, and grit,” received a letter 
from the United States Government asking two 
questions: do you like crossword puzzles, and 
are you engaged to be married? 30 

In September 1941, Rear Admiral Leigh 
Noyes wrote a letter to Ada Comstock, the 
president of Radcliffe College, the women’s 
counterpart to Harvard. This initial connection 
between Rear Admiral Noyes and Ada Comstock 
ignited the women cryptanalyst recruiting 
program. Ada Comstock, at the request of the 
Navy, connected with Deans and Presidents 
at the Seven Sisters Ivy League schools: Bryn 
Mawr, Mount Holyoke, Barnard, Vassar, Smith, 
and Wellesley, to identify women based on their 
educational competence, ability to keep a secret, 
United States citizenship, and lack of close ties 
with other nations.31 Selected women attended 
weekly training courses in cryptographic security, 
basic and advanced cryptography, International 
Business Machines theory, code compilation, 
cryptanalytic worksheets preparation, and 
foreign languages:  Japanese, German, Italian, 
French, Spanish, and Portuguese, frequently 
with Pulitzer Prize-winning professors.32

After the attack on Pearl Harbor in December 
1941, the Secretary of War, Henry Stimson, 
requested a list of the best seniors in the field of 
sciences from his cousin who happened to be the 
Dean at Goucher College, a four-year women’s 
college known for its science departments.33 “As 
war engulfed the nation, the secret recruiting 
summonses continued to go out in 1942, 1943, 
and 1944 as cryptanalysis proved crucial to 
disrupting enemy operations and saving Allied 
lives.”34 While the Navy focused on college 
recruitment, the Army targeted women in career 
fields available to women with quality education, 
school teachers.35 The Army campaigned to 

recruit women at teaching colleges as well as 
school teachers in the field who were interested 
in a career change in remote cities and rural 
communities.

Recruiting cryptanalysts to decipher 
German and Japanese encrypted war codes 
was of the highest priority for the United States 
War Department. The massive emphasis on 
cryptanalysis led to a “harrowing” sense of 
urgency that may only be present in the event of 
total war.36 “In July 1943, there were 269 male 
officers, 641 enlisted men, 96 female officers, 
and 1,534 enlisted women cryptanalysts.”37 They 
represented a cross-section of United States 
women “from different economic and social 
classes, from all parts of the country, and from 
a multitude of racial origins and religions.”38 At 
their peak, women comprised eighty percent 
of the total cryptanalyst force. Additionally, 
due to Eleanor Roosevelt’s advocacy, twelve 

to fifteen percent of the cryptanalysts were to 
be black.39 Not only were cryptanalysts during 
WWII a diverse group, but the manner in which 
the cryptanalysts operated was particularly 
inclusive in its approach to novel ideas. “To a 
striking degree, the organizational structure 
for cryptanalysts was a ‘flat’ organization, an 
egalitarian work culture in which good ideas 
could emerge from any quarter and be taken 
seriously.”40 By their own testimony, the 
cryptanalysts stated that the work environment 
was daunting, tedious, frustrating, and inculcated 
sadness but the importance of the national 
security mission kept them eager on the task.41 

The contributions of the cryptanalysts to the 
Allied victory cannot be directly measured but 
their impacts are clear.42 President Eisenhower 
credited the women cryptanalysts with 

At their peak, women comprised 
eighty percent of the total [U.S.]
cryptanalyst force.
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By the time the United 
States entered WWII, it had 
domestic pools of talent from 
which to enlist for a special 
national security project.

shortening the war by two years due to their 
ability to intercept, decipher, understand, and 
convey the enemy’s campaign, disposition of 
U-boats, Panzer divisions, Luftwaffe targets, and 
the High Command itself.43 In the Pacific theater, 
the cryptanalysts, after discovering patterns 
in Japanese message traffic, built a “Purple” 
analog machine to decode Japanese diplomatic 
messages, which ultimately led to discovering 
a travel itinerary for Admiral Yamamoto, the 
Japanese commander who orchestrated the attack 
on Pearl Harbor.44 Using the deciphered itinerary, 
Naval Admiral Nimitz devised a plan to target the 
Japanese Admiral, called Operation Vengeance.45 
On April 18, sixteen Army P-38s took off from 
Guadalcanal airfield for Bougainville where the 
fighters came into contact with Japanese fighters 
and two bombers. After United States forces 
shot down the Japanese bombers, “Yamamoto’s 
body was found in the Bougainville jungle, his 
white-gloved hand clutching his sword.”46 The 
orchestrator of the ‘Day of Infamy’ was dead.47

The Race for the Atomic Bomb

The race for the atomic bomb is an exemplary 
example of the six talent management themes:  
centralized leadership, sense of urgency, diverse 
teams, shared sense of value in national security 
work, tailored university recruitment, and a 
working environment where the decision-makers 
value members for expertise. In the 1930s, as 
fascism crept over the European continent, 
brilliant scientists, engineers, mathematicians, 
and technologists fled to the United States. They 
fled Nazi or Mussolini regimes, delivering a 
powerful combination of talented and politically 
motivated émigrés.48 This influx led to the United 

States’ cultivation of a world-class capacity in 
science and technology.49 By the time the United 
States entered WWII, it had domestic pools of 
talent from which to enlist for a special national 
security project. 

In 1942, President Roosevelt authorized a 
single project to combine various plutonium 
and uranium research efforts with the goal of 
weaponizing nuclear energy, the Manhattan 
Project, led by the head of the Army Corps of 
Engineers, Brigadier General Leslie Groves.50 
The United States set up the Military Policy 
Committee which included one representative 
each from the Army, the Navy, and the Office 
of Scientific Research and Development so that 
scientists would have better access to decision-
makers.51 The organizational structure under a 
centralized leader, which eliminated previous 
parallel but separate structures, helped remedy 
early deficiencies that slowed the decision-
making process.52 A decisive and demanding 
leader, General Groves selected three primary 
sites to manufacture the atomic bomb: Oak 
Ridge, Tennessee for uranium enrichment, Los 
Alamos, New Mexico for weapons research, and 
Hanford, Washington to produce plutonium from 
the uranium isotope U-238. 53 The reorganization 
of the atomic project under the Department of 
the Army with an Army general at the helm 
“renewed the project’s sense of urgency.”54 

General Groves identified theoretical 
physicist, J. Robert Oppenheimer, to lead the 
creation, test, and evaluation of atomic bombs 
at the Los Alamos Laboratory in northern 
New Mexico beginning in 1943.55 J. Robert 
Oppenheimer spent the first three months of 
1943 crisscrossing the country traveling to 
theoretical physics and radiation laboratories at 
Stanford University, University of Minnesota, 
Princeton University, Cornell University, 
and Massachusetts Institute of Technology 
to personally recruit scientists to work at Los 
Alamos.56 Oppenheimer, who was opposed 
to serving in uniform, advocated keeping Los 
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Oppenheimer created an 
environment where creative 
scientific ideas could flourish 
by orchestrating a forum, or 
colloquium, to foster open-ended 
brainstorming sessions...

Alamos National Laboratory an academic 
community, mostly because many of the 
scientists objected to working as commissioned 
officers and feared that the military chain of 
command was ill-suited to scientific decision-
making.”57 In particular, Robert F. Bacher and 
Isidor I. Rabi from the Massachusetts Institute 
of Technology’s Radiation Laboratory thought 
a military environment was not conducive to 
scientific research, to which Oppenheimer 
promised that the laboratory would remain 
civilian through 1943.58 Every scientist “had 
the impression that Oppenheimer cared what 
each particular person was doing.”59 “In talking 
to someone he made it clear that that person’s 
work was important for the success of the whole 
project.”60 This effort proved to be successful 
and led to a population growth that doubled 
every four months.61 

Oppenheimer created an environment 
where creative scientific ideas could flourish 
by orchestrating a forum, or colloquium, to 
foster open-ended brainstorming sessions 
with colleagues, students, and newcomers.62 
Furthermore, the Los Alamos laboratory 
organizational chart was a circle.63 The flat 
organizational structure was meant to connect 
every possible group to every other group. 
Oppenheimer argued that members of each 
group needed to be in a room together on a 
regular basis to sort through difficult areas of 
research or experimentation.64 

After delivering a proof of concept, the 
project expanded to its height of approximately 
130,000 people working at thirty-seven facilities 
across the United States. The total cost of the 
Manhattan Project was almost $2 billion dollars 
and took two and a half years to complete. On 
August 6, 1945, the United States dropped 
Little Boy in the city center of Hiroshima, 
Japan, followed by Fat Man on August 9, 
1945, in Nagasaki. Japanese Emperor Hirohito 
surrendered via radio broadcast on August 15, 
1945, bringing an end to WWII.65 The diverse 

set of talent not only brought WWII to an end 
but the United States scientists contributing to 
the war effort pulled the center of gravity for 
science and technology from Europe, leading to 
the United States becoming the scientific center 
of the world.66

The Space Race

The Cold War space competition between the 
United States and the Union of Soviet Socialist 
Republics (USSR), which centered on the race to 
the moon, offers both an exceptionally revealing 
historical case and larger implications for space 
and technology development.”67 The USSR 
launched Sputnik 1 into space on October 4, 
1957, catapulting the world into the Space Age, 
and with it the space race between the United 
States and the USSR.68 With a 500% increase in 
budget, the newly minted National Aeronautics 
and Space Administration (NASA) employed 
34,000 direct employees and 375,000 industrial 
and university contractors to propel its lunar 
landing program. 

The United States solicited German-
American engineer Dr. Werhner von Braun, 
former chief engineer of the Nazi V-2 program, 
to direct NASA’s Marshall Space Flight 
Center where he and his team began the 
development of the Saturn V super-heavy lift 
launch vehicle.69 Hundreds of skilled engineers, 
machinists, and fabricators from across the 
country spent thousands of hours developing 
each component of the Saturn V before the 
components were assembled at the Kennedy 
Space Center in Florida.70 In July 1959, NASA 
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The [National Defense Education 
Act] helped the United States 
gain an advantage over the 
USSR during the space race...

launched Apollo 11, and astronauts Neil 
Armstrong, Edwin “Buzz” Aldrin, and Michael 
Collins landed on the moon. Upon Armstrong’s 
famous words, “one small step for man, one 
giant leap for mankind” from the surface of the 
moon, the space race was effectively over.71

In 1958, the United States, realizing the 
deficit in talented STEM students to keep pace 
with the country’s strategic vision, passed the 
National Defense Education Act (NDEA), 
which stimulated the advancement of education 
in STEM and foreign languages.72 “The law 
provided federal funding to ‘insure trained 
manpower of sufficient quality and quantity to 
meet the national defense needs of the United 
States’”73 According to James Brahm’s “STEM 
Education Should be a National Security 
Priority” in the Space Force Journal, due to 
Spacepower being an inherently technological 
instrument of politics and the fact that a state’s 
ability to exert influence in the space domain 
is linked to its technical-informational base, 
scientific and technological education fortifies 
national defense requirements.74 Technological 
education increases the capacity of the scientific 
base, develops the technical understanding 
of non-technologists, improves resilience to 
disinformation, and inspires interest in space.75 

The NDEA was designed to “promote 
the importance of science, mathematics, and 
foreign languages for students, authorize more 
than $1 billion toward decreasing student loans, 
funding for education at all levels, and funding 
for graduate fellowships.”76 According to the 
United States Senate, the NDEA was one of 
the most successful initiatives to bolster higher 
education and is directly attributed to increasing 

university enrollments from 3.6 million in 1960 
to 7.5 million in 1970.77 The NDEA helped the 
United States gain an advantage over the USSR 
during the space race and “ultimately played an 
important role in the United States’ victory in 
the Cold War.”78 

Harkening back to the fear that the United 
States lost the strategic edge over the Soviets 
in 1957, the Commission recommends that the 
United States pass an NDEA II. Specifically, 
the Commission recommends a second NDEA 
that focuses on developing digital talents, such 
as data science, computer science, mathematics, 
statistics, and information science, at the 
kindergarten through twelfth-grade levels and 
offering scholarships at the undergraduate, 
graduate, and doctorate levels. “Ultimately, the 
goal of NDEA II is to widen the digital talent pool 
by incentivizing programs for underrepresented 
Americans.”79 

Recommendations

The three historical examples offer lessons 
learned on how the United States can cultivate 
talent pools to meet national security initiatives. 
Identified inferences of talent management 
principles from cryptanalysis during WWII, the 
race for the atomic bomb, and the Space Race 
are clearly definable goals under centralized 
leadership, a sense of urgency, a team of diverse 
members, a sense of collective value, tailored 
university recruitment, and an environment 
where the decision-makers value members for 
their technical expertise. The principles may be 
applied at both the Department of Defense and 
national levels. Departments of Defense:  Navy, 
Army, and Air Force are desperately attempting 
to adopt AI solutions but lack a sense of urgency 
to realize AI capabilities.80 “A lack of national 
urgency is dangerous at a time when underlying 
weaknesses have emerged in our AI ecosystem 
that impair innovation, and when viewed 
against the backdrop of China’s state-directed 
AI progress.”81 
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...[DoD] should relook at how it 
recruits diverse minds, diverse 
leaders, and diverse talent.

The Department’s Chief Digital and Artificial 
Intelligence Officer (CDAO), appointed in 
February 2022, should oversee the Service’s AI 
initiatives, and offer a standardized solution for 
structured data sets, while concurrently creating 
an organizational structure with each Service and 
Combatant Command’s CDAO to spur creative 
ideas for data storage and labeling, algorithm 
optimization, and AI use-cases. 

Mimicking successes during WWII, 
the Department of Defense should create 
a centralized organizational structure with 
access to decision-makers across the military 
services while simultaneously fostering a 
flat organization for researchers, coders, 
and engineers. By eliminating cumbersome 
bureaucratic stovepipes, the CDAO has an 
opportunity to provide strategic direction and 
evoke a sense of urgency required to compete in 
the AI race with China. 

In every historical example, the teams 
represented sets of diverse individuals. 
Approximately eighty percent of cryptanalysts 
during WWII were women. Likewise, many of 
the initiators behind the atomic bomb and the 
race to the moon came from repressed countries 
during WWII. The Department of Defense 
should relook at how it recruits diverse minds, 
diverse leaders, and diverse talent. In addition 
to recruiting university seniors by leveraging 
experts in STEM fields, the Department 
should consult specifically with those STEM 
experts with diverse backgrounds. Recruiting 
campaigns should focus on universities known 
for diverse students (e.g. Historically Black 
Colleges and Universities or universities with 
a large immigration population). At the federal 
level, federal agencies should consider retaining 
elite foreign students upon post-baccalaureate 
graduation or after post-doctoral fellowships. 

Furthermore, the Department of Defense 
should cultivate respect for and promotion of 
technical competence. Specifically, the Services 
should track talent related to information warfare: 

computer language coding, data scientists, 
engineers, scientists, and AI-related skill sets 
even if that member is not slated to a position in 
which those skills are required. Only by tracking 
those skill sets can leaders offer employment 
flexibility and remain tied to specific capabilities 
throughout their service. Members hired for 
special duty assignments often display personal 
interest and initiative in the field for which they 
are hired. Fostering the honing of technical 
acumen for software developers, engineers, 
cyber operators, highly technical exploitation 
analysts, data scientists, and statisticians is in the 
best interest of the member and the U.S. military. 
Funding from a second NDEA should extend to 
job-enhancing training courses and certifications:  
information technology, software and hardware 
development, and AI. Finally, the NDEA II 
should provide funds for collaboration events 
during which government, industry, academia, 
and research laboratories may conduct technical 
demonstrations and compete in prize challenges. 
A recent example is the 2020 President’s Capture 
the Flag event. Teams of experts in AI and related 
fields would have the opportunity to collaborate 
to solve tough technology challenges. 

