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NSC 68 

By John J. Tierney, Faculty Adviser 

 NSC 68 was the code name for perhaps the most important foreign policy doc-
ument in American history, save Washington’s Farewell Address (1796). It was finished 
in April 1950, a year after NATO and three months before the start of the Korean 
War. Thus, NSC 68 stands at the crossroads of America’s plunge from an isolated 
country to a global “superpower” responsible for the survival of freedom throughout 
the political globe. 
 The full document (58 pages) was drafted by a special State-Defense team 
chaired by Chairman of the Policy Planning Staff, Paul H. Nitze and included former 
Secretary of State Dean Acheson. The paper is famous for its historic and challenging 
language in addressing the Communist threat coming from both the Soviet Union 
and Communist China. The Soviet’s had just exploded their first atomic bomb and 
China had gone Communist just a few months ago. In all, NSC 68 both summarizes 
the threat as it was defined then and offered a set of policy proposals that, in per-
spective, created the world order still in effect today. 
 President Truman adopted NSC 68 immediately after the outbreak of the Ko-
rean War (June 25). (The next critical document after NSC 68 was NSDD 75, 1983, 
and will be addressed in the next issue of Statecraft). 
 

 A summary of the key language of NSC 68 follows: 

I. Background of the Present Crisis 

 

Within the past thirty-five years the world has experienced two global wars of tre-

mendous violence. It has witnessed two revolutions--the Russian and the Chinese--of 

extreme scope and intensity. It has also seen the collapse of five empires--the Otto-

man, the Austro-Hungarian, German, Italian, and Japanese--and the drastic decline 

of two major imperial systems, the British and the French. During the span of one 

generation, the international distribution of power has been fundamentally al-

tered. For several centuries it had proved impossible for any one nation to gain 

such preponderant strength that a coalition of other nations could not in time face 

it with greater strength. The international scene was marked by recurring periods 

of violence and war, but a system of sovereign and independent states was main-

tained, over which no state was able to achieve hegemony. 

 

Two complex sets of factors have now basically altered this historic distribution 

of power. First, the defeat of Germany and Japan and the decline of the British and 

PERSPECTIVES is a recurrent section of the Statecraft journal that features partial reprints of sig-
nificant documents from the history of the United States of America, curated by the editors and/or 
the faculty advisor. 

PERSPECTIVES 
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French Empires have interacted with the development of the United States and the 

Soviet Union in such a way that power increasingly gravitated to these two centers. 

Second, the Soviet Union, unlike previous aspirants to hegemony, is animated by a 

new fanatic faith, anti-thetical to our own, and seeks to impose its absolute author-

ity over the rest of the world. Conflict has, therefore, become endemic and is waged, 

on the part of the Soviet Union, by violent or non-violent methods in accordance 

with the dictates of expediency. With the development of increasingly terrifying 

weapons of mass destruction, every individual faces the ever-present possibility of 

annihilation should the conflict enter the phase of total war. 

 

On the one hand, the people of the world yearn for relief from the anxiety arising 

from the risk of atomic war. On the other hand, any substantial further extension 

of the area under the domination of the Kremlin would raise the possibility that 

no coalition adequate to confront the Kremlin with greater strength could be as-

sembled. It is in this context that this Republic and its citizens in the ascendancy 

of their strength stand in their deepest peril. 

 

The issues that face us are momentous, involving the fulfillment or destruction not 

only of this Republic but of civilization itself. They are issues which will not 

await our deliberations. With conscience and resolution this Government and the 

people it represents must now take new and fateful decisions. 

 

II. Fundamental Purpose of the United States 

 

The fundamental purpose of the United States is laid down in the Preamble to the 

Constitution: ". . . to form a more perfect Union, establish justice, insure domestic 

Tranquility, provide for the common defence, promote the general Welfare, and se-

cure the Blessings of Liberty to ourselves and our Posterity." In essence, the funda-

mental purpose is to assure the integrity and vitality of our free society, which is 

founded upon the dignity and worth of the individual. 

 

Three realities emerge as a consequence of this purpose: Our determination to main-

tain the essential elements of individual freedom, as set forth in the Constitution 

and Bill of Rights; our determination to create conditions under which our free and 

democratic system can live and prosper; and our determination to fight if necessary 

to defend our way of life, for which as in the Declaration of Independence, "with a 

firm reliance on the protection of Divine Providence, we mutually pledge to each 

other our lives, our Fortunes, and our sacred Honor." 

