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infrastructure, or crippling its space-based surveillance and com-
munications systems. Tomorrow’s wars may also take the form of 
grinding long-term contests that avoid open battle—special opera-
tions, proxies, detached and deniable actors. And tomorrow’s wars 
may include a terrorist component, remotely recruited or inspired 
by events—can we imagine a war with Iran that does not include 
Hezbollah’s worldwide capacity for violence? 

China and Russia have also learned by watching America’s expe-
rience during the past 20 years of the “Global War on Terror.” They 
may view proxy warfare and sponsorship of terrorism as effective 
ways to distract American attention and divert American resources. 

Future wars will require U.S. commanders not merely to fight 
opposing armies, but to orchestrate a broad arsenal of capabilities 
to counter a blended array of conventional and unconventional 
modes of conflict, including terrorism. 

Observation 4: Competition for defense dollars will 
increase pressure to make cuts to counterterrorism
With priority shifting to great power competition, expenditures for 
counterterrorism are already coming under increasing pressure as 
the Pentagon looks for money to develop significant new military 
and supporting technologies to overmatch what the Chinese and 
Russians are believed to be doing. At the same time, the compe-
tition for defense dollars will intensify as the defense budget itself 
comes under pressure. Given the costs of the COVID-19 pandemic, 
economic recovery, a ballooning annual deficit (forecast to be $3.7 
trillion for fiscal year 2020), and massive national debt (currently 
at around $26 trillion), it is difficult to envision continued increases 

in defense spending at the level seen over the past several years.40 
Future defense budgets are likely to be flat or even trimmed.

Economists at the RAND Corporation estimated in April 2020 
that contraction of the U.S. economy caused by the pandemic could 
reduce defense spending, if held at 3.2 percent of GDP, by $350-
600 billion over the next 10 years. This was before the surge in new 
cases of COVID-19 across the United States in June and July 2020 
and not taking into account likely political decisions to shift govern-
ment spending to other post-pandemic priorities.41  

Major savings can be made by base closures or cuts to some of 
the big weapons acquisition programs, but these are politically pro-
tected by members of Congress who will not allow closures or cuts 
to certain acquisitions because of their impact on local economies 
and jobs. Political leaders may also see defense spending as a way 
to accelerate economic recovery. Under budgetary pressure, the 
armed forces tend to cut personnel. There were major cuts after 
the Vietnam War and again after the end of the Cold War. Very 
modest cuts occurred between 2011 and 2015. Counterterrorism 
operations are carried out primarily by Special Forces and Special 
Operations Forces, which also play a key role in near-peer contests. 
The question is how likely budget cuts/constraints may affect not 
just the forces, but the mission.

Defense budgets are Byzantine. There is no single counterter-
rorism budget, and it is difficult to isolate what is spent on coun-
terterrorism. Part of the problem is agreeing upon what should be 
included. The broadest iterations of the total U.S. expenditures for 
counterterrorism include the costs of the war in Afghanistan—and 
the war in Iraq, since this was portrayed as part of the war on ter-

A CH-47 Chinook helicopter assigned to the Combat Aviation Brigade, 1st Armored Division prepares to land in order to extract Afghan 
National Army and U.S. soldiers assigned with the 1st Armored Division, and the 1st Battalion, 178th Infantry Regiment, Illinois Army 
National Guard following a advise-and-assist mission on September 17, 2019, in southeastern Afghanistan. (MSG Alejandro Licea/U.S. 

Department of Defense)
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ror. Military counterterrorist expenditures would also include the 
costs of the campaign to destroy the Islamic State, military opera-
tions in other countries like Yemen, Somalia, and the Philippines, 
and the continuing military assistance missions in many countries. 
The broadest cost calculations also include not only the actual costs 
of military operations, but the long-term costs of caring for those 
wounded and disabled in the wars, the interest costs of fighting on 
borrowed money, and other indirect effects.42 This puts the totals 
well into the trillions of dollars since 9/11, and it misleadingly sug-
gests that great savings can be saved by pivoting away from coun-
terterrorist missions.c

In fact, the potential savings by cutting counterterrorism expen-
ditures in future defense budgets is likely to be relatively small. If 
counterterrorism expenditures are defined as the cost of military 
operations directed against terrorists, including special operations, 
drone strikes, support of proxies in conflict zones, and military 
training missions to build capacity in countries confronted with 
terrorist threats, then counterterrorism comprises only a small por-
tion of the current $721.5 billion defense budget. 

The 2021 budget request for the Special Operations Command 
is approximately $16.6 billion.43 Most, but not all special operations 
are currently devoted to counterterrorism.

The cumulative costs of operation “Inherent Resolve,” the U.S.-
led campaign against the Islamic State that began in 2014, reached 
$23.5 billion by March 2018—about $5-6 billion a year.44 With the 
destruction of the Islamic State, the bombing campaign, which was 
the most expensive component of the operation, is over, and the 
savings already have been realized.

The total costs of the U.S. drone program are difficult to calcu-
late. Drones are operated both by the Pentagon and the CIA. Ac-
curate figures are hard to come by. In its fiscal year 2019 budget, 
the Department of Defense requested approximately $9.4 billion 
for drones and associated technologies.45 Another assessment put 
the administration’s request at $3.4 billion for drone procurement, 
research, development, testing, and evaluation.46 While the primary 
use of drones at present is in counterterrorism, it is widely assumed 
that drones will play a major role in future wars, including near-
peer contests. Even if the Pentagon were to leave all counterter-
rorist drone strikes to the CIA, it would still be investing in drone 
technology. 

Moreover, reductions in the number of Americans deployed in 
Afghanistan and Iraq and a tighter focus on counterterrorist oper-
ations could increase the reliance on air operations, including the 
use of drones. (The efficacy of drones as a counterterrorist weapon, 
their cost-effectiveness, legality, and morality versus other types of 
military operations continue to be matters of intense debate.)