Thus far the recommendations have been 
tailored to the U.S. Department of Defense. 
Cultivating pools of talented STEM members for 
military and federal service starts at the strategic 
level. During the Space Race, the United States 
passed legislation to build pools of people to 
cultivate the future national security workforce. 
The NDEA provided funds at the university level 
but failed to realize the potential of providing 
funds for initiatives at the primary and secondary 
education levels:  elementary, middle, and 
high school. According to the 2018 National 
Science and Technology Committee on STEM 
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(CoSTEM) 5-Year STEM Education Strategic Plan, “basic STEM concepts are best learned at 
an early age—in elementary and secondary school—because they are the essential prerequisites 
for a lifetime in the workplace.”82 The CoSTEM further asserted that a basic understanding and 
comfort with STEM and STEM-enabled technology have become a prerequisite for full participation 
in modern society. The 2018 CoSTEM strategic plan coincides with the recommendations from 
the Commission to build a future AI-enabled workforce. The Commission, recognizing the future 
implications of the lack of technical training for American children, calls for the NDEA II to fund:

• STEM and AI-focused school and after-school programs,

• STEM and AI-focused summer learning programs,

• K-12 STEM teacher recruitment, training, and retention, and

• STEM scholarships, grants, and fellowships.83 

The Commission also recommends that state legislatures consider making statistics in middle 
school and computer science principles in high school a requirement. 

To achieve superiority in the AI race against China, the United States needs both a strategic 
initiative to build the next generation of AI-savvy Americans and a Department of Defense-level 
initiative to organize a construct to drive the AI initiative with a sense of urgency. The United States 
should not wait until competition turns into conflict to realize it should have invested more heavily 
in AI capabilities. A synergistic, whole-of-government approach is required for the United States 
to maintain a competitive advantage over China in the AI race. IAJ
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Once an Advisor:
How Security Force Assistance is 

Essential for the American Way of War 
and Deterrence in Strategic Competition

The current liberal, U.S. led, rules-based world order is under siege as Russia invades Ukraine, 
and democratic nations awaken to a possible New Cold War.1 Operating with a different 
paradigm for war, many state and non-state actors challenge the rules-based international 

system. COVID-19 and extremist organizations have stressed that system, causing many democracies 
and partners to focus internally. With these democracies focused on internal politics, states such as 
China and Russia exploit and undermine the international order to advance their position of power.2 
Despite COVID-19, non-state actors such as the Islamic State of Iraq and Syria also act as vector-
less systems that destabilize nations around the world.  Even though the U.S. Army will shift focus 
back to echelons above brigade multi-domain operations for large-scale combat operations this is 
not enough for effective deterrence against autocratic adversaries. Flowing below conventional 
and nuclear deterrence, these adversaries find asymmetric gray zone ways to counter the United 
States’ hard power capability and credibility.3 To complicate matters, the U.S. faces mounting 

Authoritarianism is on the global march, and we must join with like-
minded allies and partners to revitalize democracy the world over …
America is back. Diplomacy is back. Alliances are back. We are looking 
irrevocably toward the future and all that we can achieve for the 
American people—together. Let’s get to work.

      — President Biden, Interim National Security Strategic Guidance

“America’s military has no preordained right to victory on the 
battlefield.”

     — Secretary of Defense Mattis, National Defense Strategy 2018
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Historically, the American Way of 
War used a strategy of attrition 
known as containment against 
the Soviet Union with emphasis 
on gray zone activities...

debt and shrinking defense budgets for the next 
generation. 

Historically, the American Way of War used 
a strategy of attrition known as containment 
against the Soviet Union with emphasis on 
gray zone activities to increase their relative 
position during strategic competition.4 With the 
collapse of the Soviet Union, the devastating 
conventional victory of Desert Storm, and a post 
9/11 world, the U.S. and its allies have focused 
on other priorities, almost forgetting about the 
utility of the gray zone during the competition 
continuum. As will be demonstrated in this 
article, this becomes especially true for Phases 0 
and 1. While the West has forgotten, adversaries 
like China and Russia learned from the American 
Way of War. Like chess or Go, their posturing 
will dramatically shape current and future 
potential conflicts in their favor, possibly 
negating Western conventional or nuclear 
deterrence. If the U.S. and its Allies do not also 
compete, our adversaries will dominate us before 
the first conventional military engagement. 
Given national bureaucratic limitations and a 
budget constrained environment, how does the 
U.S. Army deter state and non-state actors in 
the gray zone as part of an interagency effort to 
achieve a position of advantage?

Purpose

The purpose of the research in this article 
is threefold. First, the U.S. Army must clarify 
its role in Phases 0-1 as building partnership, 
posture, and position to prevent and shape 
conflict through integrated deterrence and 
campaigning. This requires the Army and 
larger Joint Force to shift its paradigm for 
Security Force Assistance (SFA), stability 
operations, and how a Theater Army can set an 
area of responsibility (AOR) besides through 
sustainment. Instead of viewing SFA as simply a 
way to support counter-insurgency operations in 
conflict, the Army must understand how to best 
employ SFA in the gray zone during Phases 0-1 

for the competition continuum as demonstrated in 
the above figure.  This requires a comprehensive 
approach using SFA/security cooperation to 
achieve national ends. With the U.S. and allies 
enabling a free and open world trade, the Army 
with partners and interagency can employ SFA 
proactively through campaigning to prevent and 
shape conflicts for the American Way of War 
and policy. To support this paradigm shift, this 
paper will also demonstrate how many of our 
peers, such as China, already operate in the gray 
zone to obtain a position of advantage. Like the 
Byzantine Grand Strategy, the result of choosing 
the right partners globally should be a Force in 
Being, or an already prepared, politically aligned 
coalition ready to counter threats throughout the 
competition continuum to support the U.S.-led 
international order.5  

Second, this article will demonstrate how 
SFA is an effective economy of force method 
for deterrence, American Way of War, and 
U.S. policy. Given the domestic political and 
economic environment, the Army must rely on 
more economy of forces means to achieve the 
same ways and ends. Ideally, the U.S. could 
field more Armored Brigade Combat Team 
(ABCTs), but this is neither cost effective or a 
way to counter adversaries from exploiting the 
gray zone. By employing a whole-of-government 
approach and a smaller conventional footprint, 
the U.S. can go small and longer for a more 
holistic deterrence effect. 

Finally, this article will demonstrate the 
limitations of SFA while outlining tailorable 
options for senior leaders. Like all elements of 
national power, SFA has limitations and is not 
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a ubiquitous solution to every problem. These 
limitations will also demonstrate how important 
choosing the right partner is for U.S. national 
interests and setting an AOR for a U.S. Theater 
Army. This research is valuable to the military 
enterprise because it outlines a tailorable, cost-
effective grand strategy for the U.S. and its allies 
to prevent or shape current and future conflicts. 

Scope/Proposed Methodology

This research judges the suitability, 
acceptability, feasibility, sustainability of 
synchronizing SFA means through Security 
Force Assistance Brigades (SFABs), National 
Guard Partnership Programs, and Special 
Operation Forces (SOF). Given a budget 
constraint environment and the multiple 
authorities for SFA, the Department of Defense 
(DoD) must take both whole-of-government and 
comprehensive approaches for employing SFA 
effectively for the right partner with other Allies 
and U.S. government agencies. Additionally, 
given a limited budget for the next decade, the 
sustainability criteria for setting a theater with 
a minimal footprint becomes critical. Finally, 
this article will assess the patterns between all 
findings to define the necessity and limitations 
of partnership for advancing the United States’ 
position within an AOR. 

This article applies a research strategy 
focused on qualitative case study analysis of SFA 
historical examples from SFABs, National Guard 
Partnership Programs, and SOF and its impacts 
on partner capacity and posturing within a region 
to allow the U.S. an advantageous position 
compared to adversaries. It uses a case study 
qualitative analysis to examine the cost-benefit 
analysis for using SFA as a method for deterrence 

instead of historical means of U.S. Army hard 
power such as ABCTs and to understand how 
SFA affects a host nation’s capability for national 
power through a diplomacy, information, 
military, and economic (DIME) model.

For conventional U.S. Army hard power 
forces, this article focuses on ABCTs due to 
their more significant conventional deterrence 
effect compared to similar formations such 
as Airborne Infantry Brigade Combat Team 
(IBCTs). Additionally, with the loss of tanks in 
the Marine Corps, ABCTs are the most distinct 
formations that the U.S. Army can bring to the 
joint fight. Finally, ABCTs are the costliest land 
maneuver formation to maintain and will bring 
the most economic and logistical strain on the 
U.S. Army.

ANALYSIS

Results and Overview

In the following sections of this article 
the case study methodology is analyzed using 
the instruments of national power as variables 
while a country received U.S. SFA/security 
cooperation. Organized into seven parts, this 
analysis includes four cases from different time 
periods and combatant commands: South Korea 
(1950-2020), Colombia (1980-2020), Lebanon 
(2007-2020), and Somalia (1990-2020). 

Since there is no recognized quantitative 
measurement for DIME, these case studies will 
use various qualitative and quantitative data 
points to analyze trends to ascertain pertinent 
trends and themes. The results, listed on a 
descending DIME scale were: South Korea had 
an exponential DIME increase, Colombia and 
Lebanon had moderate to strong increases, and 
Somalia had a strong decrease. 

Four major trends became apparent in the 
analysis: choosing the right partner, deterrence, 
unity of command, and setting the theater with 
a smaller footprint. Regardless of case study, the 
analysis reinforces themes found in background 
research that choosing the right partner is critical 

...this article focuses on ABCTs 
due to their more significant 
conventional deterrence effect 
compared to similar formations...
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and can be the most important factor for SFA. 
Conversely, SFA is not a magic pill and picking 
the wrong partner can be disastrous.6 

INDOPACOM: South Korea (1950-2020)

Regarding SFA, South Korea is an 
improbable outlier, but outliers can change 
the world. Transformed from a corrupt and 
ineffective military to one of the best militaries 
in the world, South Korea experienced an 
exponential increase in DIME over 70 years. 
This could be for various reasons such as having 
the best OE for unity of effort, actively facing 
existential threats. Another possible reason for 
such an exponential increase is the consistent 
and massive U.S. commitment to South Korea 
compared to the other case studies.7 With over 
70 years of U.S. commitment, South Korea 
has exponentially benefited from U.S. support, 
leading multiple partners to support the country.8 

For South Korea’s diplomatic and 
information instruments, it experienced strong 
growth from 1950 to 2021. At the beginning 
of the Korean War, South Korea was a 
corrupt government with little diplomatic and 
information capability. Bifurcated at the 38th 
parallel between the Communist North and 
the Democratic South, Korea had experienced 
several decades under the rule of the Japanese. 
With the division between north and south, 
South Korea’s identity was relatively new, and 
the country had numerous internal problems 
when North Korea invaded in the summer of 
1950. Though the U.S. backed South Korea, it 
had few allies in the region, very little diplomatic 
standing in the world community, and was a 
fragile and undeveloped democracy.9  

Within 70 years, South Korea transformed 
into one of the top soft powers in the world. 
Today, there are numerous soft power rankings 
that consistently include South Korea in the top 
twenty countries. This includes the Portland 
Soft Power thirty, the Lowey Diplomacy, and 
the Brand Finance World Soft Power Indexes. 

Additionally, South Korea continues to increase 
soft power. For instance, South Korea decreased 
its ranking from twenty-two to nineteen within 
the last four years for the Soft Power 30.  Much 
of South Korea’s current increase in soft power 
resulted from national policies to support the 
United States’ partnerships around the world 
to deter adversaries. Over time, many South 
Korea’s leaders attribute their exponential 
increase due to the massive U.S. whole-of-
government commitment. This increase resulted 
in many consistently calling South Korea the 
“Miracle on the Han River” due to its rapid 
economic growth after the Korean War.10 

Despite its small size and being on a 
peninsula, South Korea has expanded its 
diplomatic network, provides its own SFA in 
support of U.N. mandates for fragile countries, 
and possesses a desired culture.  Before the 
Korean War, South Korea had little to no 
diplomatic relations besides with the U.S. Today, 
South Korea has diplomatic relations with 
over 180 countries.11 The country transformed 
from a corrupt, undeveloped country to one 
that regularly sends its military on diplomatic 
missions to assist with U.N. stability operations 
around this world.  Poignantly, South Korean 
military forces regularly support U.N. SFA/
security cooperation missions with Italy and 
other European Advisory units to train the 
Lebanese Armed Forces (LAF), one of the other 
case studies for this paper. As for its culture and 
information, the world constantly desires it. With 
several very successful pop culture events like 
the award-winning Parasite, Train to Busan, Old 
Boy, and Gangnam Style choreography, South 
Korea is a cultural powerhouse that has great 

With over 70 years of U.S. 
commitment, South Korea has 
exponentially benefited from U.S. 
support...
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diplomatic and informational influence beyond 
its small, limited peninsula shores.12 

Militarily, South Korea transformed from a 
weak, underdeveloped 100,000 Soldier strong 
military to one of the top militaries during 
the war. During the Korean War, the UNC 
established the Korean Military Advisory Group 
(KMAG) with the mission of executing SFA to 
professionalize the Republic of Korea (ROK) 
Armed Forces. The KMAG was extremely 
successful as they trained over half a million 
South Koreans and increased the size of the 
ROK Army from 100,000 to over 200,000 while 
engaging with adversaries. Due to the KMAG’s 
efforts, ROK forces bore the preponderance of 
fighting against communist forces by the end 
of the war, holding gains from 38th Parallel. 
Despite never having more than 2,000 advisors, 
the KMAG owed its success to making the 
ROK forces the best version of themselves and 
independent, not a mirror image of the U.S.13 

SFA for South Korea continued for the next 
70 years with a unified command between the 
U.S. and ROK. With the ceasefire between 
North and South Koreas, the KMAG and other 
United Nations Command (UNC) elements 
dissolved into the U.S. Forces Korea (USFK), 
a unified command between U.S. and ROK 
forces. To sustain unity of command and effort, 
the UNC and deputy commanders are U.S. and 
ROK leaders that have similar roles in both 
the UNC and USFK. For instance, the UNC 
and USFK commander is the same person. 
Since 1957, the USFK has supported the UNC 
through SFA with ROK Forces.14 This included 
not only deterring North Korean and Chinese 
conventional aggression to the North, but also 

communist insurgencies within the country.15 
It appears that SFA and security cooperation  
efforts had tremendous effect as the South 
Korea military size and spending grew  to over 
half a million people and $40 billion dollars.16  
Through seventy years of training, advising, and 
assisting, ROK forces have become one of the 
most powerful militaries in the world and has 
taken the lead on most USFK and UNC security 
efforts on the peninsula. 

South Korea has become an economic 
powerhouse. Despite being an underdeveloped 
country in 1950, South Korea became the 
“Miracle on the Han River” as it became a 
developed country with a strong economy 
within a decade after the Korean War.17 This 
trend continued through the next 60 years with 
South Korea.  There are some decades in which 
South Korea had double-digit GDP growth for 
almost the entire decade. 18  Despite its small size 
and relatively obscure beginning, South Korea 
has transformed into an economic monster with 
great economic influence in the INDOPACOM 
AOR.19

South Korea is an outlier case study, but 
such outliers can transform the host nation 
and the world. It is a case study example that 
demonstrates how SFA with other security 
cooperation activities can dramatically transform 
a host nation, resulting in the betterment of the 
nation and larger region. Even though a repeat of 
South Korea is improbable, it is not impossible. 
It will probably require several conditions like 
the host nation’s Clausewitzian trinity being 
politically aligned with U.S. interests and facing 
both internal and external existential threats.

SOUTHCOM: Colombia (1980-2020)

Though not as strong as South Korea, 
Colombia had positive trends across DIME. 
It is also a case study that involved a country 
that faced its greatest challenges from internal 
non-state adversaries. Despite numerous non-
state entities such as the Revolutionary Armed 

Despite its small size and 
relatively obscure beginning, 
South Korea has transformed 
into an economic monster...
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Forces of Colombia (FARC) and Pablo Escobar 
causing instability within the region, Colombia 
transformed into a relatively stable, regional 
power. Through security cooperation, the U.S. 
helped with this transformation as the DOS 
took lead. It employed various U.S. agencies 
such as the Central Intelligence Agency (CIA), 
Drug Enforcement Agency (DEA), and the 
DoD to achieve U.S. and Colombian shared 
political ends. Under the authority of the U.S. 
Ambassador, the DOS exercised an effective 
unity of effort to achieve U.S. objectives. 