 

IV. The Underlying Conflict in the Realm of ideas and Values between the U.S. Pur-

pose and the Kremlin Design 
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A. NATURE OF CONFLICT 

 

The free society values the individual as an end in himself, requiring of him only 

that measure of self-discipline and self-restraint which make the rights of each 

individual compatible with the rights of every other individual. The freedom of 

the individual has as its counterpart, therefore, the negative responsibility of the 

individual not to exercise his freedom in ways inconsistent with the freedom of oth-

er individuals and the positive responsibility to make constructive use of his free-

dom in the building of a just society.  

 

The same compulsion which demands total power over all men within the Soviet state 

without a single exception, demands total power over all Communist Parties and all 

states under Soviet domination.  

 

The assault on free institutions is world-wide now, and in the context of the pre-

sent polarization of power a defeat of free institutions anywhere is a defeat eve-

rywhere.  

 

B. OBJECTIVES 

 

The objectives of a free society are determined by its fundamental values and by 

the necessity for maintaining the material environment in which they flourish. Log-

ically and in fact, therefore, the Kremlin's challenge to the United States is di-

rected not only to our values but to our physical capacity to protect their envi-

ronment. It is a challenge which encompasses both peace and war and our objectives 

in peace and war must take account of it. 

 

1. Thus we must make ourselves strong, both in the way in which we affirm our val-

ues in the conduct of our national life, and in the development of our military 

and economic strength. 

2. We must lead in building a successfully functioning political and economic sys-

tem in the free world. It is only by practical affirmation, abroad as well as at 

home, of our essential values, that we can preserve our own integrity, in which 

lies the real frustration of the Kremlin design. 

3. But beyond thus affirming our values our policy and actions must be such as to 

foster a fundamental change in the nature of the Soviet system, a change toward 

which the frustration of the design is the first and perhaps the most important 

step. Clearly it will not only be less costly but more effective if this change 

occurs to a maximum extent as a result of internal abilities and resources, and 

hence of war potential. The seeds of conflicts will inevitably exist or will come 

into being. To acknowledge this is only to acknowledge the impossibility of a fi-
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nal solution. Not to acknowledge it can be fatally dangerous in a world in which 

there are no final solutions. 

 

All these objectives of a free society are equally valid and necessary in peace and 

war. But every consideration of devotion to our fundamental values and to our na-

tional security demands that we seek to achieve them by the strategy of the cold 

war. It is only by developing the moral and material strength of the free world 

that the Soviet regime will become convinced of the falsity of its assumptions and 

that the pre-conditions for workable agreements can be created. By practically 

demonstrating the integrity and vitality of our system the free world widens the 

area of possible agreement and thus can hope gradually to bring about a Soviet 

acknowledgement of realities which in sum will eventually constitute a frustration 

of the Soviet design. Short of this, however, it might be possible to create a situa-

tion which will induce the Soviet Union to accommodate itself, with or without the 

conscious abandonment of its design, to coexistence on tolerable terms with the non-

Soviet world. Such a development would be a triumph for the idea of freedom and 

democracy.  

 

D. THE REMAINING COURSE OF ACTION--A RAPID BUILD-UP OF POLITICAL, ECONOMIC, 

AND MILITARY STRENGTH IN THE FREE WORLD 

 

A more rapid build-up of political, economic, and military strength and thereby of 

confidence in the free world than is now contemplated is the only course which is 

consistent with progress toward achieving our fundamental purpose. The frustra-

tion of the Kremlin design requires the free world to develop a successfully func-

tioning political and economic system and a vigorous political offensive against 

the Soviet Union. These, in turn, require an adequate military shield under which 

they can develop. It is necessary to have the military power to deter, if possible, 

Soviet expansion, and to defeat, if necessary, aggressive Soviet or Soviet-directed 

actions of a limited or total character. The potential strength of the free world is 

great; its ability to develop these military capabilities and its will to resist Sovi-

et expansion will be determined by the wisdom and will with which it undertakes to 

meet its political and economic problems. 

Tierney 

John J. Tierney is a Professor Emeritus at IWP. He has served as Former Special Assistant and For-
eign Affairs Officer, U.S. Arms Control and Disarmament Agency (1981-1993); former participant in 
various national security negotiations for U.S. Government; former Executive Director of the Con-
gressional Caucus on National Defense and the National Security Research Group, U.S. House of 
Representatives; and former Chairman, Politics Department, Catholic University, and formerly Pro-
fessor of International Relations, University of Virginia and The Johns Hopkins University.  

