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During a meteoric rise, David Petraeus became the champion of the “COINdinistas,” or 

the soldiers, analysts, and policy-makers dedicated to improving the Army and Marine 

Corps’ capabilities at counterinsurgency and nation-building. In 2012, Petraeus resigned 

as head of the Central Intelligence Agency. His fall from grace occurred for private reasons, but it 

nevertheless symbolized the decline of the COINdinistas and the backlash against nation-build-

ing in the United States. In recent years, American elites and the public have exhibited growing 

disapproval of the war in Afghanistan, and increasing opposition toward the idea of stabilization 

operations as a core function of the military. 

The backlash against nation-building will significantly shape the coming era of American 

foreign policy, by heightening the pressure to withdraw from Afghanistan, deterring the United 

States from involvement in foreign civil wars, and encouraging a shift in military training and 

planning away from stabilization operations toward conventional inter-state conflicts. Despite 

the backlash, however, Washington will almost certainly end up nation-building again. And the 

aversion to stabilization missions may impede the military’s capacity to carry out “non-tradi-

tional” roles, and heighten the odds of being drawn into a prolonged quagmire.

COIN-Star

In the course of the wars in Afghanistan and Iraq, the star of the COINdinistas ascended in the 

U.S. military, as nation-building became prioritized as a central task for the Army and Marine 

Corps. Nation-building refers to the use of force to construct a state and create order within 

another country, including: peacekeeping, humanitarian assistance, training of indigenous secu-

rity forces, counter-terrorism, and counterinsurgency. Nation-building missions can face varying 

degrees of violent resistance, from relatively manageable organized crime, as in Kosovo, to full-

scale guerrilla warfare, as in Iraq and Afghanistan.
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The COINdinistas exhibited many of the 

hallmarks of a successful political movement. 

First, they had a canon. In November 2005, 

Department of Defense Directive 3000.05 

established stability operations as a “core U.S. 

military mission,” which should be “given pri-

ority comparable to combat operations.”1  The 

most significant doctrinal work was the 2006 

Army and Marine Corps Field Manual (FM) 

3-24, Counterinsurgency, which placed stability 

operations at the heart of the armed forces’ 

mission, and stated on its first page: “Soldiers 

and Marines are expected to be nation-builders 

as well as warriors.”2  

Second, the COINdinistas had a paladin 

in the form of General David Petraeus. He was 

the driving force behind FM 3-24, was lionized 

in three different Newsweek cover stories, and 

rose quickly through the ranks of the military 

and intelligence community to become com-

mander of the U.S. forces in Iraq, head of 

United States Central Command, commander 

of the campaign in Afghanistan, and director 

of the CIA.

Third, the COINdinistas had a major 

influence on policy. After 2006, the principles 

of FM 3-24 shaped operational planning at 

e ve r y  l e ve l  o f  d e c i s i o n - m a k i n g .  T h e 

Department of Defense announced a range of 

initiatives to boost the armed forces’ ability to 

conduct counterinsurgency, including addi-

tional resources for the Army, Marine Corps, 

and Special Operations Forces, and a renewed 

focus on language learning and advisory capa-

bilities.3  

In 2007, the George W. Bush administra-

tion explicitly adopted the counterinsurgency 

principles of FM 3-24 as part of the “surge” 

Protesters march down toward the U.S. Capitol in Washington D.C. during the September 15, 2007 
protest against the Iraq War.
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strategy in Iraq, which contributed to a rapid 

decline of violence in the country.4  Two years 

later, in 2009, President Barack Obama nearly 

tripled U.S. forces in Afghanistan and adopted 

a more expansive counterinsurgency approach. 