U.S. SFA efforts within Colombia faced 
many challenges such as the most powerful 
criminal in human history, Pablo Escobar, the 
drug trade that continued to degrade Colombia’s 
legitimacy even after Escobar’s death, and the 
FARC insurgency that attempted to overthrow 
the legitimate Colombian government.20 
Throughout the 1980s and 1990s, Colombia 
was a place where a drug king in jail was more 
powerful than the Colombian President.21 Due 
to consistent U.S. commitment to the country 
over 40 years, Colombia has become a regional 
power. 

Colombia’s diplomatic and informational 
national power has seen a relatively modest 
increase, but it faced many challenges to get 
there. Due to its instability in the last quarter 
of the 20th Century, Colombia has been more 
focused on domestic politics than increasing its 
international diplomatic power. Aligning itself 
with the U.S. during the Cold War, Colombia has 
received decades of commitment from the U.S. 
and support from international organizations 
such as the UN and Organization of American 
States (OAS). Despite this support, Colombia 
essentially became a narco-democracy in the 
1980s and 90s. During this time, Colombia 
was on the verge of becoming a failed state 
run by drug cartels such as the Medellin and 
Cali Cartels.22 Becoming the major suppliers 
of cocaine throughout the world, these cartels 
increased instability within the region and even 

within the U.S., resulting in the number of deaths 
due to cocaine increasing sixfold over 30 years.23 

Escobar and the Drug Cartels were not 
the only non-state adversary that Colombia 
had to overcome to increase its diplomatic 
and informational power. During the 20th 

Century, the FARC executed an insurgency 
within Colombia, dramatically decreasing 
the Colombian government’s instruments 
of national power and ability to govern its 
borders. With mostly civilians caught in the 
crossfire, over 220,000 people died in the 
decade-long conflict between the FARC and 
the Colombian government. Additionally, over 
10,000 deaths or injuries occurred due to FARC 
IEDs and more than 17% of the Colombian 
population has officially registered as a victim 
because of Colombian Government and FARC 
engagements.  With all this instability within the 
country and region from non-state adversaries, 
Colombia was very weak diplomatically and 
informationally, tarnishing its international 
standing.24 

With 40 years of U.S. SFA and security 
cooperation commitment with various 
government agencies achieving unity of effort 
under the U.S. Ambassador, Colombia increased 
its diplomatic and informational power. As 
Colombia used to be a “narco democracy” run 
by the drug cartel while also fighting a civil 
war with the FARC, the country now enjoys 
relative peace and stability.25 This internal 
stability allows it to increase its diplomatic and 
informational capabilities, becoming a regional 
power.26 For instance, Colombia’s soft power 
consistently has increased allowing it to be in the 
top 60 countries for soft power within the world. 
Regionally, it has become one of the top four 

U.S. SFA efforts within Colombia 
faced many challenges such as 
the most powerful criminal in 
human history, Pablo Escobar...
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Somalia is a case study 
of a bad partner in which 
almost all aspects of its 
Clausewitzian trinity do not 
align with U.S. interests. 

soft power states while also becoming one of the 
top Brand Finance Tier 2 Soft Power countries.27 
While doing all this, it has decreased the drug 
trade, almost cutting it in half and increased the 
appeal of Colombia’s culture.28 Another powerful 
example is Disney setting its new movie, 
Encanto, in Colombia as a sign more people 
embrace Colombian culture internationally and 
recognize Colombia’s soft power progress. 29 
This becomes even more evident as the movie’s 
song We Don’t Talk about Bruno has become the 
#1 most popular Disney song ever, influencing a 
global generation of children.30  

Colombia saw a strong increase in military 
power. Within 40 years, the military went from 
a relatively ineffective and corrupt organization 
to a very professional force.31 This is reflective 
of how the Colombia military has grown from 
66,000 to over 450,000 within a 20 period 
while exponentially increasing its military 
spending from $1 to over $10 billion.32 With 
both monetary, training, and advising support 
through SFA, numerous U.S. agencies applied a 
whole-of-government approach that enabled the 
Colombian security forces to defeat the FARC 
insurgency, allowing the Colombian government 
to relatively reintegrate them back into society.33 
Additionally, the Colombia security forces 
became more effective against the drug trade, 
cutting the amount of cocaine production in half 
for almost a decade.34 These actions not only 
brought stability and security to Colombia but 
to the larger Latin American region.35 

Colombia also saw a dramatic increase in 
its economic capability. Potentially due to the 
increased stability within the region, Colombia 
saw its GDP increase from $33.4 billion to over 

$270 billion dollars due to consistent almost 
double-digit growth. Its GDP per capita also 
increased exponentially from approximately 
$1,000 to over $8,000 within the same time 
period, resulting in Colombia developing a 
middle class within the country.36  

EUROCOM/AFRICOM: 
Somalia (1990-2020) 

Somalia is a case study of a bad partner in 
which almost all aspects of its Clausewitzian 
trinity do not align with U.S. interests. Even 
though it did not have very strong diplomatic 
and informational power before 1990, Somalia 
has lost almost all its soft power influence due to 
its ongoing civil war. Before Somalia became a 
battleground between various tribes, VEOs, and 
the Somalian government, it was an autocrat 
that ruled with absolute control. With the end 
of the Cold War, Somalia lost a great deal of 
SFA/security cooperation from the Soviet Union, 
causing conditions for the central leadership to 
lose power with the various groups. This resulted 
in a humanitarian crisis of over 100,000 people 
persisting, forcing the U.S. to be involved. The 
U.S. shifted to a direct action (DA) approach 
with TF Ranger to support United Nations 
Missions in Somalia (UNSOM I and II). With 
the disastrous results of the Black Hawk Down, 
the U.S. has continued to oscillate between a 
security cooperation and DA approach with the 
attempt to contain the country’s instability from 
completely spilling over in the region, which is 
in an essential global economic choke point.37

Somalia has even less diplomatic or 
informational power today than what little it had 
in 1990. Compared to the other case studies, at 
least one of the many soft power indexes will 
rank each of them. The opposite appears true 
with Somalia as it is absent from all searchable 
soft power indexes.38 Additionally, Somalia 
consistently ranks at the bottom of the USAID 
SFI, being in the top five most unstable countries 
in the world for more than a decade.39 As 
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discussed with the Lebanon and Columbia case 
studies, there appears to demonstrate a strong 
relationship between stability and diplomatic and 
informational power. Since it has been in a state 
of civil war for almost two decades, Somalia 
lacks the institutional capacity to improve its 
soft power.40  

In a similar manner to soft power, Somalia 
experienced a strong decrease in military 
power. Before its Civil War, Somalia had an 
average military that could control its borders.41 
Currently, it ranks well below average at 139 
of 142 countries in the world according to 
the Global Firepower Index. It also continues 
to decrease based on Somalia’s instability 
Additionally, the Somali military cannot control 
its own borders. There are at least four other 
factions that claim sovereignty in Somalia 
besides the national government, various tribes, 
and VEOs within the region.42 These conditions 
reflect Somalia’s military trends over twenty 
years. For instance, Somalia’s 225,000 military 
dramatically decreased to approximately 20,000 
and its military spending from 1990 to 2013 was 
completely dependent on foreign assistance.43  

Somalia’s increase in economic power is 
an anomaly. Despite an ongoing civil war for 
almost two decades, Somalia’s economy more 
than tripled from $1 billion to almost $5 billion.44  
There is little to nothing written about Somalia’s 
economic growth despite numerous issues. 
Despite the hesitation to attribute Somalia’s 
growth to a rising tide raises all boats argument, 
this paper cannot ascertain any other alternative 
to explain such an economic increase. This key 
location, the increase in globalization, and the 
capitalism effect on the world probably increased 
Somalia’s GDP despite its instability. 

Summary

Based on case studies, it appears there is a 
strong relationship between SFA, stability, and 
a host nation’s national power. The most critical 
aspect of this relationship appears to be whether 

the U.S. has chosen the right partner. This makes 
sense since SFA is about relationships and 
having the right partner is critical to maximize 
the effects of SFA for national power. DIME 
changes appear to be proportional to how good 
of a partner the host nation is in each case study. 
Again, a good partner appears to be one in 
which its Clausewitzian trinity aligns with U.S. 
interests and the rules-based international order’s 
democratic values. As seen with Lebanon, 
Columbia, and South Korea, this host nation 
trinity can become more aligned with those 
interests and values. The lack of attraction in 
Somalia is probably one of the reasons why SFA 
had limited effect. 

Partnership leads to posture and a position of 
advantage for both the U.S. and the host nation. 
With the SFA supported by security cooperation 
helping to increase a host nation’s stability and 
DIME, the host nation can become more of a 
regional or international power that supports 
the rules-based international order. Colombia 
is the best example which was fraught with 
numerous non-state adversaries. With the U.S. 
SFA, Colombia defeated most of them and 
helped increase democratic influence within 
the region. With this increase in influence, the 
U.S. and the rules-based international order 
increased its posture and position through 
partnership with minimal cost. SFA empowers 
a host nation’s whole-of-government, not just 
security forces.  In South Korea and Colombia, 
the SFA units had unity of command under 
different U.S. agencies, but also empowered 
the larger governmental institutions that 
supported those security forces. Diplomatically, 
informationally, and economically, the U.S. 
can deter both state and non-state adversaries 

...SFA is about relationships and 
having the right partner is critical 
to maximize the effects of SFA 
for national power.
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with supply chains connected to the Build Back 
Better Program (B3W). Who the U.S. partners 
with sends a message to the world about the 
rules-based international order’s democratic 
values. Additionally, many nations do not have 
the same bureaucratic division between political 
and military entities like the U.S., leading to 
relationship building between SFA units and a 
host nation military to have local political effects 
as well. For instance, numerous Colombia and 
South Korean political leaders received U.S. SFA 
during their military service. These politicians 
and their supporters appear to act as a political 
counterweight to deter numerous state and non-
state actors in the gray zone that attempt to 
coerce host nations to their agenda.

CONCLUSIONS AND 
RECOMMENDATIONS

“The purpose of war is to make a 
better peace.”

 — Sir Basil Henry Liddell Hart

It will not be easy, there will be 
costs… the darkness that drives 
autocracy is ultimately no match 
for	the	flame	of	liberty	that	
lights the souls of free people 
everywhere.

 — President Biden, 2022 
 Warsaw Speech on Russia 
	 Ukraine	Conflict

The American Way of War is still suitable but 
lost some of its efficacy because our adversaries 
have adapted to it. In response to the tremendous 
U.S. conventional and nuclear deterrence such 
as Desert Storm, state and non-state adversaries 
target host nations Will to Fight in the gray zone 
during competition to achieve advantageous 
positions that will shape future crises and 
conflicts. With the Russian invasion of Ukraine 
on the 31st Anniversary of Desert Storm ground 
campaign, the U.S. and rules-based international 
order awakened to a possible New Cold War 
between democracy and autocracy.45 Given how 

autocratic state and non-state adversaries employ 
a strategy of flow to undermine the rules-based 
international order, the U.S. must empower 
its current and potential allies while operating 
in a budget constraint environment. By using 
SFA and security cooperation as a strategy of 
flow to collision through Kilcullen’s proposed 
Go Byzantine Strategy, the U.S. can empower 
a democratically aligned web of nations while 
deterring autocratic adversaries in terms of 
nuclear, conventional, and gray zone credibility 
and capability.46 SFA and security cooperation 
will be essential to the American Way of War and 
strategic competition as partnership can lead to 
improved posture and position, but first the U.S. 
must choose the right partner.  Using a case study 
methodology, it analyzed how SFA is essential 
to both deterrence but also how it applies to the 
American Way of War. First, the Western and 
Eastern ways of war are strategies of flow and 
collision respectively. Second, that there are 
national and international legal definitions of 
war that limit it to just conflict on the conflict 
continuum, but most actors act as if war is the 
entire continuum across DIME.  

Conclusions

Security Force Assistance and 
Deterrence, Partnership, and Posture 

There are four conclusions that align with 
the above research questions. The first and most 
critical conclusion is that choosing the right 
partner is essential for maximizing SFA effects. 
As described in Chapter 4, this paper observed 
a DIME increase for three of the four case 
studies with one being an exponential increase. 
Additionally, if it was not for the disastrous 2020 
Beirut Port Explosion, all three of those case 
studies would have seen a strong or exponential 
increase in DIME. This demonstrates the first 
finding that choosing the right partner is critical 
for SFA and security cooperation. As depicted 
by Figure 20, the right partner is an actor who’s 
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Clausewitzian trinity of society, government, 
and military are willing to embrace democratic 
values while also aligning with U.S. interests. 
Though an outlier, South Korea is an example 
of an outlier that can affect the world. With 
its Clausewitzian trinity aligning with U.S. 
interests while receiving over 70 years of 
security cooperation, South Korea transformed 
from an undeveloped country to an international 
powerhouse that influences the entire global. 
Though this paper originally assessed another 
outlier as improbable, Ukraine has become one 
as it represents democracy in the current conflict.  

By picking the right partner, it appears the 
U.S. increases that partner’s credibility and 
capability across the DIME spectrum. This 
also furthered the U.S.-led international order’s 
position, allowing it to achieve a position of 
advantage through the DIME spectrum or 
denying adversaries one. As our adversaries 
employ a strategy of flow to degrade an actor’s 
Will to Fight during competition, SFA can build 
capability and credibility essential for deterrence, 
American Way of War, and policy. 

Second, Security force assistance and 
cooperation are not magic bullets. Though SFA 
and security cooperation are low cost compared 
to Regionally Aligned Forces deployments, 
CSGs, and other means, it does not preclude it 
from disastrous results. Picking a poor partner 
such as Somalia after the civil war began can 
result in a continuous sunk cost for the U.S. 
government and its allies. Despite almost 20 
years of oscillating strategy for Somalia, the U.S. 
continues to struggle with the conflict. Somalia 
saw a dramatic decrease in DIME probably 
because it is not a good partner.  At best, the 
U.S. and its allies have adopted a strategy of 
containment to prevent the Somali Civil War 
from destabilizing the region. 

Setting a Theater with a Smaller Footprint

For the fourth conclusion, there is strong 
quantitative evidence that SFA enables a theater 

army to set a theater by increasing host nation 
capability and credibility to either prevent 
conflict or shape an operational environment 
that is fortuitous for the American Way of War. 
As with picking the right partner in the right 
location being the most critical aspect of SFA, 
the U.S. can improve its posture within a region 
to achieve or maintain a decisive position with a 
small footprint. Regardless of the DIME result, 
all case studies eventually were able to employ 
a smaller footprint because of SFA units. This 
was especially true for Lebanon and Colombia. 
In those case studies, the U.S. only employed 
a small force over decades through numerous 
government agencies to improve the host nation. 
SFA units in these case studies allowed the U.S. 
increased access within the region that has 
and can continue to influence the respective 

COCOM’s theater posture plans. Additionally, 
these small forces empowered their respective 
case studies to become more independent and 
act as a counterweight to adversarial influences 
within their respective regions. In a similar 
manner, Colombian security forces helped 
transform it from a narco democracy to defeating 
the FARC and reducing the cocaine trade. With 
the right partners, the U.S. can employ a small 
low-cost effective comprehensive approach 
to prevent conflicts or shape operational 
environments. 

Summary

Our adversaries have adapted to the 
American Way of War, reducing its suitability 
in the 21st Century. Though SFA is not a magic 
bullet to everything, a proactive approach has the 

By picking the right partner, 
it appears the U.S. increases 
that partner’s credibility and 
capability across the DIME 
spectrum.