Greater savings can theoretically be obtained by reducing the 

c There are multiple ways to calculate the costs of the war on terrorism, 
which is a higher figure than military operations in Afghanistan and Iraq. 
For just congressional appropriations for the wars, the figure was about 
$2 trillion in September 2019. See Emily M. Morgenstern, “Overseas 
Contingency Operations Funding: Background and Status,” Congressional 
Research Service, R44519, September 6, 2019. The gold standard for 
these calculations is Brown University’s Watson Institute for International 
and Public Affairs. Neta C. Crawford, “United States Budgetary Costs and 
Obligations of Post-9/11 Wars through FY2020: $6.4 Trillion,” 20 Years of 
War, Watson Institute of International and Public Affairs, Brown University 
and The Frederick S. Pardee Center for the Study of the Longer-Range 
Future, November 13, 2019. See also Leo Shane III, “Price tag of the ‘war on 
terror’ will top $6 trillion soon,” Military Times, November 14, 2018.

number of American boots on the ground. Expeditionary warfare 
is hugely expensive, hence the push to reduce the U.S. military pres-
ence in Afghanistan and Iraq, although U.S. military command-
ers, while noting that withdrawals are political decisions, warn 
against a premature or total withdrawal.47 Again, U.S. troops are in 
Afghanistan fighting Taliban insurgents, but these counterinsur-
gency operations are part of a broader counterterrorism strategy 
aimed at preventing the return of al-Qa`ida or other dangerous 
jihadi groups. When it comes to a hard decision, no president yet 
has wanted to take the risk.

This brings us back to the fundamental underlying dilemma. 
Americans understandably want and expect security against ter-
rorist attacks, and many probably believe that, with sufficient force, 
terrorists can be defeated once and for all and the threat of further 
terrorism ended. That is what going to war with al-Qa`ida or the 
Islamic State was about. I realize now that the error in framing the 
counterterrorist campaign as war, which made sense at the time, 
was that it implied a finite ending, as most American wars have 
ended in the past.  

But Americans are no longer willing to pay the price if that ap-
pears to be involvement in endless, unwinnable wars. Perhaps the 
jihadi terrorist enterprise can ultimately be suppressed, or it may 
fade away, although that could take decades—generations. Or to-
day’s terrorist campaigns may be subsumed by bigger wars or exis-
tential threats to civilization.  

War fatigue does not mean, however, that public expectations 
of security have changed. We do not know that Americans are now 
more willing to accept increased risk. Military operations, in my 
view, have reduced the ability of our jihadi foes to launch large-
scale attacks into U.S. territory from abroad, and these terrorist 
organizations have had only limited success in remotely inspiring 
homegrown jihadis to carry out attacks. But there are no equations 
that link military expenditures with measurable risk.  

Statistically, the danger terrorism poses to any American is mi-
nuscule, but terrorism is not about statistics. It is about percep-
tions—fear, alarm, anger—and perceptions can be framed and 
manipulated. Deep divisions in American society and intense po-
litical partisanship ensure that any terrorist incident will be framed 
to maximize political advantage. One need only look at how Ameri-
cans have handled the COVID-19 pandemic. 

At the beginning of this essay, I said that the future role of the 
military in counterterrorism is not just a debate about strategy, but 
rather requires a national discussion, which we as a nation have yet 
to conduct. Meanwhile, the challenge to the military is to address 
how counterterrorism operations could be reframed to avoid terms 
that imply “victories” in the traditional sense.  

Over the years, official documents, published articles, and public 
comments by active and retired military commanders and defense 
analysts have communicated ambiguous messages: Counterter-
rorism operations are essential, but military force cannot by itself 

“I realize now that the error in framing 
the counterterrorist campaign as war, 
which made sense at the time, was 
that it implied a finite ending, as most 
American wars have ended in the past.”
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defeat terrorists or end terrorism. Reinforcements are necessary. 
Complete or accelerated withdrawal of U.S. forces (from Afghani-
stan, Iraq, or Syria) entails increased risks. Terrorism is no longer 
the priority; we must shift attention and resources to great power 
competition. All of these statements reflect specific military as-
sessments and may be true, but the public may well be confused. 
The solution would be an honest national conversation about these 
trade-offs, but how to bring that about in the current political en-
vironment is not obvious.

Thus far, the savings from troop reductions have been disap-
pointing. In 2011, the United States had 94,000 troops in Afghan-
istan at an estimated annual cost of $107 billion. In 2019, 9,800 
American troops remained in the country at an estimated annual 
cost of $52 billion—a 90 percent reduction in troops resulting in a 
51 percent reduction in costs.48 Further reductions in troops levels 
are likely, but with proportionately less savings.

Thousands of additional U.S. troops are deployed in Africa and 
elsewhere, training, advising, and fighting alongside local security 
forces, in some places battling extremist fighters with airstrikes and 
ground operations with local commandos. Although the Trump ad-
ministration has been critical of overseas deployments in so many 
countries, these are comparatively low-cost operations and can be 
considered good investments. Not much money can be saved by 
reducing them, although a constrained defense budget render them 
vulnerable to cuts. 

It is not merely a matter of budgets. U.S. troops are in Iraq not 
only to help the Iraqis fight terrorists, but also to counter Iranian 
influence in the region.49 U.S. counterterrorism assistance to vari-
ous countries also encourages and facilitates international cooper-
ation in sharing intelligence about terrorism. This cooperation has 
in the past proved vital in protecting the United States and its allies 
against terrorist attacks. The importance of U.S. counterterrorist 
capabilities and intelligence sharing was illustrated in June 2020 
when French special forces killed Abdelmalek Droukdel, al-Qa`i-
da’s longtime commander in North Africa. The United States assist-
ed the operation by providing intelligence that located the target. 
France, which has 5,000 of its own troops in West Africa,50 and the 
United States are cooperating in preventing jihadis from establish-
ing new strongholds in the Sahel. 