At one meeting in November 2009, Obama 

turned to Petraeus and said, “What I’m looking 

for is a surge.”5  Jennifer Taw described the 

embrace of nation-building as “the armed 

forces’ most fundamental adjustment since the 

establishment of the Department of Defense 

in 1947.”6 

The Backlash Against Nation-Building

Since 2009, there has been a profound back-

lash against nation-building as a core function 

of the U.S. military among officials, political 

elites, and wider public opinion. Skeptics con-

tend that nation-building in Iraq and 

Afghanistan has been a debacle, stabilization 

operations are inherently a Sisyphean labor 

doomed to fail, such missions must never hap-

pen again, and the military should shift its 

resources and training away from nation-

building toward preparation for conventional 

interstate war. 

Opposition to prolonged stabilization 

missions is a defining principle of Obama’s 

foreign policy. The Obama Doctrine favors pre-

cise and surgical operations, including raids 

and drone strikes, rather than expansive efforts 

to reorder foreign countries.7  The president 

has called for “the end of long-term nation-

building with large military footprints,” in 

favor of “nation-building right here at home.”8  

Despite his initial support for the surge in 

Afghanistan, Obama soon grew disillusioned 

by the slow pace of change and looked for a 

quicker exit strategy. In late 2010, the president 

formed a committee—known informally as 

“Afghan Good Enough”—to narrow the scope 

of the mission. The White House decided to 

remove most U.S. troops by the end of 2014, 

leaving in place a small successor force of 

10,000 soldiers that would be steadily with-

drawn by 2016. 

In January 2012, the administration 

announced new national defense guidance, 

marked by a pivot from the Middle East to East 

Asia, and a transition away from nation-build-

ing toward countering conventional threats. 

The Pentagon declared that the Army: “will no 

longer be sized to conduct large-scale, pro-

longed stability operations.”9  In 2015, Obama 

asked Congress to authorize the use of force 

against Islamic State but pointedly said the 

resolution: “would not authorize long-term, 

large-scale ground combat operations like 

those our nation conducted in Iraq and 

Afghanistan.”10 

Leading Republicans have also grown 

skeptical of nation-building. “I don’t want to 

be nation-building in Afghanistan,” claimed 

John Huntsman, “when this nation so desper-

ately needs to be built.”11  In the third presi-

dential debate in 2012, Mitt Romney said: “We 

don’t want another Iraq, we don’t want 

another Afghanistan. That’s not the right 

course for us.”12  

Within the U.S. military, critics of nation-

building have become increasingly vocal. 

Colonel (Ret.) Gian Gentile, a professor at 

West Point, argued that a “hyper-emphasis on 

counterinsurgency puts the American Army in 

a perilous condition. Its ability to fight wars 

consisting of head-on battles using tanks and 

Opposition to prolonged stabilization 
missions is a defining principle of Obama’s 
foreign policy
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mechanized infantry is in danger of atrophy.”13  

In 2011, former Undersecretary of Defense Jed 

Babbin described the U.S. military as suffering 

“COIN fatigue,” marked by “stress, doubt and 

anxiety.”14 

There is a wider backlash in American 

society against stabilization operations. A stri-

dent literature has emerged that is skeptical 

about the success of the surges in Iraq and 

Afghanistan,15 sees nation-building as a dis-

traction from the military’s core task of win-

ning conventional conflicts,16 and portrays the 

COINdinistas’ program as a hubristic plan to 

manage the international system.17  

Meanwhile, the American public mood is 

allergic to sustained nation-building. In 2012, 

support for the war in Afghanistan hit an all 

time low of 27 percent.18  In 2009, 49 percent 

of Americans agreed that the United States 

should “mind its own business internationally 

and let other countries get along the best they 

can”—the highest figure in over 40 years of 

asking that question.19  

Why did the backlash emerge? The current 

aversion to nation-building partly reflects the 

stark costs of the wars in Iraq and Afghanistan. 

Nearly 4,500 American troops were killed in 

Iraq and over 2,300 American troops have died 

in Afghanistan. The White House put the 

financial cost of these wars at about $1.4 tril-

lion since 2001, but the long-term figure, 

including obligations to veterans, may be two 

or three times as high.20  

In addition, skepticism about nation-

building represents a reemergence of the tradi-

tional American view that the military’s job is 

to fight and win the country’s wars—meaning 

conventional interstate campaigns. Americans 

have rarely been enthusiastic nation-builders. 