A Scan of the original NSC 68 document can be found at the Wilson Center Digital Archive. 

https://digitalarchive.wilsoncenter.org/document/116191.pdf?v=2699956db534c1821edefa61b8c13ffe
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Piracy, Private Industry and Multinational Response:  
Lessons Learned from Somalia, 2005-2012 

By Maria Katarina Calderoni 

As Somalia piracy in the Western Indian Ocean has declined and piracy has increased in the 
Gulf of Guinea and Straits of Malacca, many nations, as well as private industries, question 
the best methods to protect lives, cargo, and freedom of navigation across vital shipping 
lanes. This paper addresses those concerns by outlining the phenomenon of Somali piracy as 
it manifested in the Western Indian Ocean between 2005 and 2012 and highlighting the les-
sons learned. The paper identifies three aspects of the relationship between piracy and inter-
national relations: piracy as a threat to freedom of navigation of the seas, piracy as an inter-
national phenomenon with domestic roots, and piracy as a dichotomy between public concern 
and private interests. The paper focuses on this last aspect, and on the relationship between 
the public/private and domestic/international nature of the phenomenon as well as the differ-
ent counter-piracy approaches of the public and private sectors. Attention is placed on the 
technical aspects of Somali piracy and the piracy-for-ransom phenomenon. The paper con-
cludes by noting that the international approach to piracy by way of multinational naval op-
erations is a waste of public resources because it counters a low-tech threat with high-tech 
operations and places public resources at private use, a lesson that can be applied to new 
counter-piracy operations globally.  

Piracy, a threat to freedom of navigation 

 The seas are unregulated places, 
ripe for lawless, criminal, and terroristic 
activities. States extend their reach into 
them only limitedly as they are too vast 
to effectively patrol, de facto rendering 
maritime activities subject to an almost 
anarchic domain, where sovereignty is 
often meaningless and private activities 
escape national control. No government 
successfully controls the seas - and no 
government should purport to do so if it 
is to remain faithful to the principle of 
freedom of navigation. 
 Piracy has flourished through histo-
ry and still represents a risk for seafarers. 
Recognized as hostis humani generi, or 
“enemy of all mankind,” pirates and pira-
cy are a subject of international concern 
because of the threat they pose to the 
principle of freedom of navigation of the 
seas. Piracy, as defined by subject expert 

Martin N. Murphy, is the “unlawful dep-
redation at sea involving the use or 
threat of violence possibly, but not neces-
sarily, involving robbery.”1 As a phenome-
non, piracy is particularly troublesome 
because it presents a threat that escapes 
a classification as solely private or pub-
lic, domestic or international. Piracy is a 
local problem with international implica-
tions. Although the number of ships suc-
cessfully attacked by pirates was limited 
even at the height of the piracy threat, 
piracy has been defined as “the most se-
rious challenge to the peaceful use of 
the seas, short of war, since 1945” be-
cause of the threat it poses to the free-
dom of navigation of the seas.2 

 Piracy can be conceptualized and 
studied on three levels: first, the threat 
piracy poses to the freedom of naviga-
tion of the seas, which the United Na-
tions considers crucial to “strengthening 
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of peace, security, cooperation and 
friendly relations among all nations;” sec-
ond, the link between domestic instability 
and international security (since perpe-
trators and piracy enterprises are gener-
ally domestic in origin but the victims 
and location of pirate attacks are mostly 
international); and third, the relationship 
between public and international security 
concerns and private commercial inter-
ests.3 

 Using this framework, it is possible 
to identify three general counter-piracy 
strategies: avoidance of high piracy risk 
areas, escort by military vessels through 
high-risk areas, and the implementation 
of best management practices and the 
hiring of private security companies 
(PSCs).4 The avoidance of high-risk are-
as cedes freedom of navigation to the 
threat of piracy, imposes significant costs 
on shipping, and limits the international 
community’s ability to rapidly deploy 
forces in a crisis. Military escorts are im-
possible to implement on a large scale 
because of the vastness of the seas and 
the high number of private and commer-
cial ships traversing high-risk piracy are-
as. The employment of military vessels 
also raises questions over the systemic 
use of public coffers to protect private 
interests and assets. Best management 
practices create a decentralized response 
to a decentralized and low-tech threat 
and force individual ships owners to un-
dertake actions to limit risks at sea, thus 
increasing the accountability of the pri-
vate sector for its own security. At the 
same time, the use of private military 
companies to protect ships raises con-

cerns over their rules of engagement at 
sea and the ability to clearly distinguish 
between an offensive and defensive role. 
The lessons learned from these innova-
tive tactics can be applied to combat pi-
racy in other global hot spots such as the 
Gulf of Guinea and the Strait of Malac-
ca. The literature on Somali piracy writ-
ten before or at the time of the height of 
attacks in 2012 states that the only effec-
tive way to reduce the threat of piracy 
off the Somali coast was to restore gov-
ernance to the country. The significant 
reduction in attacks from 2012-2016 puts 
such an assessment in doubt, calling into 
question the need for ‘nation building’ to 
counter piracy — as technical responses 
are much more effective.  
 