Many of the places where the United States provides counterter-
rorism assistance are also arenas of great power competition—for 
example, Africa, and the Philippines. Terrorists in these countries 
directly threaten their governments, which need help. Offering 
training and assistance enables the United States to maintain ac-
cess and develop influence.  

The bottom line is that reductions in counterterrorism oper-
ations will come, but—counterinsurgency costs aside—these re-
ductions will not free up large amounts for the development of 
capabilities to wage near-peer warfare. And cutting too deeply will 
have adverse strategic effects both in protecting the United States 
against terrorism and achieving other strategic goals. As the com-
mander of the U.S. Special Operations Command Africa General 
Dagvin R. M. Anderson noted in a recent interview in this pub-
lication, “pretty much every nation in Africa, has a concern about 
violent extremism and terrorism. And we bring great credibility 
and great value—Special Operations—to help them address that 
security concern. Being able to partner with them and address that 
security concern gives us access, gives us engagement opportunity 
and influence in order to then compete with these other global pow-
ers—China and Russia—to ensure we have access and the world has 

access to these resources as well that are vital to our economies.”51 

Observation 5: Shifting priorities should not mean 
discarding competence
The Unites States’ armed forces emerged from the Vietnam War 
scarred and grieved. Ten years of war, a troop commitment that in 
1968 reached over half a million, vastly superior weapons, the loss 
of 58,000 dead and 300,000 wounded (with a higher percentage 
of survivors than in previous conflicts suffering multiple amputa-
tions or disabling wounds that likely would have resulted in death 
in previous wars), the heavy toll did not bring victory.52 Not only 
had the American public turned against the war, many had turned 
against the military establishment itself. Returning veterans found 
no welcome, only scorn. 

Unwilling to learn the lessons of the war, American military 
leaders were instead determined to never let this happen again. 
To ensure that it would not, the army purged itself of everything 
that had to do with irregular warfare. Its counterinsurgency capa-
bilities were systematically dismantled. Counterinsurgency, which 
had been a major preoccupation since the early 1960s, was almost 
totally erased from the training curricula. Special Forces—often dis-
paraged and resented by many senior officers—were reduced. The 
military went back to preparing for fighting conventional wars—
almost exclusively. 

Initially, U.S. armed forces saw no military role in dealing with 
the growing phenomenon of terrorism. Until the late 1970s, this 
position was understandable. The terrorist groups operating in the 
cities of South America, Europe, and Japan at the time, despite the 
Marxist orientation of most, posed little direct threat to the United 
States, although some of them attacked U.S. targets, including dip-
lomats, military personnel, and corporate officials. There was little 
the Pentagon believed it could do other than protect U.S. military 
assets abroad. Otherwise, it was not seen as the Pentagon’s problem, 
and there were good reasons to avoid involvement. In the face of 
public disorder and escalating terrorist violence, British troops had 
deployed to Northern Ireland, but the United States faced no such 
domestic threat and, in any case, it was not a model that the United 
States could or wanted to emulate. Dealing with America’s own do-
mestic terrorist groups remained a law enforcement responsibility, 
not a military mission. 

Events in the Middle East followed a different trajectory. From 
the early 1970s on, Middle Eastern militants increasingly targeted 
Americans and some plotted terrorist attacks in the United States. 
In many cases, moreover, their terrorist campaigns were supported 
by national governments in the region—Libya, Syria, Iraq, South 
Yemen, Sudan, and Iran—as a mode of surrogate warfare. That 
changed the equation. State-sponsored terrorism became a growing 
U.S. national security concern, putting the option of military force 
on the table. The Pentagon continued to resist.

Airline hijackings, embassy seizures, and kidnappings during 
the late 1970s pushed the Pentagon into developing a hostage res-
cue capability, especially after the successful hostage rescues carried 
out by Israelis at Entebbe in 1976 and German commandos in Mog-
adishu in 1977. Unfortunately, the new U.S. force failed its first time 
out in April 1980 in an attempt to rescue Americans held hostage at 
the U.S. embassy in Tehran. The aborted operation revealed serious 
shortcomings in planning joint special operations. 

The October 1983 bombing of the Marine barracks in Beirut, in 
which 241 American service personnel died, was a turning point. 
At the direction of Secretary Caspar Weinberger, a commission led 
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by Admiral Robert Long was created to review the military disaster. 
It concluded that the military had failed to adequately address and 
prepare for the terrorist threat. But the commission’s conclusions 
went beyond events in Beirut to point out that the United States, 
and specifically the Department of Defense, was inadequately pre-
pared to deal with the terrorism. “It makes little sense to learn that a 
State or its surrogate is conducting a terrorist campaign or planning 
a terrorist attack,” the commission observed, “and not confront that 
government with political or military consequences …”53 

That position coincided with the views of Secretary of State 
George Shultz, a World War II Marine himself, who saw the use of 
military force as necessary to back up American diplomacy against 
terrorism, but still the military resisted. The argument continued 
through the mid-1980s. The United States eventually did employ 
limited military power in response to terrorist attacks on a handful 
of occasions as we will come to later in this essay, but it was not 
until 9/11 that the U.S. armed forces were given the counterterrorist 
mission that has occupied them since.

The current shift in priorities, explicitly downgrading terrorism, 
could easily slide into a repeat of the post-Vietnam dismantling of 
counterinsurgency capabilities. This could occur through budget-
ing reallocations, abandonment of advisory and support missions, 
or targeted reductions in force aimed at specialized units or per-
sonnel. The budget reallocations already occurring suggest they are 
likely to produce only modest savings. Abandoning missions and 
losing core competencies, in my view, should be avoided. 