Studies show that public approval for nation-

building missions is consistently lower than 

for interventions aimed at restraining the for-

eign policies of other states.21   

For many Americans, interstate wars, such 

as the world wars, feel like righteous crusades 

to defeat evil. By contrast, nation-building and 

counter-insurgency are morally murky, and it 

is not clear who the good guys and the bad 

guys are. Chasing guerrillas also dredges up 

painful memories of Vietnam. And in stabili-

zation operations, negative events like bomb-

ings are inherently more newsworthy than 

positive events like building new roads—so if 

the mission makes the front pages, it’s proba-

bly for the wrong reasons.

American culture may also heighten pop-

ular skepticism toward nation-building.  

Americans on the left sometimes view stabili-

zation operations as a form of imperialism, 

which is contrary to the country’s anti-colonial 

pedigree. Americans on the right often see 

nation-building as a kind of big government 

social engineering. U.S. soldiers should be top-

pling dictators, not constructing infrastructure 

or giving handouts to foreigners.22  

The U.S. military has also traditionally 

prioritized conventional interstate war and 

regarded nation-building operations, includ-

ing counterinsurgency, as peripheral tasks.23 

According to historian Russell Weigley, the 

U.S. military has repeatedly battled guerrillas, 

but each time it “had to relearn appropriate 

A strident literature has emerged that is 
skeptical about the success of the surges in 

Iraq and Afghanistan,  sees nation-building as 
a distraction from the military’s core task of 

winning conventional conflicts,  and portrays 
the COINdinistas’ program as a hubristic plan 

to manage the international system
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There are limits—sometimes stark limits—on 
the degree of order that the United States 
can impose in a divided and culturally alien 
society like Iraq or Afghanistan. Creating 
an effective state is a long and challenging 
process, and the temporary arrival of a few 
thousand Americans does not provide a 
simple short cut. 

tactics at exorbitant costs,” and viewed the 

experience “as an aberration that need not be 

repeated.”24  Conrad Crane wrote, “The U.S. 

military would rather not deal with [stabiliza-

tion operations] or would like to quickly hand 

them off to other U.S. Government agencies or 

international organizations.”25   After the Cold 

War ended, for example, stabilization missions 

were dismissed as “military operations other 

than war,” or MOOTW. The chairman of the 

joint chiefs reportedly said, “Real men don’t 

do MOOTW.”26  

The current backlash is not a new phe-

nomenon. Historically, U.S. stabilization oper-

ations have often triggered a negative domestic 

reaction. Since the Civil War, the United States 

has engaged in half-a-dozen phases of nation-

building, including southern Reconstruction 

after the American Civil War, the occupation 

of the Philippines, the “banana wars” in Latin 

America in the early twentieth century, Cold 

War nation-building in South Vietnam and 

elsewhere, post-Cold War missions in Somalia, 

Haiti, Bosnia, and Kosovo, and the war on ter-

ror operations in Afghanistan and Iraq. 

Strikingly, each phase produced a hostile elite 

and public response and sentiments of “never 

again.”27  

The Wisdom of Restraint

Will the backlash against nation-building, and 

a reassertion of the traditional preference for 

conventional interstate war, have a positive or 

negative effect on American foreign policy? 

In several respects, the impact could be 

salutary. Skepticism about nation-building 

may encourage caution about initiating mili-

tary campaigns—especially wading into for-

eign civil wars. On the eve of conflict, presi-

dents are often overconfident about the success 

of the mission. In 2003, for example, the Bush 

administration promised that stabilizing Iraq 

would be straightforward, but these hopes 

proved to be wide of the mark.28  Iraq also 

reveals that when an administration is set on 

war, and controls the intelligence data, the 

media and Congress may provide insufficient 

scrutiny of the strategic consequences of using 

force. Therefore, if the backlash against nation-

building promotes a more self-critical 

approach toward war, this would be a signifi-

cant benefit.