80 | Features InterAgency Journal Vol. 12, No. 2, 2022

potential to increase credibility and capability for current and potential democratic allies. As with 
every relationship, the U.S. must pick the right partner because our partners send a clear message 
to potential allies and adversaries. It also appears to help a Theater Army achieve an information 
advantage within the host nation and larger region as well.   To counter this rise in authoritarianism 
and its coercive strategies, the U.S. can apply a strategy of flow to collision, or Go Byzantine 
Strategy, to augment the current U.S. DIME attritional strategy. In the past, the President signed a 
combined DOS and DOD security cooperation strategy. Due security cooperation ’s importance for 
deterrence and American Way of War, perhaps it is time for that again. Through a comprehensive 
approach, the U.S. and its allies can employ SFA and security cooperation to build Will to Fight 
and capability that will prevent and shape conflicts to become fortuitous for the American Way of 
War. IAJ
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Human Rights
as an Army Special Operations Forces Tool to 

Compete with China in the Indo-Pacific

One contributing factor to the collapse of the Soviet Union in 1991 was the internal and 
external pressure on the Soviet Union to fulfill human rights commitments made in the 1975 
Helsinki Accords.1 Thirty years later in what some academics have labeled the “New Cold 

War,” the People’s Republic of China (PRC) has demonstrated patterns of human rights violations 
in both its domestic and foreign policies.2 Although it is a signatory of the Universal Declaration 
of Human Rights (UDHR), the PRC vocalizes its promotion of economic rights at the expense of 
civil and political rights.3 Despite its human rights record, the PRC has gained influence across the 
world, leveraging strategies like One Belt, One Road (OBOR).4 Governments and business leaders 
in third-party countries choose the PRC out of pragmatism, instead of choosing the U.S., which 
promotes and abides by international laws and norms.

The promotion of human rights has been a U.S. national security interest since the Declaration 
of Independence. Although democracy and human rights policies have always been a priority for 
the U.S., President Joseph Biden has given greater vocal support to and explicitly named human 
rights as one of the administration’s foreign policy priorities.5 The U.S. Department of State has 
publicly condemned the Chinese Communist Party (CCP) for its actions in Hong Kong, Xinjiang, 
and Tibet.6 The administration’s 2022 Indo-Pacific Strategy envisions “competing with the PRC to 
defend the interests and vision for the future that we share” with allies and partners over the next 
decade.7 The Department of Defense (DoD) Indo-Pacific Strategy is “centered on the idea that free 
societies respect individual rights and liberties.”8 Despite this stance, the DoD does not generally 
view human rights as within its purview, apart from abiding by the Law of Armed Conflict.9 There 
is an opportunity to tie human rights to security by using U.S. Army Special Operations Forces 
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(ARSOF), who are designed to “shape the 
operational environment” on behalf of national 
objectives.10 The three ARSOF branches are well 
suited to contribute to U.S. human rights efforts: 
Civil Affairs engages with local populations with 
a focus on governance, Psychological Operations 
are experts in influence, and Special Forces are 
experts in the indigenous approach.11

After the atrocities of World War II, an 
international human rights movement prompted 
global action.12 In 1948, the UN General 
Assembly adopted the UDHR, which detailed 
inherent and inalienable basic rights and 
fundamental freedoms that apply to all human 
beings.13 International human rights law dictates 
government obligations to respect, protect, and 
fulfill fundamental human rights. Human rights 
fall under two broad categories: negative rights 
and positive rights. Negative rights encompass 
civil and political rights and are restraints on 
State power or freedom from the State (e.g., 
freedoms of assembly, speech, and religion).14 
Positive rights encompass economic, social, and 
cultural rights and enable one to change one’s 
socioeconomic condition or freedom through 
the State (e.g., food, housing, education, and 
healthcare).15 

With the UDHR as the foundation, nine 
core international human rights instruments, 
or binding treaties, were established with 
corresponding UN Treaty Bodies, which 
serve as monitoring committees to ensure 
implementation.16 The PRC and the U.S. have 
both signed seven of the nine treaties.17 As 
human rights law is difficult to enforce, it matters 
less who is a signatory to these treaties and more 
about who abides by the critical components of 
these treaties. 

The Genocide Convention was the first 
human rights treaty adopted after the UDHR, 
yet it focuses on prevention and lacks a UN 
Treaty Body. The crime of genocide falls under 
the criminal jurisdiction of the UN International 
Court of Justice for states or the independent 

International Criminal Court for individuals. 
Another inter-governmental body, the UN 
chartered Human Rights Council (HRC), is 
mandated to promote and protect human rights.18 
The council consists of forty-seven members 
elected by the UN General Assembly (UNGA). 
The U.S. had been a member since the HRC’s 
inception in 2006 until the Trump Administration 
withdrew the U.S. from the HRC in June 2018, 
but the UNGA re-elected the U.S. in October 
2021.19 The UNGA has also elected the PRC to 
the HRC every three years; however, in 2020, 
the PRC lost the votes of 41 member states from 
its 2016 bid.20 

Lastly, a significant aspect of the 
international human rights regime is the regional 
human rights treaties in Europe, Africa, and the 
Americas, but notably not in Asia. The exception 
to this is the Association of Southeast Asian 
Nations (ASEAN) human rights declaration 
in 2009, which mandated the creation of the 
ASEAN Intergovernmental Commission on 
Human Rights to promote and protect human 
rights in Southeast Asia.21 

Although the human rights community 
viewed this as primarily a step forward for human 
rights in Asia, the report’s language caused 
some controversy. Specifically, international 
human rights organizations and other critics 
point to the phrase that indicated that the treaty 
would consider rights in “regional and national 
contexts,” which created a loophole for human 
rights abuses.22 

The U.S. can claim its asymmetric advantage 
over the PRC by highlighting how it exploits 
these loopholes and violates human rights 
treaties.

After the atrocities of World War 
II, an international human rights 
movement prompted global 
action.



86 | Features InterAgency Journal Vol. 12, No. 2, 2022

Cultural Perspectives 
on Human Rights

The UN member states globally accept the 
universality of human rights; however, many still 
believe in cultural relativism, where morality 
varies from culture to culture.23 The Western 
concept of natural rights developed during the 
European Enlightenment from philosophers such 
as John Locke, which influenced the language 
and politics of the American and French 
Revolutions.24 However, developing countries 
broadly value economic and social rights above 
civil and political rights; they view basic needs 
as a precursor to enjoying the luxury of civil 
liberties and democracy.25 During the 1990s, 
this argument was labeled “Asian Values” and 
was used to push back against the universalism 
argument for human rights and justify 

authoritarian regimes in the Indo-Pacific.26 In 
this light, the developing world views the West 
as not caring or insensitive to economic and 
social grievances, like poverty and hunger.27 This 
perspective makes the Western conception of 
human rights less morally compelling. Although 
the 1997 Asian financial crisis largely discredited 
the “Asian Values” discourse, the sentiment has 
not disappeared from the region.28

The Chinese perspective blends 
Confucianism with communism in its human 
rights approach. These ideologies “recognize 
private interests but view them as belonging to 
the collective group.”29 Exercising individual 
rights would “be self-defeating as it would 
harm the collective interest” and thus harm 

one’s own interests.30 The UDHR emphasizes 
individual rights, yet Chinese cultural values 
contradict this stance.31 Chinese rulers have 
had Confucian obligations to their citizens but 
never developed limitations on their power that 
reflected international human rights norms.32

Apart from ideological viewpoints, Clifford 
Bob’s Rights as Weapons outlines a Legal Realist 
perspective on human rights. This perspective 
views rights as reflecting the unique political 
balance in a specific time and place.33 He 
outlines ways in which states, and those opposed 
to them, use rights claims as weapons to counter 
threats, mask motives, overturn laws, suppress 
subordinates, and break coalitions.34 Chinese 
Marxists viewed human rights as a policy and 
ideological weapon of the West, as evidenced 
by the Chinese word for right as a combination 
of the words power and interest.35

After the 1989 Tiananmen Square protests, 
the CCP used these realist tactics to co-opt human 
rights as a means to consolidate power.36 The 
CCP used human rights language in legislation 
reform to create a “new social contract of growth 
in return for political acquiescence.” In other 
words, the CCP justified the denial of civil and 
political rights in exchange for economic and 
social rights. In the latest Freedom House annual 
report, the PRC scored second-worst for political 
rights and civil liberties.37 The role of national 
law in the PRC is to maintain social harmony 
instead of arbitrating between individual 
claims.38 According to Amnesty International, 
maintaining this harmony leads to the harsh 
repression of human rights defenders, journalists, 
political opposition, and ethnic minorities.39 
The CCP exerts social control through internet 
censorship, a combination of a lack of state 
transparency and a lack of freedom of individual 
expression.40 The Chinese public generally 
believes this trade-off protects them from the 
social divisions and political chaos caused by 
political pluralism and liberal democracy.41

The UN member states globally 
accept the universality of 
human rights; however, 
many still believe in cultural 
relativism, where morality 
varies from culture to culture.
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Narrative Competition

Grounded in Sun Tzu’s concept that the goal 
of warfare should be to win without fighting, 
the CCP wages three warfares in the information 
environment: psychological warfare, public 
opinion warfare, and legal warfare.42 To wage 
this information warfare, xinxi zhanzheng, the 
People’s Liberation Army (PLA) has created 
its fifth branch of service, the Strategic Support 
Force, consisting of information-related 
capabilities.43 The PLA’s psychological warfare 
consists of five broad tasks: (1) present its own 
side as just, (2) emphasize its advantages, (3) 
undermine the opposition’s will to resist, (4) 
encourage dissension in the enemy’s camp, and 
(5) implement psychological defenses.44 The 
first two tasks are most relevant to this study, as 
the researcher does not assess U.S. or Chinese 
domestic affairs. A 2018 RAND study found that 
the CCP “excels” in nearly every information-
related capability assessed, partially due to 
high prioritization and lack of restrictions for 
information operations.45 One salient example is 
the spread of disinformation about the origins of 
COVID-19.46 The CCP is largely unconstrained 
from conducting psychological warfare abroad, 
and it oversees “civil affairs-like projects” 
alongside Chinese investments to maximize 
influence with government leaders and domestic 
audiences.47

The CCP has built a global network of media 
outlets to “disseminate narratives that promote 
Chinese successes and defend the CCP.”48 CCP-
owned media outlets like the Chinese Global 
Television Network (CGTN) operate in six 
languages.49 Due to State ownership, CGTN 
recently lost its license to operate in the United 
Kingdom and received further restrictions in 
the U.S. under the Foreign Missions Act.50 To 
sidestep skepticism, the CCP has outsourced 
narrative dissemination by signing content-
sharing memoranda of understanding with local 
news outlets to provide free content “in exchange 

for more positive or less critical coverage” of the 
PRC.51

Diplomacy

The CCP’s diplomacy is a continuation of 
the three warfares strategy. Historically, Chinese 
foreign policy embraced the Confucian concept 
of harmony and Zhou Enlai’s principles of 
peaceful coexistence.52 This translated to risk-
averse and non-confrontational diplomacy. 
Under President Xi Jinping’s leadership, 
however, the CCP has employed more forceful 
and assertive tactics known as Wolf Warrior 
diplomacy, which draws lessons of how to 
“exhaust a greater force” from the Tao-te Ching 
to conduct strategic competition with the U.S..53 
The CCP employs Taoist tactics by peacefully 
“neutralizing potential rivals... and encouraging 
political deference” toward Chinese positions to 
control its perceived sphere of influence in the 
Indo-Pacific – its foreign policy priority.54

Wolf Warrior diplomats seek to actively 
influence public perception in favor of Chinese 
interests. For example, the CCP seeks to 
counter American human rights accusations 
by publishing a human rights report on one 
country: the United States. The 2020 report 
cites “incompetent pandemic containment,” 
racial discrimination, “American democracy 
disorder,” social unrest, social inequality, and 
disrespect for international rules.55 Additionally, 
Chinese diplomats are helping to export anti-
democratic tactics to autocratic leaders, spread 
disinformation, and promote its undemocratic 
agenda in international organizations, like the 
United Nations, in its efforts to alter the global 

The CCP is largely unconstrained 
from conducting psychological 
warfare abroad, and it oversees 
“civil affairs-like projects” 
alongside Chinese investments...
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norms and the rules-based international order.56

Although these policies persist, the Biden 
Administration is attempting to reinvigorate the 
topic of human rights. Human rights are a central 
feature of Biden’s foreign and national security 
policies and a primary pillar of the Summit for 
Democracy in December 2021.57 Washington 
vocally criticizes the PRC for its human rights 
abuses. It counters PRC narratives about the U.S. 
human rights record with arguments like: “There 
can be no moral equivalence between rights-
respecting countries that fall short in progress 
toward their ideals, and countries that regularly 
and massively trample on their citizens’ human 
rights.”58 The Trump administration’s final 
statement from the State Department formally 
accused the PRC of crimes against humanity 
and genocide against the Uyghur population in 
Xinjiang Province.59 The Biden administration 
maintained this stance, and for this reason, 
the U.S. and its allies imposed a diplomatic 
boycott on the 2022 Beijing Winter Olympics.60 
In March 2022, the Biden administration also 
accused Myanmar, a military government that 
the PRC supports and supplies with weapons, 
of crimes against humanity and genocide against 
the Rohingya population.61

Economic Statecraft

Economic statecraft has increasingly 
become the instrument of choice as globalization 
has strengthened commercial ties throughout 
the global economy. The PRC, specifically, 
prefers the use of economic statecraft because 
it “allows Beijing to shape the choices of others 
without resorting to military threats or the use of 

force.”62 The CCP uses a combination of positive 
and negative inducements. It uses OBOR to 
create favorable political leverage through 
foreign direct investment and trade agreements. 
Conversely, they use negative means or coercion, 
such as threatening to restrict access to the large 
Chinese consumer market.63

ARSOF in INDOPACOM

DoD’s vision for the Indo-Pacific is nested 
with the whole-of-government approach toward 
a free and open Pacific. The U.S. Indo-Pacific 
Command (INDOPACOM) strategy “recognizes 
the linkages between economics, governance, 
and security” and seeks to enhance governance, 
the rule of law, and resilient civil societies to 
strengthen the international system.64 The 
primary way INDOPACOM envisions achieving 
this is through Indo-Pacific partnerships.65 

Below the level of armed conflict, 
“ARSOF serves as the Army force of choice for 
dominating in competition, ... primarily through a 
partnered approach, to proactively advance U.S. 
interests, defeat adversary attempts to expand the 
competitive space, and deter an escalation of 
violence.”66 Outlining “What We Do,” the April 
2022 U.S. Special Operations Command Vision 
Statement explains that ARSOF units “shape the 
environment to reduce risk, prevent crises, and 
set conditions for success in competition and 
conflict... cultivate strong relationships with our 
global network... and illuminate irregular threats, 
foster partners’ resilience, and create dilemmas 
for our adversaries.”67 Put simply, ARSOF set 
conditions, build relationships, and observe 
and mitigate threats. To support integrated 
deterrence, ARSOF offers outsized effects at 
lower political risk, enduring relationships with 
both local and interagency partners, presence and 
understanding, and information and influence 
campaigns.68

The ARSOF core activities relevant to 
this study include Civil Affairs Operations, 
Counterterrorism, Foreign Internal Defense, 

Economic statecraft has 
increasingly become the 
instrument of choice as 
globalization has strengthened 
commercial ties...
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Military Information Support Operations, 
Preparation of the Environment, and Security 
Force Assistance.69 The three ARSOF branches 
have regionally aligned and trained forces with 
language and cultural expertise to support the 
Theater Special Operations Command-Pacific 
(SOCPAC). 