The shift in emphasis from counterterrorism to near-peer 
warfare is intended to be a makeover, not a turnover. If it is ac-
companied by a denigration of the counterterrorism mission this 
generation of U.S. military personnel have worked toward, reten-
tion could become a problem. 

The Vietnam War and the wars in Afghanistan and the Middle 
East have affected the armed forces differently. Although 2.7 million 
Americans served in Vietnam (out of 9.1 million military person-
nel on active duty sometime during the Vietnam era) compared to 
2.8 million who served in Afghanistan or Iraq between 9/11 and 
2015),54 the Vietnam experience may have had a less lasting effect 
on the U.S. military than the wars in Afghanistan and Iraq for a 
variety of reasons. 

The armed forces during the Vietnam deployment were much 
larger. The active duty strength of the armed forces in the late 1960s 
was approximately 3.5 million in the late 1960s—a post-World War 
II peak.55 Since 2000, the number of active duty personnel has 
ranged around 1.4 million. The wars in Afghanistan and Iraq were 
longer. The big buildup in Vietnam began in 1965, and by 1969, 
the withdrawal was underway. About a fifth of those who served 
in Vietnam were draftees, most of whom left the service after two 
years (although even in the all-volunteer force, most departures 
from the service occur after the first tour). Experience evaporated 
quickly. People serve longer in today’s professional armed forces. As 
a result, multiple deployments to conflict zones are more common 
in today’s armed forces. The post-9/11 personnel are also more likely 
to have seen actual combat. Repeated tours of duty have imposed a 
heavy burden on them and their families. Those who started their 
careers after 9/11—meaning most of the military—have yet to ex-
perience peace.

The retention issue is most critical for the Army. Army person-
nel (including the Regular Army, Reserve, and National Guard) 
account for 58 percent of the total deployed-troop years since 9/11 
with the Marines, Navy, and Air Force accounting for the remaining 

42 percent. There already has been considerable attrition of this 
deployment experience. Recent research shows that, as of 2015, 
soldiers accounting for 55 percent of this deployment experience 
no longer remain in the army. Those who served three or more 
tours represent an especially critical resource. As of 2015, about 40 
percent of these “highly deployed” soldiers have left the military.56 
Many of those who remain seem likely to finish their full military 
career.57

The career environment is critical. Many of these men and wom-
en could still be in uniform for another 10 to 20 years—a valuable 
source of institutional knowledge that the services should try to 
retain. Telling soldiers that they have spent their entire career fight-
ing wars that the country no longer gives a damn about and that its 
political leaders now describe as dumb, stupid, or lost, inevitably af-
fects morale. Veterans who saw service in Afghanistan or Iraq tend 
to be ambivalent about whether the wars were worth fighting.58 
Although half thought fighting in Afghanistan was worth it, only a 
third thought both wars were worth fighting while another third felt 
that neither war was worth fighting.59 How closely this reflects the 
attitudes of those still on active duty is hard to say. If those who have 
devoted the last 10 or 20 years to counterterrorism perceive their 
experience and therefore themselves devalued as the military shifts 
its priorities to fight the ‘right’ wars, departures could accelerate. 

If I could speak personally to each and every person current-
ly in uniform, I would tell them, “The people of this country and 
its armed forces owe you more than today’s polite but perfunctory 
‘Thank you for your service,’ but instead a deep debt of gratitude 
for your devotion to duty and your sacrifices. The current effort to 
address new military challenges does not diminish your past contri-
bution, your hard-earned military experience, or your future value 
to our nation’s defense. These remain relevant and will be needed.” 
That ought to be the hymn of senior military leadership, especially 
those setting personnel policies. 

Observation 6: The need to catalogue and exploit 
counterterrorism skills
Those with years of military experience dealing with insurgents and 
terrorists in Afghanistan and the Middle East may not be the best 
qualified to drive armor divisions across the plains of Europe, com-
mand major naval battles in the Pacific, or engage in aerial dogfights 
with enemy aircraft. (We did not have these skills when we entered 
World War II either.) What exactly are the counterterrorist capa-
bilities and skills that should be preserved? 

Counterterrorist operations encompass a broad variety of tasks 
and missions. Many of the assignments fall into the category of 
advisory and support missions. These vary greatly from country 
to country, even from province to province. Small American con-
tingents work with local military establishments to improve their 
effectiveness, enabling them to contain the insurgent and terrorist 
organizations without need for direct U.S. intervention. The Amer-
ican teams also provide independent assessments of the threat. The 
teams can assess the situation and determine when additional sup-
port might be required and what might work best. They are also a 
direct conduit of intelligence. 

The military has also learned to enlist and work with proxies, 
both of which are traditional special forces missions. The Unit-
ed States supported the Afghan mujahideen to ultimately defeat 
the Soviet Union in the 1980s. In 2001, it combined Afghanistan’s 
Northern Alliance, an irregular force, U.S. Special Forces (some 
on horseback), and U.S. airpower to defeat the Taliban and scat-
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ter al-Qa`ida. In 2006, the United States exploited the discontent 
of local Sunni tribes to displace al-Qa`ida-aligned insurgents in 
western Iraq. In 2014, the United States assembled and support-
ed a Kurdish and Arab ground force to recapture territory held by 
the Islamic State. The first of these was a part of the Cold War—a 
continuing contest between near peers. The others fall into the do-
main of counterterrorism broadly defined. All of these operations 
were innovative and successful. They did not bring lasting peace or 
produce the democratic governments that some hoped for; they did 
contribute to national security.