In addition, the backlash may underscore 

the very real challenges of nation-building. 

There are limits—sometimes stark limits—on 

the degree of order that the United States can 

impose in a divided and culturally alien soci-

ety like Iraq or Afghanistan. Creating an effec-

tive state is a long and challenging process, 

and the temporary arrival of a few thousand 

Americans does not provide a simple short cut. 

Indeed, the deployment of U.S. forces may 

sometimes prove counter-productive by pro-

voking local resistance from foreign tradition-

alists against the threatening occupier—creat-

ing what David Kilcullen calls “accidental 

guerrillas.”29 

Washington may be able to achieve its 

core goals in a foreign civil war without using 

expansive nation-building to create a leviathan 

state with a monopoly on the legitimate use of 

force. Many civil wars feature diverse and fluid 
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relationships between the government and 

insurgents, in which the regime finds ways to 

co-exist with rebel factions through formal or 

informal spheres of influence, or even cooper-

ates with certain guerrilla groups against a 

common foe. As a result, Washington may be 

able to live with a messy outcome, where it 

seeks to manage the degree of harm rather 

than prohibit the insurgency entirely.30 

Furthermore, the transformation of the 

U.S. Army and Marine Corps into effective 

nation-building institutions comes at a price. 

For one thing, presidents could become more 

tempted to use the military for stabilization 

missions, potentially encouraging costly inter-

ventions. And by preparing for nation-build-

ing, the United States may erode its capacity at 

other military endeavors.31  Historically, con-

ventional interstate conflicts like the world 

wars have represented the gravest threat to U.S. 

national security. Prioritizing nation-building 

over, say, checking the rise of China, could rep-

resent a strategically risky trade-off.

A Dangerous Mindset

The backlash against nation-building, how-

ever, also produces very real dangers. Elite and 

public skepticism will not prevent the United 

States from engaging in stabilization opera-

tions—but it may inhibit their success. 

In some shape or form, future nation-

building missions are inevitable. In 2007, 

Robert Gates, the secretary of defense, said that 

unconventional wars were “the ones most 

likely to be fought in the years ahead.”32  

Indeed, U.S. military history is a story of brief 

periods of conventional interstate war fol-

lowed by long phases of nation-building. In 

1940, the Department of the Navy published 

the Small Wars Manual, which described the 

Marines’ regular involvement in stabilization 

and counterinsurgency missions. “Small wars 

represent the normal and frequent operations 

of the Marine Corps. During about 85 of the 

last 100 years, the Marine Corps has been 

engaged in small wars in different parts of the 

world. The Marine Corps has landed troops 

180 times in 37 countries from 1800 to 

1934.”33  

By 2008, little had apparently changed. 

“Think of where our forces have been sent and 

have been engaged over the last 40-plus years,” 

said Gates. “Vietnam, Lebanon, Grenada, 

Panama, Somalia, Haiti, Bosnia, Kosovo, 

Afghanistan, Iraq, the Horn of Africa and 

more. In fact, the first Gulf War stands alone in 

over two generations of constant military 

engagement as a more or less traditional con-

ventional conflict.”34 

Partly it is an issue of math. The nature of 

global conflict has shifted away from interstate 

war toward civil war. The percentage of con-

flicts that were civil wars rose from 66 percent 

from 1896-1944, to 79 percent from 1945-

1989, and to 87 percent from 1990-2007.35  In 

a world where almost nine out of ten wars are 

civil wars, virtually every military path leads to 

stabilization operations, including intervening 

in an internal conflict to combating terrorist 

networks, contributing to a peacekeeping mis-

sion, or launching a humanitarian interven-

tion. Foreign internal conflicts do not always—

or even usually—represent a major security 

Historically, conventional interstate conflicts 
like the world wars have represented the 

gravest threat to U.S. national security. 
Prioritizing nation-building over, say, checking 

the rise of China, could represent a strategically 
risky trade-off
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threat to the United States. But globalization 

has heightened the potential for civil wars to 

produce ripple effects that impact U.S. inter-

ests and values. The collapse of Afghanistan in 

the 1990s spurred the rise of al-Qaeda and 

ultimately led to the 9/11/01 attacks. In July 

2014 a commercial airliner was shot down dur-

ing the internal conflict in Eastern Ukraine, 

escalating tensions between Russia and the 

West.