Cross-Functional Teams, named Pacific 
Augmentation Teams within SOCPAC, are 
composed of small elements from each of these 
three branches and are the ARSOF elements 
persistently engaged in several Indo-Pacific 
countries. Operational Detachments-Alpha from 
the 1st Special Forces Group continue to conduct 
training with partners like the Royal Thai Army 
and Thai Counter-Terrorism Operations Center.70 
Civil-Military Support Elements from the 97th 
Civil Affairs Battalion have recently provided 
medical supplies and care to those affected by 
Typhoon Odette in the Philippines and conducted 
medical first responder training to Bangladeshi 
partners.71 Military Information Support Teams 
from the 5th Psychological Operations Battalion 
have reduced popular support for extremist 
groups, like Abu Sayyaf in the Philippines, and 
helped implement emergency communication 
systems in Sri Lanka.72 The 1st Special Forces 
Command’s Information Warfare Center 
supports ARSOF operations by massing the 
effects of information-related capabilities in the 
information environment.73 

The study analyzes Bangladesh and 
Thailand, bound by their internationally 
recognized borders.  The two countries illustrate 
contrast – unique in several important ways – 
highlighting the range of possible ARSOF 
actions across two sub-regions. Bangladesh is a 
majority Muslim country in South Asia, where 
Chinese influence is arguably outpacing the 
U.S.. Thailand is a primarily Buddhist country 
in Asia and, by some measurements, is the most 
influential state within ASEAN. Both countries 
are within the PRC’s perceived sphere of 
influence and have potential grievances related 

to human rights. The cases are bound in time, 
beginning in 2012, when Xi Jinping became 
General Secretary of the CCP, until the present.

The researcher analyzed Bangladesh and 
Thailand through informational, socio-political, 
and economic lenses to explore Chinese 
influence. The collected evidence is from 
multiple types of open-source digital material. 
The research was then analyzed using a CFA 
framework to identify critical vulnerabilities of 
CCP operations in these countries. Lastly, these 
interpreted vulnerabilities are opportunities 
for ARSOF to use human rights as a strategic 
competition tool to exploit America’s asymmetric 
human rights advantage to decrease Chinese 
influence. 

Analysis 

The findings from the case study analysis 
answer three secondary research questions: How 
can ARSOF and their partners (1) highlight 
Chinese human rights violations, (2) promote 
democracy and human rights over authoritarian 
practices, and (3) undercut Chinese exploitive 
economic practices in Bangladesh and Thailand?

The PRC prioritizes its near abroad through 
its efforts to expand its presence and influence. 
Figure 1 (page 90) attempts to illustrate the 
CCP’s interests and activity in the region. The 
PRC is reliant on the Strait of Malacca maritime 
choke point, which facilitates the transport of 
energy supplies to the PRC and a significant 
portion of global trade.74 The CCP fears that U.S. 
and/or Japanese navies could exploit this supply 
chain vulnerability by blocking energy and other 
supplies moving through the Strait of Malacca 
to mainland China.75 OBOR was launched, 

...vulnerabilities [of CCP 
operations] are opportunities for 
ARSOF to use human rights as a 
strategic competition tool...
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in part, to address this “Malacca Dilemma.”76 

Figure 1 depicts the two relevant land-based 
OBOR economic corridors most relevant to 
this study and illustrates the sea-based strategy, 
coined by security analysts as the “String 
of Pearls” strategy.77 Strategic investments 
in ports along this string of pearls, as well as 
along these economic corridors, would enable 
the PRC to project influence, and potentially 
naval power.78 CCP tactics to execute this vision 
present differently depending on the context, as 
illustrated in the case studies below.

In the era of strategic competition, smaller 
powers develop strategies to maximize their 
interests. Bangladesh holds a “Friendship to 
all and malice towards none” foreign policy 
doctrine, which seeks to primarily balance 
between the PRC and India and secondarily 
between the U.S., Russia, and other larger 
powers.79 Caught more directly in the U.S.-PRC 

rivalry, Thailand has adopted a hedging strategy 
to “avoid becoming too close – and hence too 
dependent – on any single external power” and 
thus the U.S. and the PRC are “neither enemy nor 
friend.”80 In fact, Thai public opinion has more 
confidence in Japan and the European Union 
as trustworthy partners and as their third-party 
choice to hedge against the U.S.-PRC rivalry.81 
Although some experts argue that both states 
have fallen into a “gravitational shift toward 
China” in response to inconsistent commitment 
from the U.S., both states have resisted PRC 
influence in important ways.82

Bangladesh

Bangladesh recently celebrated fifty years 
of independence.83 Bangladesh was colonized 
as a part of India under British rule until 1947 
and then became the Pakistani province, East 
Pakistan, until its war of independence against 

Figure 1. The CCP’s Plan to Address the Malacca Dilemma 
Source: Adapted by author from Chris Kiyaseh, “China’s Economic Imperialism,” Reformer, September 

27, 2020, https://medium.com/reformermag/chinas-economic-imperialism-477ed22cdd9e.
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Pakistan in 1971.84 India, which intervened 
to aid Bangladesh in this war, sees itself as 
Bangladesh’s “big brother.”85 Since gaining 
independence, Bangladesh has sought to balance 
the influence of regional and global powers. 
The appetite for geopolitical competition 
within Bangladesh is mixed, with 30% equal 
approval ratings for the PRC and the U.S. and 
41% approval of India in a 2020 citizen poll.86 
As alluded to above and illustrated in figure 
3, the CCP seeks to increase relations with 
Bangladesh for geopolitical reasons: access 
to a deep-water port in the Indian Ocean and 
a ground connection to the region through the 
Bangladesh-India-Myanmar economic corridor, 
which could collectively bypass the Strait of 
Malacca choke point.87 

Bangladesh has balanced its cooperation with 
the U.S. and the PRC in the military environment. 
The PRC is Bangladesh’s primary supplier of 
military equipment, including two submarines.88 
Notably, Bangladesh has not allowed Chinese 
military vessels access to its deep-water ports.89 
Although the U.S. also supplies equipment, it 
focuses on multilateral exercises for persistent 
engagement.90 Bangladesh is one of the largest 
contributors to UN peacekeeping efforts, and 
training these troops has become a significant 
opportunity for DoD cooperation.91 Additionally, 
Bangladesh ranks 7th on the Global Climate 
Risk Index.92 Thus, disaster preparedness has 
also been a mainstay of defense, specifically 
ARSOF, cooperation efforts.93 

Beyond the military environment, the rest of 
this case study section presents the analysis of the 
remaining operational variables associated with 
the DIME construct. Figure 2 (page 92) depicts 
the Critical Factor Analysis for Bangladesh. 
The research’s resulting themes, or critical 
requirements, are in light gray. The analysis of 
these themes, or critical vulnerabilities, are in 
dark gray. The opportunities for ARSOF action 
are in white at the bottom, which answer the 
secondary research questions 1A, 2A, and 3A.

Information Environment

Bangladeshis primarily consume information 
via the internet, while traditional television and 
newspaper outlets still communicate to older 
and lower-income populations.94 Considered 
to be in a state of “digital emergence,” 
Bangladesh has seen vast increases in internet 
and social media penetration, with 73% of the 
population having access to the internet and 
two-thirds of the population accessing the 
internet on their phones.95 The government 
of Bangladesh responded to this trend with 
the 2018 Digital Security Act, which surveils 
individual online activity, sometimes leading to 
arrests, and blocks access to both international 
and local news sources if deemed to “destroy 
communal harmony.”96 The Digital Security 
Act was considered a potential theme because 
it appears to be moving Bangladesh closer to 
authoritarianism by using tactics similar to the 
Chinese. Despite concerning trends, this did not 
present a vulnerability for the CCP, nor did it 
provide a clear opportunity for ARSOF activity. 

In the public diplomacy realm, the CCP 
offered COVID-19 assistance and expertise, in 
exchange for developing sister-city arrangements 
to increase cultural linkages between the two 
countries.97 In addition to strengthening foreign 
relations, the CCP uses programs like these to 
distract from its domestic authoritarianism, like 
the repression of freedom of speech it used in 
the initial cover-up of the virus. ARSOF has 
provided its own assistance to Indo-Pacific 
partners and should coordinate with the U.S. 
Embassy’s Public Affairs Office to support future 
public diplomacy opportunities that undermine 
CCP efforts at distraction from human rights 
issues.98

Bangladesh has balanced its 
cooperation with the U.S. and the 
PRC in the military environment. 
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Pro-Chinese Messaging

The CCP has employed a “charm offensive” 
in Bangladesh.99 The CCP employs a robust 
public diplomacy campaign and highlights 
projects like the 8th Friendship Bridge, 
completed in December 2021.100 In addition to 
promoting Chinese-Bangladesh cooperation, 
they also emphasize pro-PRC disinformation, 
such as the “Real Xinjiang” video production 
to dismiss Uyghur genocide allegations.101 This 
charm-offensive is more prevalent than wolf-
warrior tactics because Bangladesh-PRC ties 
are less strong and the strategic competition 
space is more crowded than others in the region. 
The exception to this approach was the CCP’s 
unprovoked warning to Bangladesh not to join 
the Quadrilateral Security Dialogue (QUAD) 
partnership.102

Mediation of the Rohingya Crisis

Over one million Rohingya refugees have 
fled Myanmar for Bangladesh to escape religious 
persecution.103 These refugees are relocating to 
Bhasan Char, a previously uninhabited island 
at severe risk of climate disasters.104 The 
UN Special Rapporteur on Human Rights in 
Myanmar recently commended Bangladesh on 
its “humane response” to housing the refugees.105 
The CCP has attempted to mediate between 
Bangladesh and Myanmar in an effort to project 
power in the region and minimize the Uyghur 
issue.106 Since 2018, however, the CCP has failed 
to make progress and, in fact, openly supports 
the Myanmar military government responsible 
for the Rohingya crisis.107 The initial hypothesis 
was that messaging could appeal to Bangladesh’s 
Muslim majority to express solidarity with 
the religiously persecuted Muslim Rohingya. 
Many Bangladeshis, however, view the crisis 
as a burden and claim “refugees are taking 
away jobs and engaging in illegal acts such as 
drug trafficking.”108 Citizens living along the 
Myanmar border, where the refugee camps 
were established, have either been displaced 

or affected by a decrease in the provision of 
services and an increase in security threats, like 
trafficking and radicalization of refugees.109 
Therefore, Bangladeshis may be less sympathetic 
to Uyghur-Rohingya solidarity messaging but 
more open to a narrative that attributes partial 
blame to the PRC for their grievances. 

ARSOF has an opportunity to partner with 
government and non-governmental organizations 
to improve the conditions surrounding the 
refugee camps and address Bangladeshi citizens’ 
concerns. Themes to stress in U.S. messaging 
should be Chinese silence and ineffectiveness 
as a mediator and how little the CCP cares 
about the security threats the alleged genocide 
and subsequent crisis has created. ARSOF and 
multilateral partners, like Japan and India, could 
partner with the Bangladeshi Army and Border 
Guard, already deployed to the region, to provide 
support to foreign internal defense to address 
security threats. These efforts would complement 
existing U.S. Embassy counterterrorism 
efforts, as well as U.S. humanitarian assistance 
provided to aid the government’s response to the 
Rohingya. 

Bangladesh Summary

Despite a trend towards autocracy and 
increased human rights abuses, there are 
opportunities to partner with Bangladesh 
to push back on the PRC. The following 
recommendations suggest activities for ARSOF 
and their partners in Bangladesh:

1A. ARSOF and partners should expose 
CCP disinformation in Bangladeshi media 
while stressing Bangladeshi independence 
and sovereignty.

The CCP has employed a “charm 
offensive” in Bangladesh.
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2A. ARSOF and partners should address 
Bangladeshi grievances surrounding 
the Rohingya refugee camps, to include 
providing multilateral FID support to address 
security concerns. ARSOF messaging 
should amplify the CCP’s ineffectiveness 
as a mediator and fueling of the crisis 
through political and military support to the 
Myanmar military government.

3A. ARSOF and partners should identify 
and amplify contradictions to the “open, 
clean, and green” rhetoric of OBOR 
activities. Additionally, ARSOF should help 
facilitate a working group centered around 
enhancing	resiliency	to	PRC	influence.

Thailand

Historically known as Siam, the country 
has been independent since 1238 and was the 
only Southeast Asian state to resist colonization 
by European powers during the 19th and 20th 
Centuries.110 In 1954, the U.S. and Thailand 
became treaty allies under the Southeast Asia 
Treaty Organization.111 During the Vietnam 
War, Thai soil served as a key logistics hub 
and staging base for regional operations.112 
Meanwhile, the CCP provided political and 
military support to the Vietnamese Communist 
Party and the Khmer Communist Party (Khmer 
Rouge) in Cambodia.113 The 1978 overthrow of 
the genocidal Khmer Rouge and the subsequent 
Chinese retaliation “was a genuine threat to 
Thai national security and sovereignty,” thus, 
Thailand continued to receive U.S. foreign 
aid and military assistance.114 After decades of 
security cooperation, the U.S. officially labeled 

Thailand a “major non-NATO ally” in 2003.115 
Although the U.S. has stronger military 

ties, the PRC has stronger economic and social 
relations with Thailand. Perhaps the turning 
point in Sino-Thai relations was when the CCP 
“came to the financial rescue of Thailand with 
‘no strings attached’,” after the 1997 Asian 
financial crisis.116 Today Xi’s CCP, as discussed 
in the chapter introduction and illustrated 
in figure 3, seeks to increase relations with 
Thailand for geopolitical reasons: access to 
deep-water ports, a ground connection to the 
Strait of Malacca through the China-Indochina 
Peninsula economic corridor, and to cultivate 
Thailand as a key ally within ASEAN to advance 
CCP interests.117 The CCP and Thai government 
have renewed discussions about a potential canal 
or land bridge project across the Kra Isthmus, 
the narrowest part of the peninsula, as a partial 
solution to the PRC’s Malacca dilemma.118 
Although the land bridge would be more feasible 
and cost-effective than the canal, either project 
would face significant tradeoffs, like isolating 
the low-level insurgency south of the project 
site.119 The feasibility assessment for this project 
is scheduled for completion in 2023.120

Since becoming a constitutional monarchy 
in 1932, Thailand has had nineteen military coup 
d’état and coup attempts.121 The most recent 
2014 coup was a turning point in U.S.-PRC 
competition and relations with Thailand: the U.S. 
condemned the coup and paused many aspects of 
diplomacy and cooperation, and as a result, the 
PRC grew closer.122 The 2019 election restarted 
and reinvigorated U.S. cooperation, namely 
through military partnership and exercises.123 

This shift in policy is crucial for the U.S. because 
experts assess that “given its size and location... 
[Thailand] is the most important “swing-state” in 
the U.S.-China strategic contest in the region”124

The rest of this section presents the analysis 
of the non-military instruments of national 
power in Thailand. Figure 3 (page 95) depicts 
the Critical Factor Analysis for Thailand. 

Although the U.S. has stronger 
military ties, the PRC has 
stronger economic and social 
relations with Thailand.
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The research’s resulting themes, or critical 
requirements, are in light gray. The analysis 
of these themes, or critical vulnerabilities, are 
in dark gray. The opportunities for ARSOF 
action are in white, which answer the secondary 
research questions 1B, 2B, and 3B. 

Anti-U.S. Messaging 

The CCP uses networks of social media 
bots to amplify its disinformation and anti-
U.S. rhetoric. An example of a popular Chinese 
narrative is that the U.S. orchestrated the protest 
movements in Hong Kong and Bangkok.125 
Another example that went viral in Thailand 
is video footage of an Ecuadorian prison riot 
that the CCP framed as U.S. violence against 
Asians.126 These narratives travel quickly within 
Thai social media networks as misinformation 
or without knowledge that they are false. This 
phenomenon is particularly true within Sino-
Thai communities, discussed further in the 
Socio-Political section.

Media Content Sharing

In 2018, the CCP signed a cooperation 
agreement to establish 11 media partnerships 
with Xinhua and CCTV, which feed news 
content to Thai media outlets, like the major 
Thai language TV channel TNN 24.127 Thus, 
Chinese state media and the CCP narratives 
result in “vast amounts of Chinese state media 
content dominating portions of the news.”128 This 
is an example of an activity where many within 
Thailand may be unaware of this vulnerability 
to PRC influence.

ARSOF and their partners have an 
opportunity to expose disinformation of CCP 

origin in Thai media. When combating anti-U.S. 
messaging, one theme to stress is Thai distaste 
for the U.S.-PRC rivalry and to frame CCP 
narratives as an intrusion on Thai independence. 
U.S. messaging should also promote local Thai 
content creation and foster a higher degree of 
press freedom, where possible. 