Success in these operations depends on detailed local knowledge 
of the physical terrain and human geography, and in some cases 
requires an ability to operate as isolated small units amid a civilian 
population filled with potential hostiles. The psychological pressure 
is enormous. The skills are as much diplomatic as military. Not ev-
eryone can do it well.

Special operations have changed since the 1960s when the em-
phasis was on the deployment of area-trained Special Forces teams 
that could assist local armies and recruit proxies where knowledge 
of language and culture were important, but that could also carry 
out active military operations in enemy territory. Since then, special 
operations have increased emphasis on kinetic operations—one-off 
strategic strikes by U.S. personnel as opposed to living with local 
forces.

The kinetic component of counterterrorism is essentially a man-
hunt. Continuing intelligence collection and analysis to understand 
the hierarchy and roles played by individual terrorist leaders is pre-
requisite to operations. Key figures become subjects of continuous 
surveillance over long periods of time to track their whereabouts 
at any given moment. That can lead to opportunities for a drone 
strike or the insertion of a specialized team, which requires its own 
specialized infrastructure—months of patient work culminating in 
a few minutes, even seconds on target. The 2011 killing of Usama 
bin Ladin in Abbottabad, Pakistan, is an example. 

A key counterterrorism skill set that is relevant and should be 
honed further is the identification, mapping, and dismantlement 
of networks. For example, while the physical landscape and ‘actors’ 
are different, similar skills are needed to map out an al-Qa`ida cell 
in Pakistan and map out the specific activity of key vessels, state 
affiliated and proxy ones, utilized by China as part of its gray zone 
strategy in key areas of the South China Sea.  

Information operations that seek to amplify or highlight frac-
tures and inconsistencies in the ideals and behaviors of terror actors 
is another area where counterterrorism skills are transferable.

Rather than being a continuous, large-scale military campaign 
against enemy military forces, counterterrorism is a global cam-
paign of thousands of tiny operations against an elusive foe. (The 
campaign against the Islamic State, which chose to defend territory, 
was an anomaly.) The operations are not sequential; there is no 
defined end-state beyond degrading and eventually disabling an 
organization—relentlessly pursuing its leaders and key personnel, 
preventing them from communicating, keeping them on the run, 
depriving them of an opportunity to assemble, cutting off their sup-
ply of weapons and sources of financing, discouraging their recruit-
ment. Achieving “victory” in the traditional sense is not applicable.60

Operations must be conducted within the constraints imposed 
by tight rules of engagement while protecting friendly forces and 
supportive populations against terrorist attack. Counterintelligence 
capabilities depend heavily on human skills more than on weapons 

superiority, although capabilities for airstrikes and insertion are 
critical. 

There are also deeper, critical but less obvious skills. All battle 
requires knowledge of the opposing forces, but none requires such 
detailed understanding of the enemy as counterterrorism—not just 
his military capabilities, but the terrorists’ political strengths, be-
liefs, mindset, and concepts of strategy—and the physical, social, 
and psychological terrain in which the terrorists operate. 

In addition to leadership skills honed in combat under trying 
conditions, counterterrorism brings experience in dealing with 
complex, multi-level, and multidimensional conflict situations. 
Obtaining a profound understanding of the adversary, rapid ex-
ploitation of intelligence, adaptability to different situations and 
conditions, and the ability to develop innovative solutions are skills 
that are clearly fungible to near-peer warfare. 

These are the readily observable parts of counterterrorism. 
Those involved in military operations over the last two decades no 
doubt will have different views of what they do and how they do 
it, as well as different ideas about their own skill sets. It would be 
useful to catalogue these, distill lessons learned, and identify best 
practices before memories dim and war stories take over. The ob-
jective is not to write a new counterterrorism manual, which would 
soon be out of date and might even inhibit creative thinking, but 
rather to capture a history that can inform and inspire how the 
United States might address future terrorist threats, which are al-
most certain to arise. 

Those deeply involved in counterterrorism operations over the 
past two decades might also be able to offer very different perspec-
tives on how the United States might fight future near-peer wars. 
Counterterrorist practitioners have learned, for example, that very 
small forces can be deadly, that large military formations, concen-
trations, and platforms are vulnerable, that possession of superior 
weapons does not guarantee military success, that military success 
does not always translate to political success, and that war is very 
much a matter of manipulating perceptions. How might these skills 
apply to challenges from Russia or China?

However, years of practice in dealing with insurgents and terror-
ists brings more than lessons learned through trial and error; it may 
alter how one thinks about the art of war itself. In both counterin-
surgency and counterterrorism, field experience overrides doctrine. 
In conventional warfare, doctrine carries greater weight. We fight 
fewer large-scale conventional wars; therefore conventional war-
fare doctrine derives from wars fought in the distant past or models 
of unfought wars. In contrast, counterterrorism doctrine derives 
from continuous operations and is constantly being amended. 

The last time the United States fought a conventional war 
against true near-peer adversaries was in the Second World War—
75 years ago (although some might argue it was against the Chinese 
in Korea 70 years ago). It is true that the First Gulf War and the 
opening weeks of the Iraq War involved conventional operations, 

JENKINS

“Conventional warfare doctrine 
reflects weapons systems, which 
have long lives. The arsenal of 
counterterrorism is human.”                                                               
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but Iraq was a third-rate military power, hardly a near peer. While 
these engagements reflected the latest developments in weapons 
and information technologies, basic doctrine survived.

The U.S. military entered the “Global War on Terror” with no 
counterterrorism doctrine and virtually no experience. And as al-
ready discussed, it had deliberately all but erased its memory of 
counterinsurgency. What it knows now derives from experience. In 
the case of counterinsurgency, it had to recover its memory, but then 
apply it to completely different sets of circumstances. In the case of 
counterterrorism, it had to learn from scratch. This has great im-
portance in the professional formation of officers and senior NCOs.