Today, in the midst of the backlash era, 

the United States is initiating new nation-

building operations. In 2011, Obama sent 

military advisors to aid allied governments in 

central Africa fight the Lord’s Resistance Army. 

In the summer of 2012, the United States dis-

patched personnel to Jordan to help deal with 

the consequences of civil war in Syria, includ-

ing the flow of refugees. In September 2012, in 

the wake of the Benghazi attacks, Washington 

stepped up its program to train Libyan com-

mandos in counter-terrorism.

Even the rare exceptions—conventional 

interstate wars—often evolve into stabilization 

missions. Regime change in Afghanistan and 

Iraq triggered extended nation-building opera-

tions. As the so-called “Pottery Barn Rule” 

holds: you break it, you own it. 

Washington is also likely to engage in 

counterinsurgency precisely because it does 

A Viet Cong base camp being burned in My Tho, southern Vietnam. In the foreground is Private First 
Class Raymond Rumpa, 1968.
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not favor this type of campaign. Rational 

opponents will choose guerrilla tactics because 

they offer higher odds of success. In 2008, 

Michael Vickers, the Assistant Secretary of 

Defense for Special Operations/Low-Intensity 

Conflict and Interdependent Capabilities, 

stated that, “more and more adversaries have 

realized it’s better to take [the United States] 

on in an asymmetric fashion.”36  

Crucially, the backlash may diminish the 

odds of success in future stabilization opera-

tions. Nation-building and counterinsurgency 

require a unique skill set. In essence, a civil war 

is a competition between the insurgents and 

the counter-insurgents over which side can 

govern most effectively. Counterinsurgents 

should isolate the guerrillas from the people 

by living and patrolling close to the popula-

tion, building local relationships, and 

boosting the legitimacy of the regime. Soldiers 

may be asked to perform roles far beyond a 

warrior’s traditional purview, including social 

work, engineering, and teaching. Meanwhile, 

fo rce  should  be  used  wi th  re s t ra in t . 

Indiscriminate firepower can cause collateral 

damage and recruit more enemies. Variations 

on these tactics have proved fairly effective in 

countries as diverse as Malaya, the Philippines, 

Northern Ireland, and Colombia. 

An aversion to nation-building has 

impaired America’s capacity to develop this 

skill set. As a result, Washington has repeatedly 

engaged in stabilization operations without 

adequate preparation. There is a great tempta-

tion to ready the country for the kind of wars 

that the American public, elites, and the mili-

tary want to fight—conventional interstate 

wars—rather than the types of conflicts that 

U.S. Marine Corps Capt. Gus Biggio with the civil affairs group meets with Nawa District Administrator 
Haji Mohammed Khan at Patrol Base Jaker in Helmand province, Afghanistan to discuss road 
improvement projects in the district on July 28, 2009. 
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are most likely to occur—counterinsurgency 

and nation-building missions. In 2008, Gates 

warned against: “the kind of backsliding that 

has occurred in the past, where if nature takes 

its course, these kinds of capabilities—that is, 

counterinsurgency—tend to wither on the 

vine.”.37 

The United States, for example, fought the 

Vietnam War in large part as a conventional 

interstate war, by emphasizing high technol-

o g y  a n d  b i g  u n i t  w a r f a r e .  W i l l i a m 

Westmoreland, the U.S. commander in 

Vietnam, said the solution to the insurgency 

lay with one word: “firepower.”38  

But these tactics proved disastrous in a 

complex counterinsurgency operation. One 

study found that areas of South Vietnam 

bombed by the United States tended to shift 

over to insurgent control.39  The Army thought 

that with sufficient high explosives it could not 

lose in Vietnam, but as defense analyst Andrew 

Krepinevich noted, more likely it could not 

win.40 

After Vietnam, the Army largely aban-

doned training at nation-building for a gen-

eration. All the material on counterinsurgency 

held at the Special Warfare School at Fort 

Bragg was deliberately destroyed. Instead, the 

Army focused on planning for a conventional 

war against the Soviets in Europe. Defense ana-

lyst Robert Cassidy wrote that the Army’s 

desire to “expunge the specter of Vietnam” 