Chinese Diaspora

One reason the previously discussed Chinese 
narratives resonate so easily within Thailand is 
because of the substantial Chinese diaspora, 
eight million (14% of the Thai population), the 
second-largest after Indonesia.129 Sino-Thais 
are a significant target audience for the CCP, 
particularly with only 46,000 North American 
and 200,000 European expatriates living in 
Thailand.130 As China has developed and grown 
more powerful, Sino-Thai people feel a renewed 
connection with China, especially since anti-
Communist and anti-Chinese sentiments in 
Southeast Asia have subsided significantly 
in the past several decades.131 Although many 
Chinese families in Thailand have lived there 
for generations, the CCP has recently made 
more deliberate efforts to leverage this revived 
sentiment.132

ARSOF messaging efforts should separate 
the CCP from the Chinese people and China writ 
large. Themes in this messaging should embrace 
their Sino-Thai heritage while appealing to 
their sense of pride in being Thai citizens. This 
messaging would drive a wedge between the 
CCP and its target audience before the CCP 
exchanges these positive attitudes for political 
capital.

Mekong Dams

The Thai population relies on the Mekong 
River for their food and livelihoods. Chinese 
upstream activities, particularly those related 
to its eleven upstream dams, have created 
significant concerns among the Thai.133 As the 
second-largest concern about the PRC, this issue 

As China has developed and 
grown more powerful, Sino-
Thai people feel a renewed 
connection with China...
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has become depoliticized and one of the few 
unifying issues among the Thai people.134 Of the 
remaining five downstream states, in response 
to public discontent, the Thai government has 
been the only downstream country pushing 
back against PRC activity along the Mekong.135 
The PRC’s Mekong activity infringes on 
the Thai population’s Right to Adequate 
Living Conditions. In a 2020 concession to 
environmental activists, the Thai government 
reversed its decision that would have allowed for 
PRC dredging operations, intended for 500 ton 
PRC barge traffic, which would have displaced 
communities and degraded ecosystems along the 
Mekong.136 The U.S. recently announced plans 
to expand its consulate in Chiang-Mai, close to 
the Mekong River on Thailand’s northern border, 
and has an ongoing messaging campaign for a 
“Free and Open Mekong,” which could add 
pressure and scrutiny on the sub-region.137

Like in Bangladesh, there is an opportunity 
for ARSOF and their partners to identify and 
amplify PRC contradictions in OBOR activity to 
its “open, clean, and green” rhetoric. Similarly, 
ARSOF and their partners could facilitate a 
working group centered around enhancing 
resilience to PRC economic dominance and 
influence. This initiative could begin by 
coalescing around egregious abuses along 
the Mekong River and grow to address other 
grievances related to PRC activity. ARSOF 
can also leverage Thai environmental concerns 
through public diplomacy efforts that provide 
humanitarian assistance and disaster relief (HA/
DR), specifically to assist in the frequently 
flooded Chao Phraya flood plain in central 
Thailand.138 This activity would draw a sharp 
contrast between PRC and U.S. concern for 
environmental rights.

Thailand Summary

Although Thailand’s hedging efforts fuel a 
desire to maintain an arms-length from the U.S., 
there are opportunities for ARSOF to collaborate 

with local partners to compete against the 
PRC. The following recommendations suggest 
activities for ARSOF and their partners in 
Thailand:

1B. ARSOF and partners should expose 
CCP disinformation in Thai media and 
promote local content creation while 
stressing Bangladeshi independence and 
sovereignty.

2B. ARSOF and partner messaging should 
separate the CCP from China and the 
Chinese people while appealing to their 
sense of pride in being Thai.

3B. ARSOF and partners should identify 
and amplify contradictions to “open, clean, 
and green” rhetoric and Mekong activities. 
ARSOF could assist with HA/DR support 
to contrast U.S. and PRC concerns for 
environmental rights. Additionally, ARSOF 
should help facilitate a working group 
centered around enhancing resiliency to 
PRC	influence.

One important caveat to these 
recommendations is that ARSOF units on the 
ground must confirm assumptions made in 
this study and consult with local partners and 
the U.S. Embassy to determine the best course 
of action. The analysis found opportunities 
common to both countries to expose CCP 
disinformation and emphasize host nation 
independence in the information environment, 
as well as opportunities to facilitate working 
groups aimed at strengthening resilience to 

Although Thailand’s hedging 
efforts fuel a desire to maintain 
an arms-length from the U.S., 
there are opportunities for 
ARSOF...
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detrimental Chinese business practices in the 
economic environment. In the socio-political 
environment, the analysis of Bangladesh 
presented an opportunity to assist in addressing 
grievances caused by the Rohingya crisis. The 
analysis of Thailand presented opportunities to 
drive a wedge between the CCP and the Sino-
Thai diaspora and address grievances caused by 
PRC activity along the Mekong River. 

These recommendations intend to empower 
both negative and positive rights: they promote 
the exercising of civil and political rights 
by highlighting CCP infringements on their 
freedoms. They also empower Indo-Pacific 
governments to provide social, economic, and 
cultural rights. The closing chapter continues the 
discussion of these opportunities by providing 
strategic context and conclusions, which help 
answer the primary research question through 
a cross-case analysis of common themes to 
recommend action for ARSOF operating in 
INDOPACOM. 

Conclusions

This section presents a broader U.S. 
strategic approach beyond the country-specific 
CFA framework, which can undergird ARSOF 
contributions at the operational and tactical 
levels.

Democracy versus the “China Model”

The State Department’s Integrated Country 
Strategy for Thailand expresses a “failure to 
consolidate democratic gains,” which could 
also describe large swathes of the Indo-
Pacific region.139 President Biden was “strong 
on democracy rhetorically out of the gate,” 
but the “strategic challenge [is to] get buy-

in from allies and partners that are not all 
democracies.”140Although well-intentioned, 
accusations “of human rights violations in 
countries receiving foreign aid leads to a decline 
in public support for aid.”141

Instead of pressing a human rights agenda, 
the USG should compete with and undermine the 
“China Model,” which is appealing to autocratic 
governments. As discussed in the literature 
review, developing countries often view civil 
and political rights as a luxury that developed 
countries enjoy. The populations in developing 
countries often agree to social contracts with 
autocratic leaders to first achieve social and 
economic development. The U.S. Government 
could undermine the “China Model” of an 
economy with capitalistic tendencies under an 
authoritarian regime by separating the economic 
model from the political model. 

Addressing the economic model, the 
U.S. should present the argument that better 
human rights protections produce better 
economic development results. Evidence from 
development research shows that by “investing 
in human rights, the economic growth rate of 
a country is likely to increase. The positive 
effects from freedom and participation rights 
on economic growth are channeled through 
institutional and economic factors such as 
government effectiveness, investments, and 
trade.”142 Addressing the political model, the 
U.S. should argue that repression of civil society 
yields instability and/or regime change in the 
mid to long term. In a 2011 Chenoweth and 
Stephan study of nonviolent protest movements, 
the data show that 57% of campaigns succeeded 
in producing democratic outcomes, and 35% of 
those that failed had democratic outcomes five 
years afterward.143 Instead of attempting to export 
democracy and human rights to other contexts, 
the “U.S. must convince and demonstrate that 
doing so is in their own interest.”144 This effort 
is not likely to produce short-term gains but will 
yield success over time. 

...the U.S. should present the 
argument that better human 
rights protections produce better 
economic development results.
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Leveraging Protest Movements

“Conflict is inevitable between and 
among populations and governments,” which 
begs the question: how can these conflicts be 
constructive?145 Often, conflicts result from a 
disparity between the rights of a state and those 
of an individual, or in a non-Western framing, 
between the rights of the government and the 
collective public. In these circumstances, the 
government has three options: (1) repress 
protests, (2) ignore protests, or (3) make 
concessions. Unlike this study’s argument that 
strategic competition is not a zero-sum game, 
these interactions are zero-sum: autocratic power 
is either consolidated in option one or transferred 
to the people in option three.146 While repression 
creates conditions for instability in the mid to 
long-term, as alluded to above, by expanding 
public discontent, concessions degrade 
autocracies by expanding space for civil society 
and increasing the government’s responsiveness 
to its population. Both case studies described 
ways the Bangladeshi and Thai governments 
made concessions to their populations’ desire to 
push back on CCP activities and OBOR projects 
in their respective countries. 

The Right to Assist framework proposed by 
Peter Akerman and Hardy Merriman suggests 
outsiders can aid this progress with specific 
capacity-building measures that would raise the 
cost of and mitigate the effects of repression 
on civil society.147 The U.S. should exercise 
caution because adversaries, like the PRC, 
are quick to accuse the U.S. of orchestrating 
protest movements in other countries. The 
U.S. should first ensure movements are rights-
based and not regime change-oriented; then, 
any assistance should emphasize the benefit 
to these independent nations’ overall stability 
and prosperity, outside of strategic competition 
framing. By expressing grievances through 
peaceful assembly, citizens are expanding their 
civil and political human rights.

Shared Values versus Zero-Sum Game

As Indo-Pacific allies and partners are 
hedging between great powers, U.S. action 
should not force a zero-sum game but instead 
appeal to shared values and interests. The U.S. 
seeks to “advance a free and open Indo-Pacific” 
and “drive regional prosperity” as two principal 
components of its Indo-Pacific Strategy.148 The 
U.S. can achieve both aims without opposing 
every PRC action. In fact, Chinese investment 
is contributing to Indo-Pacific prosperity and 
development. Instead, the U.S. should observe 
and highlight violations of shared values and 
actions detrimental to these goals. 

For example, the U.S. intends to empower 
regional partners and organizations like 
ASEAN.149 The U.S. can emphasize the 
ASEAN principles of “openness, transparency, 
inclusivity, a rules-based framework, good 
governance, respect for sovereignty, non-
intervention, complementarity with existing 
cooperation frameworks, equality, mutual 
respect, mutual trust, mutual benefit and respect 
for international law.”150 Democracy and human 
rights messaging should be reframed in these 
terms, specifically as the Western framework 
emphasizes the individual rather than the benefit 
of these rights to the collective good. This 
reframing would also de-emphasize the belief 
that the U.S. is using third-party states purely to 
advance its interests in the U.S.-PRC ideological 
rivalry. The U.S. “goal should be to help them 
hedge.”151

Recommendations

As Indo-Pacific allies and 
partners are hedging between 
great powers, U.S. action should 
not force a zero-sum game but 
instead appeal to shared values 
and interests.
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The 2022 National Defense Strategy centers 
around the concept of integrated deterrence, 
particularly against the PRC, America’s number 
one pacing threat.152 The recommendations 
in this study do not prescribe tasks to tactical 
ARSOF units. Instead, the recommendations 
provide a framework for ARSOF to leverage 
the vision for “What We Do” to contribute to 
the U.S.’ integrated deterrence of the PRC in 
INDOPACOM. To answer this study’s primary 
research question, ARSOF can contribute to 
U.S. efforts that exploit America’s asymmetric 
advantage in human rights to compete with the 
PRC in INDOPACOM in the following ways:

Build Relationships

1. Find a balance of partners who have 
mutual interests with the partner 
nation and seek to build resiliency 
to	 PRC	 influence.	 The	 need	 for	 solid	
partnerships undergirds all strategic 
documents on these issues. 

2. Earn local buy-in for all ARSOF 
activities. ARSOF’s by-with-and-
through approach will mute the “New 
Cold War” mentality by increasing the 
sustainability and trustworthiness of 
the initiatives

3. Work closely with the U.S. Embassy 
and interagency partners to ensure 
unity of effort and added value. 

Integrated Deterrence by 
Denial: Set Conditions

1. Facilitate working groups to enhance 
societal resilience to empower local 
partners and “psychologically harden 
populations	against	adversary	influence	
operations.”153 Strengthen cognitive 
awareness by identifying potential 
vulnerabilities of the partner nation.

2. Emphasize the partner nation’s 
independence from great powers. 
Separate China and the Chinese People 
from President Xi and the CCP.

3. “Cultivate opportunities for progress” 
by identifying opportunities to support 
civil society and democratic practices 
and undermine authoritative tactics.154 

Integrated Deterrence by Punishment: 
Observe and Mitigate Threats

1. Address grievances that directly and 
indirectly result from CCP human 
rights violations, such as displaced 
and disaffected populations along the 
Myanmar border in Bangladesh and the 
Mekong River in Thailand. 

2. Expose CCP disinformation. Leverage 
a neo-colonialism narrative that paints 
the CCP as encroaching on partner 
nation sovereignty despite the PRC’s 
non-interference policy.

3. Identify opportunities to subvert CCP 
influence	 by	 “Imposing	 costs	 and	
creating dilemmas... by shaping and 
amplifying grievances that divert 
resources, challenge adversaries’ 
cohesion, and undermine [its] strategic 
positions.”155

Implications

I f  ARSOF implemented  the 
recommendations proposed in this study, 
Indo-Pacific partners would view the PRC 
and authoritarian tactics less favorably, thus 
influencing their alignment toward U.S. allies 
and partners. Although Bangladesh and Thailand 
are only two Indo-Pacific states with their own 
specific cultures, ARSOF Cross-Functional 
Teams can apply this framework to their mission 
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countries. The study is not entirely generalizable; however, it could provide a baseline understanding 
of how one could approach the DoD gap in both addressing human rights concerns and integrated 
deterrence in the grey zone by leveraging ARSOF’s persistent engagements abroad.

Concluding Remarks

Indo-Pacific states are caught in the middle of the U.S.-PRC strategic competition. Many 
seek to hedge between two or more great powers. U.S. action to directly challenge the PRC or 
forcefully push the democracy and human rights agenda in these states would likely produce a 
negative backlash toward the U.S.. Indirectly competing with the PRC to promote democracy over 
authoritarianism would be more effective than direct competition but will carry more complex 
second and third-order effects. The benefit of ARSOF as a strategic competition tool is that they 
are trained to understand the operational environment and navigate complexities in “politically 
sensitive environments.”156

Another advantage that ARSOF provide is “sustained presence” and “sustained engagement.”157 
America is “seen as diplomatically disengaged and undependable.” because of its inconsistent 
engagement over the last several decades, which is now a “pronounced weakness” of the U.S. in 
competition.158 ARSOF’s value proposition contributes meaningfully to the U.S. strategy in this 
regard: “to remain a steady, present, attentive, engaged, and predictable partner.”159

Strategic competition looks different in different places. ARSOF provides outsized influence 
through their bottom-up indigenous approach that complements the U.S. top-down strategy. The U.S. 
can “win” this competition by effectively arguing in favor of and encouraging others to adhere to 
the international rules-based order and corresponding liberal values and assisting allies and partners 
in becoming more resilient to PRC influence. IAJ
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Mutually Assured Survival: 
Deterring Inadvertent Conflict Escalation 

Through Strategic Restraint Signaling

The ability to understand escalation dynamics around foreign military interventions vitally 
interests any major power that believes it will intervene in a foreign war in the future. Major 
powers, which often take part in risky military interventions on the periphery of their empire, 

want to avoid escalating war with other major powers. This paper explores the dynamic of restraint 
signaling as a means of avoiding conflict escalation while demonstrating four restraint signals 
present in the case studies that potentially helped reduce the risk of an inadvertent escalation. They 
are: restraining weapons shipments and other military aid, restraining the timing of arms shipments, 
restraining what type of military forces, advisor versus combat soldier that were deployed, and 
placing geographic and/or targeting restraints on forces. A theory that avoids escalation is useful 
as a tool for policymakers and strategic planners to understand the impact that foreign military 
interventions have on the possibility of an inadvertent conflict escalation. It also allows those 
charged with planning an intervention to develop a strategic plan that uses the appropriate level of 
support of clients without escalating the conflict.