Conventional warfare doctrine reflects weapons systems, which 
have long lives. The arsenal of counterterrorism is human. I am 
using the term “conventional warfare” instead of near-peer warfare 
because I have already argued that future near-peer wars are likely 
to be multidimensional and include both conventional and uncon-
ventional components. We are likely to prepare for them from a 
more conventional warfare perspective. That could be a limitation. 

There is no single counterterrorism or counterinsurgency expe-
rience; even a campaign in a single country often comprises a hun-
dred little wars. Beyond specific lessons, those who have spent the 
better part of the last two decades in counterterrorism and coun-
terinsurgency roles have the benefit of multiple and diverse expe-
riences. It creates a mindset that looks at each new situation not 
from the standpoint of existing doctrine, but as a fresh problem to 
be solved. Constantly walking into new situations, they have learned 
to be nimble thinkers. They might, therefore, have completely novel 
approaches to current near-peer challenges.

Observation 7: Terrorism is changing, too
Counterterrorism is a continuously changing repertoire in response 
to a dynamic threat. As the terrorist threat evolves, strategy and 
tactics must change accordingly. The history of counterterrorism 
operations shows this evolution. 

From the 1980s to the end of the 20th century, the United 
States used military power in response to state-sponsored ter-
rorism—against Syrian and Druze positions in Lebanon in 1984 
following the 1983 bombing of the American Marine barracks in 
Beirut, against Libya in 1986 in response to that country’s con-
tinuing support of terrorist operations against American targets, 
against Iranian targets in 1987 following an Iranian attack on U.S.-
flagged vessels in the Persian Gulf, and against Iraq in 1993, after 
that country was allegedly involved in a plot to kill former President 
George H. W. Bush during a visit to Kuwait. These were one-off op-
erations in retaliation for terrorist attacks and intended to support 
U.S. diplomatic efforts to discourage state-sponsored terrorism. In 
response to the bombing of the 1998 American embassies in Afri-
ca, the United States more directly targeted terrorists, albeit inef-
fectually. Each of these responses was different. They were limited 
and mostly intended to send a message rather than cause serious 
military damage.

Since 9/11, the United States has conducted continuous military 
operations against terrorist targets in Afghanistan and the Mid-
dle East, and irregularly in other parts of the world. Between 2014 
and 2019, the United States conducted air operations and provided 
artillery support of Kurdish and Arab efforts to retake cities held 
by the Islamic State. Concurrent with these operations, there have 
been targeted killings of key terrorists. During the same time pe-
riod, military forces have carried out a number of hostage rescues. 

The need for this specific capability will remain.
The counterterrorist campaign since 9/11 has been intense, 

global in scope, but (putting aside the invasion of Iraq) focused on 
a narrow set of jihadi foes connected with or issuing from those 
responsible for the 9/11 attacks. The notion of expanding the “Glob-
al War on Terror” to include other terrorist foes—Hezbollah, for 
example—briefly came up during the more hubristic moments of 
the campaign, but efforts remained focused on those inspired by 
jihadi ideology. “Combating terrorism,” the term used for decades to 
encompass broader U.S. efforts against worldwide terrorism, con-
tinued as a parallel, but separate effort from the narrower campaign 
against al-Qa`ida and its jihadi spin-offs.

The jihadi threat is not the same as that confronted in 2001, 
and operations against other terrorist organizations are likely to be 
different. As a consequence of military operations and law enforce-
ment efforts, the jihadi enterprise is now more decentralized. And it 
is more locally focused as its cadres and recruiters seek to establish 
new fronts, which they have been doing for 30 years. 

No longer able to assemble and train thousands of recruits in 
Afghanistan, al-Qa`ida has been unable to coordinate large-scale 
strategic attacks at anything near the scale of 9/11. Instead, it relies 
on its affiliates, which are also hard pressed, and on exhortation via 
the internet to inspire homegrown terrorists to carry out attacks 
in its name. 

The Islamic State was able to bring tens of thousands of foreign 
fighters to Syria and Iraq to support its newly declared caliphate, 
but its leaders generally did not exhibit the same commitment that 
al-Qa`ida did to strategic strikes directed against the United States. 
The barrage of attacks in France and Belgium between 2014 and 
2016 was a notable exception, though no evidence has emerged that 
the Islamic State’s then leader Abu Bakr al-Baghdadi was personal-
ly involved in planning those operations in the way bin Ladin was 
with 9/11. However, the new leader of the Islamic State, who was 
previously al-Baghdadi’s deputy, led some of its global terrorist op-
erations.61 It is not clear yet how he may alter the group’s trajectory.

The Islamic State destroyed itself in an ill-considered attempt 
to create a state and defend its territory in open battle against a 
vastly superior opponent. The caliphate, its principal achievement, 
ultimately became its graveyard. This implies no claim of strategic 
victory. The jihadi narrative remains a powerful draw to some, al-
though there is often a myriad of personal reasons for this attrac-
tion. Both al-Qa`ida and the Islamic State survive in the shadows 
and are capable of comebacks, but the current threat is different 
from what it was. 

Jihadi groups continue to wage war in South Asia, the Middle 
East, across the Sahel, East Africa, increasingly in Mozambique. 
Jihadi groups are also active in Sri Lanka and the Philippines. That 
al-Qa`ida, the Islamic State, or some new jihadi assemblage might 
set up shop in the wake of American withdrawals from Afghanistan 
or in new territory drives current counterterrorist concerns.

Meanwhile, the terrorist threat to the United States comes pri-
marily from remotely inspired, but homegrown terrorists, who are 
less tethered to a central organization or even specific ideology. 
Their capabilities do not approach another 9/11, and that is prog-
ress. The worst terrorist attack in the United States since 9/11 was 
the 2016 shooting at the Pulse nightclub in Florida, which killed 
49. This event accounts for almost half of all of the jihadi-caused 
fatalities on U.S. soil since 9/11. Ironically, reducing the risk of large-
scale terrorism has decreased American tolerance for any risk at 
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all—even small-scale attacks provoke alarm and outrage at failures 
of security. 