kept it “as an institution from really learning 

from those lessons.”41  Similarly, during the 

1990s, the U.S. military spent much of its time 

preparing for conventional interstate wars like 

the Gulf War, even though interventions in for-

eign civil wars in places like Somalia, Haiti, 

Bosnia, and Kosovo proved to be a far more 

frequent occurrence.42  

In 2000, the George W. Bush administra-

tion came into office belittling nation-building 

as armed social work and Bill Clinton-style do-

goodery. “Let me tell you what else I’m worried 

about,” said Bush the day before the 2000 elec-

tion; “I’m worried about an opponent who 

uses ‘nation-building’ and ‘the military’ in the 

same sentence.”43  

Secretary of Defense Donald Rumsfeld 

pursued the “transformation agenda,” or the 

creation of a leaner U.S. military with highly 

mobile ground forces that could win quickly 

through shock and awe. This sharpened rapier 

was designed for interstate war and regime 

change rather than the drudgework of stabili-

zation missions. In a 2003 speech entitled 

“Beyond Nation-Building,” Rumsfeld con-

trasted the prolonged operations in the 

Balkans and the resulting “culture of depen-

dence,” with America’s light footprint in 

Afghanistan.44 

The Bush administration’s aversion to 

nation-building led directly to the military 

fiascos in Afghanistan and Iraq. After over-

throwing the Taliban regime in Kabul, the 

White House resisted any prolonged effort to 

stabilize the country. A memo sent to Rumsfeld 

early in the war said that Washington, “should 

not allow concerns about stability to paralyze 

U.S. efforts to oust the Taliban leadership…

Nation-building is not our key strategic 

goal.”45  In 2002, there were only 10,000 U.S. 

soldiers in Afghanistan, along with 5,000 

international troops, in a country of around 25 

million people. These limited forces meant the 

Afghan government could not offer basic ser-

vices or establish the rule of law. The Taliban 

recovered because there was little to stop 

them.46  

Similarly, the Bush administration’s skep-

ticism about nation-building undermined the 
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achievement of long-term political goals in 

Iraq. Bush sought to remove Saddam without 

getting bogged down in a drawn-out stabiliza-

tion operation. As a result, there were too few 

American troops to stabilize the country, and 

little or no preparation for the potential col-

lapse of Iraqi institutions and widespread loot-

ing. The first U.S. official in charge of Iraqi 

reconstruction, Jay Garner, described the goal 

as, “stand up a government in Iraq and get out 

as fast as we can.”47  Even as Iraq slid into civil 

war, Washington pursued a hurried withdrawal 

plan known as “leave-to-win,” based on hastily 

training Iraqi forces, handing over power to 

Iraqi exiles, and reducing U.S. troop levels 

from 130,000 to 100,000 by the end of 2006.48  

The “transformed” U.S. military proved ill 

suited to the complex demands of counterin-

surgency. In 2007, Gates said that after 

Vietnam, “the Army relegated unconventional 

war to the margins of training, doctrine, and 

budget priorities.” As a result, “it left the ser-

vices unprepared to deal with the operations 

that followed: Somalia, Haiti, the Balkans, and 

more recently Afghanistan and Iraq—the con-

sequences and costs of which we are still strug-

gling with today.”49  

Eventually, at a great price in blood and 

treasure, the U.S. military became a more effec-

tive counterinsurgency force. In 2006, the 

Army created the Irregular Warfare Center at 

Fort Leavensworth in Kansas to institutionalize 

the lessons of Afghanistan and Iraq. The 

Center trained dozens of brigade combat 

teams in the principles of counterinsurgency, 

helped write army doctrine on irregular war, 

and collaborated with alliance partners. To cre-

ate more realistic training programs, the mili-

tary even hired hundreds of Iraqi-Americans, 

via the Screen Actors Guild, to act as Iraqi civil-

ians and rebels. These efforts paid a dividend. 