Background

More than a dozen conflicts erupted globally during the two decades following the rise of 
decolonization and nationalism across the globe in the mid-twentieth century. Most of these 
conflicts took place in what was, at the time, referred to as the Third World. Places like Angola, the 
Middle East, Central America, and Afghanistan become the hotbeds of the final phase of the Cold 
War—interventions and conflicts more about East-West ideological dispute than anything else. 
As contemporary strategic competition heats up so does the likelihood of future foreign military 
interventions. How can the U.S. avoid escalation during interventions? The Cold War offers a 
snapshot of how major power avoided conflict escalation during the foreign military interventions 
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of the 1970s. 
Within these Cold War conflicts major 

powers saw opportunities to support individual 
sides while trying to preserve global peace. In the 
grand scheme of the US-Soviet competition, the 
Cold War was remarkable for the stability that 
was a four-decade-long struggle of ideological 
and geopolitical differences. Viewed from 
twenty-thousand feet, the Cold War was very 
much the “long peace” it appeared to be.1

In the Third World, it was less the “long 
peace” and was more like the “long war.” Despite 
the alleged existence of a stable period between 
major powers, the Cold War in the Third World 
was far from peaceful. Nuclear parity, the threat 
of mutually assured destruction, and the belief 
that war by proxy was the “cheapest insurance in 
the world” drove belligerents to achieving geo-
political aims through the indirect use of foreign 
forces.2 

While there was no true major power 
conflict, there were several asymmetric low-
level conflicts in which the major powers, the 
United States and the Soviet Union, interfered. 
In the decades following the 1940s, nearly 
three dozen African and Asian nations found 
themselves throwing off the yoke of colonialism 
and embracing their own freedoms. Washington 
D.C. and Moscow prepared to contest for 
power in almost all of them.3 During the Cold 
War, foreign military intervention and war by 
proxy were key strategies of the indirect conflict 
between the major powers, all done to change 
the balance of power in the only place they 
could—outside of Europe. Within Europe, the 
competition between the U.S. and the Soviet 
Union had become almost predictable: rhetoric 
exchanged, but little physical space moved. 
But, within the developing nations of the Third 
World, major power expansion among post-
colonial states was anything but predictable. 
The decades of the 1970s represented the peak of 
major power efforts to provide military support 
to Third World regimes at war.4 

The Literature

Earlier escalation work does not adequately 
address the interaction of major powers that 
choose to intervene in a conflict. Instead, much of 
the previous literature has focused on escalation 
as it relates to nuclear war. As Austin Carson 
points out in Secret Wars: Covert Conflict in 
International Politics, it is appealing to control 
escalation in conflict.5 Prior work has helped to 
explain how control happens at a nuclear weapon 
level. How major powers control escalation 
during more conventional wars is not. Even less 
explored is escalation control during indirect 
foreign military interventions. While limited 
war theory literature offers important lessons, 
it does not adequately trace the importance of 
controlling escalation at a more conventional 
level.

Much of what is known about contemporary 
limited war theory evolved from a desire to 
understand how escalation in war happens, as 
well as a need to understand ways of controlling 
escalation to ensure that war did not evolve to 
total war. Limited wars are those which are 
“vital but not existential” and do not require the 
utilization of all resources in pursuit of victory.6 

Limited war theorists like Bernard Brodie, 
Thomas Schelling, Robert Osgood, Henry 
Kissinger, and others all had to contend with 
a new reality: that the political aims they had 
previously fought wars for were not worth the 
cost of total destruction due to nuclear weapons. 
Nuclear parity with the Soviets meant that total 
war would be catastrophic. Cold War thinking 
on escalation and mutually assured destruction 
centered on the eventuality that a conventional 

During the Cold War, foreign 
military intervention and war 
by proxy were key strategies of 
the indirect conflict between the 
major powers...
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war was bound to go nuclear. These new theories 
on limited war were counter to the earlier focus 
on destroying the military will power of an 
adversary. This was no longer tenable once your 
enemy could use a nuclear weapon to “destroy 
the destroyer.”7 

A major contribution to the literature on 
limited war was the role tacit bargaining played 
in communications between sides. A limited war 
requires establishing limits.8 To achieve limits 
in war, belligerents have to bargain (formal, 
informal, tacit) to prevent escalation, as noted 
by Henry Kissinger in Nuclear Weapons and 
Foreign Policy.9 Schelling identified a similar 
phenomenon, calling them focal points—a 
solution to a coordination problem that somehow 
stands out as the natural answer even if the 
participants don’t arrange it beforehand—that 
could coordinate two people’s actions.10 Scholars 
have noted that the Korean War offers a few 
examples of focal points that limited the conflict. 
Natural terrain-based boundaries, as well as 
man-made separations, were used to separate 
combatants throughout the war. The Korean 

War also saw a delineation between weapons 
that could achieve strategic effects (in this case 
nuclear weapons) and conventional weapons. 
The Korean War offered limited war theorists 
an understanding of the role that tacit bargaining 
and mutual recognition could play in limiting 
war. 

The research uses the concept of competitive 
foreign military intervention. As presented 
earlier, the author defines competitive foreign 
military intervention as the provision of combat 
and non-combat related aid by major powers to 

a state or non-state participant actively engaged 
in an intrastate or interstate conflict, hoping 
to influence the outcome of the conflict.11 
Interventions are competitive because interveners 
share “competing, rather than shared interests in 
the outcome of [the war].”12 Competitive foreign 
military interventions, therefore, involve two 
states competing to support opposite sides, not 
two states competing to be the sole supporter of 
the same side of an inter or intrastate war. To 
fall within the definitions previously presented, 
combatants need to be opposed to each other and 
receive external support from two opposed major 
powers.

To capture interventions correctly, one must 
adopt a broad definition of external aid. Noel 
Anderson correctly notes that narrowing the 
scope of aid to only the deployment of combat 
forces misses many third-party interventions.13 
Anderson’s definition involves combat or 
advisory forces, as well as support with weapons 
and ammunition, non-lethal aid, or logistical 
support. Throughout this research, the broader 
approach to the treatment of external aid is used 
to assess interventions that involve more than 
just combat forces.

The work anchored the theory in the nature 
of escalation within limited wars. It is also 
grounded in the fear that the decisions major 
powers make are bound by their individual 
fears over the vulnerability they feel during 
an intervention.14 Restraint signaling helps 
to explain how major powers could control 
conflict escalation. As introduced previously, 
nuclear parity made large-scale major power 
conflict less likely, yet did not prevent conflict 
outright. In fact, the acute fear that an escalation 
would spiral into a larger conflict helps leaders 
prioritize actions that signal restraint. While overt 
interventions are risky, leaders can prioritize 
escalation controls and embrace restraint signals 
that communicate a constrained intervention is 
taking place. This logic makes sense of the initial 
choice to intervene in a foreign conflict and the 

...the acute fear that an 
escalation would spiral 
into a larger conflict helps 
leaders prioritize actions 
that signal restraint.
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dynamics that prevent the acute escalation risk 
stemming from the intervention.

The Risk of Escalation

During an intervention, major powers often 
face a dilemma concerning how they intervene 
in a conflict; clients want victory and often ask 
for more sophisticated supplies to accomplish 
that goal. Major powers, which use foreign 
military interventions as a way to achieve 
goals without escalating a conflict, are often 
in a bind. Clients need or demand intervening 
states provide increasing amounts of military aid 
in order to gain advantages over their enemy, 
even if that advantage is brief.15 Major powers 
often provide this increased amount of aid, so 
the conflict does not escalate because of major 
power involvement. This increased aid creates a 
secondary security dilemma that indirect foreign 
military intervention was meant to avoid. As 
greater quantities of weapons, regardless of 
sophistication, or greater quantities of intervener 
aid or presence flows into a country, the risk of 
an intervener escalation naturally increases. The 
requirement of victory for a client or intervener 
often encourages an expansion of the conflict 
into an area previously unaffected by the 
fighting. This goes counter to the fundamental 
appeal of war by proxy, the avoidance of a large-
scale escalation response by other actors.

Conflict escalation often equals an 
expansion of the scope or scale of the conflict, 
typically tied to an increase in the magnitude 
of the destruction as well.16 Expansion occurs 
during a conflict in two forms: the expansion 
of intervener involvement, which Kahn terms 
vertical escalation, or an expansion in the 
physical space, or horizontal escalation.17 
Conflict escalation can also mean an escalation 
of the conflict between the intervening major 
powers, the focus of this work, and what the 
author calls Intervener Escalation. Intervener 
Escalation is a secondary conflict that arises 
directly between two intervening major powers 

that feature a direct, large scale, and publicly 
acknowledged conflict. The intervening major 
powers find themselves in direct conflict with 
each other in the peripheral area of a conflict. 

When major powers decide to increase their 
military support to a client, they risk entering an 
escalation/counter escalation dynamic, similar to 
the dynamic action-reaction cycle found within 
the security dilemma. Each intervener would 
observe the increased support, subsequently 
increasing their support to their respective client. 
The escalation/counter-escalation dynamic is 
open-ended since there is no visible limit to the 
actions. As one intervener escalates, the other 
responds at a greater level, and so on. Since 
limits of the escalation are not clear to observers, 
there is a spiral towards conflict: intervener 
actions drive an increased reaction by the other 
intervener. Thomas Schelling called this classic 
case of brinkmanship—both sides continuously 
escalating actions—the “threat that leaves 
something to chance.”18 Since major power 
interveners are unaware of the level of escalating 
support their opposite is providing, they respond 
with their own unmediated increases in support. 
These escalatory actions purposely exploit the 
new security dilemma present, and inevitably 
raise the risk of escalation.

A 2008 Rand study, Dangerous Thresholds: 
Managing Escalation in the 21st Century, 
describes inadvertent escalations as occurring 
when:

…combatant’s intentional actions are 
unintentionally escalatory, usually because 
they cross a threshold of intensity or scope 

When major powers decide to 
increase their military support 
to a client, they risk entering an 
escalation/counter escalation 
dynamic...
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in	the	conflict	or	confrontation	that	matters	
to	the	adversary	but	appears	insignificant	or	
is invisible to the party taking the action. 
Such a failure to anticipate the escalatory 
effects of an action can result from a lack 
of understanding of how the opponent 
will view the action, it may result from 
incorrectly anticipating the second- or 
third-order consequences of the action in 
question, or both.19 

Major power interveners risk escalation 
when they increase their support to their clients 
with no visible restraint. The central challenge 
of an intervening major power, therefore, 
is to intervene in a way that does not cause 
their adversary to escalate the conflict. Major 
powers cannot deter or prevent all inadvertent 
escalations. This is because escalation is often 
a result of decision makers failing to choose the 
best actions during an intervention.20 Therefore, 
to reduce the risk of an inadvertent escalation 
and prevent a wider conflict, interveners must be 
“enlightened” through restraint signaling. This 
is primarily a coordination challenge in which 
the major powers must signal their interventions 
limits to avoid potential intervener escalation. 
Once a major power can accomplish a level 
of coordination, they can now achieve their 
intervention’s political goals while avoiding the 
possibility of widening hostilities. 

Restraint Dynamics in Competitive 
Foreign Military Interventions

The dynamics of how third-party major 
powers approach avoiding inadvertent escalation 
while engaging in a foreign military intervention 
is best modeled using a conceptual discussion of 

game theory. Game theory is useful because a 
game can serve as a formal model of a strategic 
situation. Strategic situations are those in which 
the player’s actions depend on those of their 
opponent.21 The scenario in question is one of 
strategically interdependent behavior, in that 
what one player does affects the outcomes of 
the other and what the other player does affects 
outcomes of the first player. Simply put, what 
Player A does affects Player B and vice-versa. It 
is not just about winning and losing. By looking 
at the theory of interactive behavior through 
the lens of game theory, the reader can more 
quickly draw parallels between one situation of 
intervention and another, and more closely draw 
a generalizable theory of escalation restraint in 
foreign military interventions.

To visualize a possible scenario, envision 
two major powers, the United States and Soviet 
Union, intervening in some local situation that 
falls within Third World Cold War dynamics. 
As noted in the thesis above, each side views 
the situation in terms of relative gains (domino 
theory) as well as within the security dilemma, 
that the actions of one decreases the security 
of the other.22 Both sides in this scenario exist 
under a status quo of the desire to avoid conflict 
between the major powers. Intervening powers 
must figure out a way to coordinate their 
interventions in such a way and such a manner 
as to not escalate the conflict past the bounds 
that it started in. Neither the Soviets or the U.S. 
wanted a limited regional war to escalate into an 
unlimited global war.

Coordination

The challenge for major power interveners 
is coordinating their decision of restraint in 
order to avoid a conflict escalation. When 
actual communication between opposition 
interveners is unlikely or impossible, interveners 
must communicate the decision of restraint 
through actions that establish limits. To do this 
successfully, major powers also must overtly 

The central challenge of an 
intervening major power, 
therefore, is to intervene in a 
way that does not cause their 
adversary to escalate the conflict.
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communicate these limits in recognizable and 
verifiable ways. This verifiable coordination 
signals to other interveners that the major 
powers do not wish to escalate the conflict. 
Tacit coordination is one way to communicate 
the intervener limits that convey restraint.

Schelling introduced tacit coordination in 
1960 to describe communication through deeds 
over words.23 A sequenced pattern of behavior 
allows intervening nations to find limits and 
regulate the competition in a way that avoids 
escalation. Limits are different for each conflict 
and dependent on intervener interests and the 
strengths and weaknesses of the client. These 
verifiable limits show the restraint that a major 
power is displaying. Limits, according to 
Schelling, need to be “objective,” in that both 
sides are aware of them, and “unique,” in that 
they are easily identifiable.24 

Once major powers identify limits, they 
can signal intervener restraint through their 
actions or by behaving in predictable patterns 
that are verifiable. Major powers can measure 
intervener restraint by evaluating the verifiability 
of the following credible restraint limits. They 
are: types of arms and equipment shipped, the 
timing of arms agreements and shipments, the 
difference between deployed forces as advisor 
or combat forces, and the use of geographic 
boundaries.

Weapons Shipments and Other Aid

Weapons and military aid transfers from 
intervener to client have been a usual hallmark 
of most interventions in the time period in 
question. Two types of distinctions regarding 
weapons systems are important: quantitative and 
qualitative. The volume and types of weapons 
and military aid passed to clients can show the 
level of support provided by the intervener, as 
well as communicate any restraint the intervener 
is taking.25 Quantitative transfers, such as 
large amounts of small arms, including rifles, 
ammunition, rocket launchers, and even tanks 

and some aircraft do not seem to be useful as a 
restraint signal. For example, during the interwar 
years, 1930-1939, between the World Wars, the 
Soviets made up just 6% of the world arms 
trade.26 By the 1970s, the Soviets made up a third 
of all arms transfers worldwide, with 31% of all 
Soviet arms transfers being sold to the Third 
World, much of it to Africa.

Interveners communicate restraint through 
the qualitative distinction between weapon 
systems as well. Interveners can signal levels of 
restraint through the type of weapons shipped. 
Even though volume and sophistication may 
increase as the conflict continues, shipping only 
weapons not capable of delivering strategic 
effects tacitly signals restraint. The provision 
on non-strategic weapons brings with it less 
escalation risk since adversary interveners may 
not view their shipments as raising a security risk 
in the intervention. This security risk comes from 
the nature of the weapons effects the shipped 
weapons are capable of achieving.

Interveners tacitly communicate restraint 
through the types or mix of weapons shipped 
and their level of sophistication and capability. 
This qualitative distinction between weapon 
types, lethal effects (strategic vs tactical) and 
non-lethal, can signal restraint. Small arms, such 
as rifles and ammunition, differ from bombers 
or missiles capable of deep strikes against 
population centers or against strategic targets, 
thus inflicting strategic effects.27 Advanced 
weapons transfers come with a security risk. The 
transfer of some types of sophisticated weapons, 
those capable of an increased destructive power 
or those that change the strategic outlook of 

Once major powers identify 
limits, they can signal intervener 
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or by behaving in predictable 
patterns that are verifiable.
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the conflict, can increase the risk of intervener 
escalation. For example, the United States 
understood this predicament in Afghanistan as it 
approached supplying the Stinger missile system 
to the Afghan Mujahedin. Shipping more than 
what the client needed to harass the Soviets, and 
the risk of the “pot boiling over” into intervener 
escalation, was too great.28 

Non-lethal military aid occupies another 
class of distinction that can signal restraint. 
Lethal aid is used to destroy the enemy while 
non-lethal aid, such as radars, medical, or 
communication equipment, is used to preserve 
or help friendly forces, not directly destroy the 
enemy. Delineating a distinction between lethal 
aid and non-lethal aid helps identify the scope of 
an intervention and helps prevent an intervener 
escalation scenario.