Other terrorist foes exist as potential threats on the horizon. 
Hezbollah, which has American blood on its hands from its terror-
ist operations in Lebanon in the 1980s and during the war in Iraq, 
has thousands of combatants, an impressive arsenal of rockets, and 
a global network engaged in drug trafficking, smuggling, money 
laundering, and other criminal activities. It has carried out terrorist 
activities in Europe, Asia, and South America. 

Hezbollah has operatives in the United States as well;62 however, 
it is unlikely to take independent action against the U.S. homeland 
or launch an attack causing major loss of American lives. It would 
expose Hezbollah’s patron Iran to retaliation by the United States, 
which would suspect (or choose to presume) that such action would 
not take place without Iranian approval. From Tehran’s perspective, 
however, a small-scale terrorist attack could remind Americans of 
the trouble they will invite if the United States attacks Iranian in-
terests. 

A war with Iran would almost certainly provoke a sabotage and 
terrorism campaign carried out by the Quds Force of the Islamic 
Revolutionary Guard Corps (IRGC), Hezbollah adherents world-
wide, and other Iranian assets including its proxies in Iraq and 
Yemen.63 Beyond these, there currently are no other identifiable 
terrorist organizations that have identifiable geographic bases and 
global reach. State sponsors may recruit local groups to act as prox-
ies, but again, the risk of retaliation imposes constraints. 

Lockdowns and restrictions caused by the coronavirus pandemic 
appear to have decreased the risk of terrorist attacks in non-conflict 
zones, according to the United Nations, but the Islamic State has 
increased its activity in the Middle East and Africa since the begin-
ning of 2020.64 In addition to the immediate economic contraction, 
the pandemic may produce long-term economic stagnation. Some 
developing economies (those dependent on tourism or on certain 
commodities exports) may be particularly hard hit with increased 
unemployment and possible social unrest.65

The mass destruction scenarios that terrorists imagined and of-
ficials feared in the dark days immediately after 9/11 remain very 
remote possibilities, although they cannot be entirely dismissed. 
The pandemic has renewed concerns about bioterrorism.66 It is not 
that the pandemic gives terrorists new capabilities or points them 
to a new path they have not thought of before, but it has inspired 
a new cohort of political fanatics to think about how they might 
weaponize dangerous pathogens.67 

We can only speculate how the coronavirus pandemic might 
affect American attitudes toward terrorism. Will the daily deaths 
of thousands of Americans—an experience that will last a genera-
tion—inure Americans to the far lesser body counts caused by ter-
rorists in the years since 9/11? Does COVID-19’s higher toll end of 
the 9/11 era just as the carnage of World War I eclipsed the wave of 
anarchist terrorism that began in the 1880s? Or have the virus, the 
protests, the economic hardships, and the deep political divisions 
so scraped the nation’s nerves that even a minor attack will prompt 
unreasoning terror and fury?

The last several years have seen a resurgence of violence by 
ideologically-motivated terrorists, predominantly white national-
ists, but also anarchist elements. Both of these dark streams are 
prevalent in American and European history. They widen or narrow 
according to economic and social stress. They are, however, loose-
ly organized and lack geographic bases. The violent fringes share 

attitudes, but individuals operate autonomously. Galaxies rather 
than groups, they offer no targets for military operations. While 
potentially very dangerous, they pose more of a societal problem 
for political leaders and police to solve. 

State governors can utilize the National Guard when necessary 
to maintain public order. Federal forces have, on occasion, been 
deployed to assist them in dealing with riots. In my view, the U.S. 
armed forces should avoid involvement in dealing with domestic 
terrorism. The current fraught political environment guarantees 
that any domestic military role in responding to terrorism will 
awaken suspicions that the armed forces are being used as an in-
strument of political oppression and could discredit the military 
institution itself. 

There have been a number of discussions over the years about 
expanding the definition of terrorism to include drug traffickers or 
other transnational organized crime groups. This may have some 
statutory value to federal investigators, but it could also open the 
way for direct U.S. military involvement. The U.S. armed forces 
have carried out or supported military operations against insur-
gents and terrorist organizations that are also directly engaged in 
or benefit financially from drug trafficking—for example, the in-
surgents in Colombia, Sendero Luminoso in Peru, the Taliban, and 
Hezbollah. With these exceptions, combating transnational orga-
nized crime lies beyond counterterrorism and would represent a 
significant expansion of the military role. It should be viewed with 
extreme caution.

Concluding Observation: So where do we go?
We return to our original question: How will the United States con-
duct counterterrorism during an era in which great power competi-
tion has been defined as the number-one national security priority? 
Here are some final reflections and observations:

It is not the purpose of this essay to challenge the assumptions 
underlying the shift in priority from counterterrorism to near-peer 
warfare. Russia and China along with new technological develop-
ments pose threats that must be addressed. We cannot be certain 
what future wars will look like. However, we can say: The United 
States faces a broad spectrum of military challenges—both conven-
tional and unconventional—and will need an array of capabilities 
to confront multiple modes and combinations of conflict, including 
terrorism. 

The capability of the jihadis to mount large-scale terrorist attacks 
in the United States has diminished, and jihadis are currently more 
focused on local struggles, but they are resilient and opportunistic 
and remain a threat. A new situation could facilitate a comeback. 
State sponsorship could rapidly give them additional resources. A 
terrorist threat remains—there are powerful arguments against dis-
mantling or discarding the military’s counterterrorist capabilities. 
Military operations will remain a component of counterterrorism, 
and counterterrorism will remain a component of military opera-
tions.