By 2007, Iraqi insurgents required six times as 

many bombs to kill one U.S. soldier compared 

to when IEDs first appeared.50  

But this skill set may soon be lost. At a 

time of budget cuts, the ax may fall dispropor-

tionately on nation-building and counterin-

surgency capabilities. As a result of the back-

lash, the next major U.S. stabilization mission 

could feature the unprepared Army of 2003 

rather than the more effective Army of 2008. 

In 2014, the Army announced that the 

Irregular Warfare Center would close—even as 

irregular warfare became the dominant kind of 

global conflict. Similarly, the Peacekeeping and 

Stability Operations Institute (PKSOI) at the 

Army War College in Carlisle, Pennsylvania 

was established in 1993, and has faced the 

threat of closure ever since. Indeed, the George 

W. Bush administration decided to shut down 

PKSOI, before changing its mind in the wake 

of the wars in Afghanistan and Iraq. Despite its 

tiny budget of around $3 million, in 2012 

PKSOI lost several positions to budget cuts. 

Although in 2015 it is enjoying significant 

growth, its long-term survival remains uncer-

tain.

Another danger is that the backlash 

against nation-building may encourage a kind 

of national post-traumatic stress disorder, with 

flashbacks to Iraq and Afghanistan, the avoid-

ance of  s t imuli  associated with these 

At a time of budget cuts, the ax may fall 
disproportionately on nation-building and 

counterinsurgency capabilities. As a result of 
the backlash, the next major U.S. stabilization 
mission could feature the unprepared Army of 

2003 rather than the more effective Army of 
2008
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operations, and significant impairment to 

functioning. Lawrence Freedman wrote that 

the “Iraq Syndrome” could produce a 

“renewed, nagging and sometimes paralyzing 

belief that any large-scale U.S. military inter-

vention abroad is doomed to practical failure 

and moral iniquity.”51  

For example, the United States may be 

tempted to end a military operation prema-

turely, to avoid any possibility of nation-build-

ing. In 2011, the U.S. participated in an inter-

national mission in Libya that led to the 

overthrow of Muammar Gaddafi. But Obama 

was averse to any sustained U.S. effort to sta-

bilize the country. As a result, Libya collapsed 

into anarchy. In 2014, Obama said, “we [and] 

our European partners underestimated the 

need to come in full force if you’re going to do 

this. Then it’s the day after Qaddafi is gone, 

when everybody is feeling good and everybody 

is holding up posters saying, ‘Thank you, 

America.’ At that moment, there has to be a 

much more aggressive effort to rebuild societ-

ies that didn’t have any civic traditions.”52 

It is true, of course, that U.S. military fail-

ure in a large-scale conventional campaign 

could be very costly—but it is also extremely 

unlikely. After decades of investment in inter-

state war, the United States has a massive 

advantage over its rivals, and this edge is not 

about to disappear any time soon. By contrast, 

debacles in future counterinsurgency cam-

paigns are all too easy to imagine, and as we 

saw in Iraq and Afghanistan, potentially carry 

a high price.

A Multipurpose Army

The United States must prepare for the reality 

of modern war by forging the military into a 

tool with a full-spectrum of capabilities—less 

like a rapier and more like a Swiss Army knife. 

We should fashion an adaptable institution 

that can out-innovate insurgents and terrorists. 

We should prepare soldiers for the human 

dimension of war, provide adequate cultural 

and language training, institutionalize the les-

sons of Afghanistan and Iraq, and strengthen 

our capacity to advise indigenous security 

forces.53 

These full-spectrum capabilities are not 

cheap. But they are less expensive than big-

ticket hardware designed for interstate war, like 

the F-35 warplane—the most expensive 

weapon program in history with a lifetime 

price tag of over one trillion dollars.