The Yom Kippur War is an example of 
the Soviets’ and Americans’ misunderstanding 
of the dynamic of restraint signaling and its 
role in controlling escalation. Conversely, the 
Angolan Civil War is an example of both sides 
understanding the restraint dynamic that arms 
shipments held in controlling escalations.

Timing of Arms Agreements and Shipments

The types of weapons or military aid shipped 
from intervener to client are important, but so is 
the timing of those agreements and shipments. 
Timing of agreement or shipments can take 
a few different forms. They could look like 
transfers before or after key regional dynamics 
have occurred (war or peace outbreaks), 
western power involvement or withdrawal, or 
they could be delayed around key major power 
negotiations. The key negotiations do not need 
to be concerned with the conflict at hand. They 

could be negotiations on other issues related to 
the major power relationship.29 Rapid shipments 
may show a firm intervener commitment, 
while leisurely shipments may show a level of 
uncertainty surrounding the success of the client 
in the intervention.30

The consideration of arms agreement timing 
and shipments shows an appreciation for the 
consequences of how these shipments might 
be interpreted. Arms shipment agreements 
could serve as an instigator of escalation if not 
carefully managed. Arms shipment timing also 
reveals policy ideals centered on establishing 
tacit limits to the intervention, bounding the 
scope in an easily verifiable way. For example, 
in the Nigerian Civil War, the Soviet Union held 
off signing an arms agreement with the Nigerian 
Federal Military Government (FMG) until after 
the United States had declared neutrality in the 
conflict.31 

 Both Washington D.C. and Moscow 
risked escalating the conflict during the Yom 
Kippur War through a mismanagement of arms 
shipment timing. Neither side was particularly 
concerned with controlling when arms shipments 
flowed into their client since the conflict was 
so short and appeared, at least in the beginning, 
existential for Israel. The Soviets seemed the 
most cognizant of the timing of shipments, but 
even their usual restraint was absent during this 
conflict.

Soviet airlifts to both Egypt and Syria 
began on October 10, 1973, four days after the 
conflict started and four days before the U.S. 
sent its first shipments. The Soviets shipped 
over seventy flights of supplies a day, totaling 
an immense amount of supplies. The only 
indication the Soviets delayed any shipments 
was the large sealift that contained the possible 
nuclear weapon on October 23, the day after UN 
resolution 338 called for a joint ceasefire.

Washington D.C. okayed Operation Nickel 
Grass, the U.S. resupply of Israel, on October 
12, 1973, and the first airlift loaded with 

Non-lethal military aid occupies 
another class of distinction 
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supplies departed the U.S. on October 14. From 
the start to the end, the U.S. resupply of the 
Israelis was stable and constant, occurring daily. 
There seemed to be little regard for any of the 
negotiations concurrently taking place during 
the resupply. The sole focus seemed to be on 
preventing the overwhelming defeat and collapse 
of the Israeli military. U.S. shipments to Israel 
peaked on October 21, only a day before the UN 
passed Resolution 338, indicating that shipments 
were undertaken during the lead up to the first 
ceasefire.32

The timing of arms shipments to Angola, 
a conflict that didn’t come close to escalating, 
was done differently. There is no evidence that 
the Soviets withheld or delayed arms shipments 
from the People’s Movement for the Liberation 
of Angola (MPLA) to coerce their clients’ 
actions during the civil war. There is, however, a 
level of significance in the timing of Soviet arms 
shipments as they related to the involvement of 
the United States in Angola. The first two arms 
shipments, August 1974 and March 1975, took 
place before the United States became involved 
in Angola. The U.S. 40 Committee set aside 
just $300,000 for American political action for 
Angola in January 1975, hardly an amount that 
would make the Soviet Politburo think the U.S. 
government was interested in the region.33 These 
shipments were in line with Soviet practices of 
heavy involvement before or after the U.S. got 
involved, timing their shipments so as not to 
antagonize the U.S. and possibly escalate the 
conflict.

The U.S.’ timing of arms was less 
predictable. The first $300,000 discussed above 
had no discernable connection other than the 
fact that it was very close to the signing of the 
Alvor agreement. This shipment seems to have 
been a bid to help the National Liberation Front 
of Angola (FNLA) secure a better bargaining 
position going into the Alvor negotiations. In 
July and August 1975, the 40 Committee would 
authorize a total of $24.7 million dollars in aid 

and arms, all before signing the Helsinki CSCE 
Final Act that the Soviets avoided shipping arms 
around. The Tunney amendment, signed into law 
on December 19, 1975, curtailed CIA covert 
appropriations for the FNLA, but not before 
the CIA made two more appropriations, one on 
November 14 and a second on November 21. 
Only the final amount of all aid is unclassified, 
both November aid amounts remain classified, 
but the author was able to calculate the total 
to be around $6.7 million between the two 
appropriations.34 Both of these monetary 
allotments and arms purchases occurred before 
Ford proposed peace through Dobrynin in 
December 1975. 

The instances discussed in both wars 
shows how timing of arms shipments plays a 
role in controlling the escalation dynamic. The 
Yom Kippur War demonstrates a case of not 
monitoring timing while the Angola case is an 
example of monitoring timing. Both cases also 
show the value of timing as a restraint signal, 
both in a positive and a poor way. By comparing 
the two case studies, the value is clear. Without 
controlling timing, intervening nations risk 
escalating the conflict regardless of other 
restraint dynamics used.

Advisor versus Combat Troops

Within competitive interventions, major 
powers often provide combat forces to their 
clients. Interveners accomplish this in many 
ways. It might be for an advise/train or advise/
assist role, where clients are provided strategic 
advice, campaign planning, guidance during 
field operations, and training. This is exemplified 
by the provision of U.S. help to the Mujahideen 
in Afghanistan. It can also occur in a surrogate 

...timing of arms shipments 
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or direct combat role, where clients are provided 
covert or overt forces to augment or fight on 
their client’s behalf.

It is often the case that when one major 
power deploys maneuver forces in support of a 
client, the other does not. That was evident in 
Korea, Vietnam, and the Soviet-Afghan Wars. 
The 1967 Six-Day War is another example of an 
aversion by major powers to introducing combat 
forces. In May 1964, Deputy Undersecretary 
of State Raymond L. Garthoff met with KGB 
officer and Second Secretary of the Soviet 
Embassy, Boris N. Sedov, who passed on to 
Garthoff the message that if the “United States 
were to become directly involved militarily in 
the escalating Middle East Conflict, the Soviet 
Union, too, would have to become involved.”35 
While “become involved” was ill defined, it is 
reasonable to assume that the Soviets meant a 
widening of the conflict.

Often deployed as part of an intervention, 
and not accounted for in the previously outlined 
scenarios, are non-combat military advisors. As 
Anderson has pointed out, this appears to be 
because they fill a “non-combat” role.36 So, even 
though major powers supply personnel, direct 
conflict between interveners in an intervention 
is rare.

The Soviet military, for example, often 
deployed combat personnel abroad within 
Warsaw Pact countries, but not as maneuvering 
ground forces outside of Europe. They would 
sometimes deploy fighter pilots or anti-aircraft 
missile operators, but their contribution to 
Third World conflict was marginal.37 Often, 
Soviet military contributions were with military 
advisors, those capable of conducting routine 
technical assistance, intelligence support, 

transportation, distribution of weapons, or 
combat advisor roles.38 For the Soviets, advisors 
did not mean frontline combat troops. Neither 
the Soviets nor the Americans ever committed 
ground forces to the Angolan or Yom Kippur 
conflict. As seen in other Cold War hotspots, 
the risk of escalation from direct confrontation 
informed major powers that sending forces that 
filled a combat role would shift the balance of 
power in the Third World. Both sides recognized 
that deploying large amounts of military 
forces could shift the escalation calculus of all 
interveners and change the limited nature of the 
conflict.

The Soviets maintained a healthy advisor 
presence in Egypt prior to the outbreak of 
hostilities in October 1973, even with the 
thorny relationship between Cairo and Moscow. 
Muhammad Anwar Sadat, then president of 
Egypt, was growing wearisome over Egypt’s 
survival, singularly tied to the Soviets.39 Prior to 
the outbreak of the conflict, 3,000 to 4,000, and 
up to 10,000 to 20,000, Soviet military advisors 
and technicians were present in Egypt and 
Syria.40 The Soviets also flew in advisors once 
the fighting started in a bid to keep the Egyptian 
and Syrian military afloat. 41 

There is little to no evidence that the Soviets 
took part in front line conflict on either the Suez 
or Golan Heights front. Soviet advisors were 
present in command posts of both the Egyptians 
and Syrians, as well as accompanying ground 
units that were away from the front line of 
combat. 

In Angola, the Soviet Politburo feared that 
client forces were incapable of handling the 
influx of weapons. The same fears existed in 
the U.S. as John Stockwell showed when he 
explained the CIA’s fear that domestic forces 
“were not able to organize the logistical systems 
necessary to deploy [weapons] or to develop 
the communications, maintenance, combat 
leadership, and discipline to organize an effective 
military effort.”42  In the case of the Soviets, 

Often deployed as part of 
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the Politburo considered troop deployments 
but feared that such a brazen escalation would 
damage the revitalized policy of détente between 
Moscow and Washington.43 Both Moscow 
and Washington now faced a dilemma: how 
to provide their African clients with needed 
support, while not committing their own forces 
and preventing an inadvertent escalation of the 
conflict.44 That solution was the stark distinction 
between those forces sent as advisors and those 
sent for a combat mission. Advisors were 
present to train local forces, while combat 
forces would directly take part in the fighting. 
As others have noted, distinguishing between 
advisors and combat forces has long been a way 
to “communicate restraint—ostensibly because 
of the ‘non-combat’ role played by advisers.”45 

Despite the amount of communist manpower 
present in Angola, the Soviet Politburo prohibited 
their advisors from participating in frontline 
combat missions. Soviet and Cuban advisors 
were intended to support their MPLA client in 
ways that did not risk intervener escalation. The 
Soviet military separated their advisors from 
combatants to signal their role in the intervention, 
a non-direct combat role. Sergey Kolomnin, a 
senior member of the Soviet military mission 
in Angola, wrote “as a rule, our advisers in the 
Angolan brigades moved to the rear when there 
were military operations.”46 Another Soviet 
officer serving in Angola echoed the same when 
he wrote that Soviet advisors were told that they 
“should only instruct, train and advise… but not 
fight.”47 Similar to the Soviets, Cuban advisors 
took steps to distance themselves from direct 
combat as a means of preventing escalation. 
Drawing a strong distinction between Soviet 
and Cuban forces serving as advisors to MPLA 
forces versus combat forces established a visible 
limit that could help prevent escalation: advisors 
were acceptable, combat troops were not.48 

The U.S. seemed to have been more 
judicious with its advisors. As the case studies 
show, American advisors often avoided the front 

lines, choosing to do their advising from the 
safety of bases far from the front or from another 
country. This allowed the CIA to accomplish a 
similar separation by using a different means—
they avoided being on the front lines at all. The 
CIA oversaw the advising mission for the U.S.  
choosing to operate outside Angola. Former 
CIA Director William Colby outlined that the 
CIA’s training mission between 1975 and 1976 
occurred outside of Angola “as no CIA officers 
were permitted to engage in combat or train 
there.”49 Stockwell similarly backed this up 
when he outlined CIA restrictions that prevented 

any staffers from being killed in Angola, and that 
they had no “discomfort worse than malaria.”50 
The CIA, Stockwell explained, allowed others 
to run the serious risk in the country while they 
conducted training from outside Angola.51 This 
dynamic is most noticeable directly around the 
time of the Alvor agreements when the CIA hired 
western mercenaries, South African Officers, 
and CIA paramilitary officers to embed with 
FNLA forces. This was done in a bid to help 
Western clients achieve a better negotiating 
position prior to the start of negotiations.52 With 
the passage of the Clark Amendment, Congress 
barred further U.S. money and involvement in 
Angola, permanently affecting CIA operations 
in the country. Drawing a distinction between 
fighter and advisor seems to have prevented 
escalation: once again, advisors were acceptable, 
combat forces were not.

Conclusion

This article examined the role of strategic 
restraint signaling between the United States 
and the Soviet Union during competitive foreign 
military interventions between the years 1973 
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and 1980. Based on the research, the answer is 
that signals of strategic restraint were present 
in the time period in question. This research 
examined two cases with differing results. In 
the case of the Yom Kippur War, the lack of 
signaling on the part of the Soviets led to a 
conflict escalation. In the case of the Angolan 
Civil War, the presence of signaling prevented 
the escalation of the conflict. 

Foreign military interventions within inter 
and intra state wars are an effective way to 
shape the outcome of the conflict. They were 
an especially effective, and greatly practiced, 
strategy used by both sides in the Cold War. 
Ostensibly, these wars offered major power 
interveners a less risky alternative to engaging in 
conflict themselves. Instead, these interventions 
bore the risk of escalation—a local war could 
become a global war. Yet, in the two instances 
of foreign military intervention explored here, 
the wars never became global, even if the threat 
of an inadvertent escalation existed. Instead, 
through the calculated display of strategic 
restraint, both the United States and the Soviet 
Union were able to conduct their intervention 
without eliciting a major escalatory response by 
the other major power. 

As foreign military interventions continue, 
the American and Soviet experience offers four 
generalizable lessons that may be impactful in 
contemporary foreign military interventions. 

First, major powers who intervene in wars 
do not necessarily want to go to war with other 
interveners. They are interested in seeing their 
client win and their prestige grow but may try to 
limit their interventions to both achieve victory 
and prevent any escalation.

Second, interventions by major powers 
carry inherent risks. Both the U.S. and Soviet 
Union believed that interventions during the time 
period of this study were worth the potential risk 
of escalation, even if they didn’t actually want 
that escalation to occur. Understanding what 
risks are worth taking in regard to escalation, 
and what risks are not worth taking is key to any 
future intervention scenario.

Third, open and direct communication 
between major power interveners is not 
always possible. Instead, as both major 
powers demonstrated, interveners may 
choose to communicate their limits tacitly—
communication through deeds over words. 
Interveners do not need direct communication 
to signal a desire to constrain intervention to 
prevent escalation. Instead, the act of restraint is 
the signal. Equally important is the receptiveness 
of receiving a signal. When interveners are 
unable to see the signal, or worse, unreceptive 
to the signal of strategic restraint, there is a high 
possibility of intervener escalation.

Fourth, strategic restraint signaling can take 
many forms. In the case studies presented, four 
restraint signals were readily visible in all or 
some of the wars. They are: restraining weapons 
shipments and other military aid, restraining 
the timing of arms shipments, restraining what 
type of military forces, advisor versus combat 
soldiers deployed, and placing geographic and/
or targeting restraints on forces. There are most 
likely other restraint factors that could be used 
to expand the theory.

In the future, foreign military interventions 
in inter- and intrastate wars will continue. The 
research presented in this paper will help to draw 
clear distinctions around conflict escalation 
and hopefully help to prevent escalation wars 
between major powers. Major power interveners, 
armed with an understanding of limits and the 
power of strategic restraint, may be more apt to 
identify the necessary signals and avoid future 
intervener escalations. In the future, research 
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applying strategic restraint to foreign military interventions is necessary. The prevalence of war is 
not diminishing. Major powers are bound to intervene in wars on opposing sides of a foreign military 
intervention. To avoid conflict escalation in interventions in the future, the research presented in this 
work is worth expanding to other examples outside those presented within this work. IAJ
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