U.S. counterterrorism training to countries in rough neighbor-
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“Dividing the military into near-peer 
warfare and counterterrorism camps 
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hoods of the world enhances local capabilities but also creates rela-
tionships and opens access to local intelligence and augments U.S. 
diplomatic influence. Counterterrorism assistance is a currency.

The current shift in focus to near-peer warfare seems unlikely to 
replicate the military’s purge of counterinsurgency after the Viet-
nam War. It will, however, mean less attention to counterterrorism. 
The war on terrorism has been the preoccupation of the military 
establishment since 2001—the only on-going war. A shift in mind-
set could result in counterterrorism being treated increasingly as 
a backwater.  

Increasing constraints on defense budgets seem likely and will 
affect all plans. Counterterrorism operations will be a target of cuts, 
but expenditures for counterterrorism have already declined as the 
bombing and ground campaign to recapture territory seized by 
Islamic State has ended and U.S. troops are withdrawn from Af-
ghanistan and Iraq. Further cuts to counterterrorism will produce 
marginal savings.

Direct U.S. involvement in counterinsurgency abroad came 
about as a consequence of efforts to prevent further major foreign 
terrorist attacks in the United States. Counterterrorism drove us 
into counterinsurgency. This has been costly and is now being re-
duced. 

Large-scale American deployments will likely be avoided. Future 
counterterrorism operations will likely be more narrowly focused, 
without engaging U.S. forces in counterinsurgency operations. 
Whether this can be done successfully is uncertain. 

We have learned from experience to rely on indigenous forces as-
sisted by small numbers of U.S. forces and backed by U.S. airpower. 
The campaign to destroy the Islamic State highlights the difference. 
The major U.S. contribution to counterterrorism worldwide today 
is training, technological assistance and the provision of equipment, 
special operations, drone strikes, and—when necessary—U.S. air-
power. 

Success in protecting the homeland against terrorism from 
abroad derives in part from a massive intelligence effort, which, 
in turn, has been assisted by unprecedented sharing of intelligence 
among security services and law enforcement organizations world-
wide. This is a major achievement that requires continued cultiva-
tion. The willingness of many countries to share vital information 
about terrorism will require motivating partners with continued 
American involvement and assistance—often military—in dealing 
with the terrorist threats they face. The same relationships will be 
valuable in dealing with great power competitors.

Dividing the military into near-peer warfare and counterterror-
ism camps makes little sense. It is not either/or. Future near-peer 
wars may well involve a counterterrorist component as well as the 
orchestration of capabilities in other dimensions of conflict outside 
of the traditional battlespace. Almost certainly, it will require the 
special operations capabilities that have been honed in the coun-
terterrorist campaign. 

More importantly, the experience, skills, and attitudes acquired 
in counterterrorism are fungible and may provide unique and cre-
ative approaches to more conventional military contests.

While the COVID-19 pandemic and domestic protests have 

pushed terrorism off the top of the national news agenda, politi-
cal leadership will likely remain cautious about troop withdrawals 
or any other visible reduction of U.S. counterterrorist capabilities, 
fearing that they could be blamed for any new terrorist attack. At 
the same time, politicians will likely be reluctant to commit U.S. 
forces to new deployments abroad. 

Political leadership will likely be willing to continue, even in-
tensify airstrikes and special operations to decapitate and/or place 
pressure on terrorist groups. There will be a willingness to strike 
back hard if the United States is attacked so long as it does not 
engage U.S. forces in another continuing campaign. Presidents in 
the future may prefer to retaliate with dramatic displays of force 
at a distance—a standoff approach to counterterrorism, which is 
understandable but will likely produce limited effects.  

Continuing efforts to reduce the need to deploy U.S. troops by 
means of increasing local capabilities, advising and assisting local 
allies, and enlisting proxies will require traditional special forces 
skills—area knowledge, language, field diplomacy. It is closer to 
what special forces were doing in the 1960s and will be a specialized 
career path—not a career dead end. It provides an opportunity to 
utilize the vast skills of the United States’ immigrant population or 
to offer paths to citizenship for foreigners. 

Counterterrorism was never predominately military. The critics 
are wrong. The role of the military was always limited to what other 
elements of counterterrorism could not do. Military force was em-
ployed where law enforcement could not operate, where persuasion 
failed, where diplomacy had little effect, where government author-
ity was hostile or non-existent. 

As the terrorist threat evolves, so will counterterrorism. There 
are basic principles, but no fixed doctrine. The past is a guide, but 
each major campaign is an ad hoc response to unique circumstanc-
es. This is true for all warfare, but especially for counterterrorism 
operations.

Direct participation by the armed forces in counterterrorism 
operations has declined. Only a handful of terrorist organizations 
pose a direct threat to the U.S. homeland. There may be no military 
role at all in responding to some of the new terrorist threats on the 
horizon. And the armed forces should be wary of being pulled into 
countering domestic ideologically-driven threats.

If recent history tells us anything, it is that the role played by the 
U.S. military in counterterrorism was driven by events—the emer-
gence of al-Qa`ida from a progression of events in Afghanistan 
including the Soviet invasion; the Iranian revolution and takeover 
of the American embassy; chaos in Lebanon and a bombing in Bei-
rut; Libya’s sponsorship of terrorist attacks on Americans; the 9/11 
attacks; the Arab Spring; civil war in Syria; the rise of the Islamic 
State and collapse of the Iraqi army; the Islamic State’s advertised 
atrocities. Most of these were surprises, although some, like the tur-
moil created by the U.S. invasion of Iraq, are consequences of our 
own making. Terrorism is the reflection of a volatile world. Events, 
not plans or preferences, will determine how much the United 
States will be able to shift or not shift resources away from coun-
terterrorism and toward near peer competition.     CTC
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