The U.S. military’s mission is not to fight 

and win interstate wars: its task is to protect 

American security. This may require conven-

tional fighting, or it may necessitate a wide 

range of other operations. The official 

“Functions of the Department of Defense and 

Its Major Components,” for example, lists 

among the Army’s core duties: “Occupy terri-

tories abroad and provide for the initial estab-

lishment of a military government pending 

transfer of this responsibility to other author-

ity.”54 

Will a full-spectrum military cut against 

the grain of American culture?  Preparing sol-

diers for a broad variety of endeavors is consis-

tent  with the thinking of  the ear l ies t 

Americans. The Founding Generation created 

what  h is tor ian  Michael  Tate  ca l led  a 

We should prepare soldiers for the human 
dimension of war, provide adequate cultural 
and language training, institutionalize 
the lessons of Afghanistan and Iraq, and 
strengthen our capacity to advise indigenous 
security forces
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“multipurpose army.” In the nineteenth cen-

tury, troops farmed, dug canals, and built 

bridges, schools, chapels, hospitals, roads, and 

other infrastructure, including Minot Ledge 

Lighthouse in Boston Harbor and the 

Georgetown Aqueduct. Soldiers helped to sur-

vey and map the West, produced a rich bounty 

of maps and other scientific data, operated a 

telegraph service, delivered the mail, and aided 

travelers heading west. For decades, the best 

engineering education in the United States was 

found at the United States Military Academy at 

West Point. Zachary Taylor remarked that, “The 

ax, pick, saw and trowel, has become more the 

implement of the American soldier than the 

cannon, musket or sword.”55 

Of course, the world of the Founders is far 

removed from our own times. For one thing, 

nation-building in the early nineteenth cen-

tury occurred within the United States and 

therefore the benefits were more immediately 

visible. But the Founders’ broad view of a sol-

dier’s vocation shows that there is nothing 

inherently “un-American” or “un-military” in 

envisioning troops today as nation-builders. In 

our globalized and interconnected world, 

America’s strategic interests call for a multi-

purpose army that is able to stabilize foreign 

lands as well as destroy enemy tyrants.

Conclusion

Since the Civil War, Americans have tradition-

ally seen soldiers as warriors rather than 

nation-builders. For a brief period after 2006, 

the U.S. military’s embrace of counterinsur-

gency looked like a revolutionary departure in 

doctrine and training. What followed, how-

ever, was a Thermidorian Reaction, or a pro-

found backlash against nation-building. In the 

wake of exhausting campaigns in Afghanistan 

and Iraq, there is a strong desire to return to 

America’s comfort zone by shifting the focus 

of training, preparation, and weapon procure-

ment to campaigns against enemy countries. 

The backlash may have a positive effect by 

encouraging wariness about using force. Like 

all countries, the United States should think 

before it acts. The backlash, however, will not 

prevent Washington from nation-building, and 

it may increase the odds of a prolonged quag-

mire by impeding preparation for future mis-

sions. As we learned in Iraq, there is little point 

in toppling a dictator if the result is chaos and 

civil war. Sending American troops into tank 

battles or aerial duels with defective equip-

ment would cause an outcry. Deploying sol-

diers in stabilization missions without suffi-

cient training is just as scandalous. 

The solution is to embrace the benefits of 

the backlash while warding off the dangers. 

The U.S. military should become a highly 

skilled nation-building institution. And then 

presidents should employ this tool with great 

discretion. PRISM
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Page 14 photo by Sage Ross. 2007.  Protesters 
march down towards the U.S. Capitol in Washington, 
D.C. (USA), during the September 15, 2007 protest 
against the Iraq War. Protesters are shown with a variety 
of signs, including the yellow and black signs of ANSWER 
Coalition, which organized the event. An estimated 
100,000 people participated in the march. From http://
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