Gulf of Aden, Red Sea, and Western  
Indian Ocean 

 The Gulf of Aden connects the In-
dian Ocean to the Mediterranean Sea 
through two chokepoints, Bab-al-
Mandab (BAM) and the Suez Canal. 
These chokepoints are part of the Suez 
Canal shipping lane, one of the busiest 
shipping lanes in the world, with nine 
percent of global commerce passing 
through the canal.5 The area is of high 
strategic importance because it links 
Asia to the West without requiring the 
circumnavigation of the African conti-
nent and the Cape of Good Hope, thus 
significantly reducing the time and costs 
of shipping.6 Disruption to the shipping 
lanes caused by piracy impacts both 
commercial traffic as well as national se-
curity by threatening global commercial 
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supply chains and energy security (much 
of the oil traded from the Gulf passes 
through the Gulf of Aden before it 
reaches western markets).7 

 Between 2008 and 2009, 46% of 
recorded global piracy acts occurred in 
the Gulf of Aden and the Red Sea.8 Pira-
cy occurs when areas of high commercial 
traffic are within the geographical area 
of a state marred by internal instability, 
and its root causes have been identified 
as “conflict, political insecurity and the 

economic situation on land” — all of 
which are rampant in Somalia, effective-
ly a failed state since the fall of Mo-
hamed Siad Barré’s dictatorial regime in 
1991 when the country “descended into 
turmoil, factional fighting, and anarchy.”9 

 Maritime security chart Q6099, 
which comprises the Red Sea, Gulf of 
Aden, Arabian Sea, and Western Indian 
Ocean, includes the boundaries of what 
is determined to be the High Risk Area 
(HRA) as well as the recommended se-
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curity transit corridor, known as the Mar-
itime Security Transit Corridor (MTSC), 
within which counter-piracy forces focus 
their surveillance and patrols.10 Somali 
pirates initially operated within the terri-
torial seas of Somalia but expanded 
their catchment area as multinational 
counter-piracy operations patrolled their 
hunting grounds. Incidents attributed to 
Somali pirates have occurred as far east 
as the Kerala region in India, as far 
north as the Strait of Hormuz, and as far 
south as southern Mozambique.11 

 

Somalia and Piracy  
 Piracy flourishes in Somalia be-
cause the country is effectively a failed 
state, with lax laws and law enforcement 
capabilities. Since the fall of Mohamed 
Siad Barrè’s dictatorship, the country has 
been beset by internal strife and conflict 
and the internationally recognized Feder-
al Government of Somalia has been un-
able to effectively gain or maintain terri-
torial control: clans, warlords, criminal 
enterprises, and autonomous regional or 
local governing bodies of semi-sovereign 
states control significant areas of the 
country.12 Piracy is a form of organized 
crime and an important source of in-
come for local warlords. Because of So-
malia’s geographical position in the mid-
dle of trade routes and the political tur-
moil and jurisdictional weakness within 
the country, it has been a prime ground 
for the emergence of piracy enterprises. 
Political instability and fractionalization 
allow pirates to act undisturbed with the 
support of reliable onshore infrastructure 

to conduct ransom negotiations, in par-
ticular the ability to safely anchor hi-
jacked ships alongside the shore and to 
access supplies.13 

 Somali piracy, unlike that of other 
countries like Nigeria, is not associated 
with political objectives.14 It is strictly mo-
tivated by financial gains — as evidenced 
by the preference for piracy-for-ransom. 
The waters off of Somalia are rich fish-
ing grounds, but because of the central 
government’s inability to protect the ter-
ritorial seas and exclusive economic zone 
(EEZ) from the intrusion of foreign fish-
ing vessels, Somalia has been the site of 
illegal, unreported and unregulated 
(IUU) fishing, as well as the dumping of 
toxic and nuclear waste.15 According to 
the pirates, foreign fishing caused local 
fishermen to lose their source of revenue, 
which led them to take up arms to de-
fend their catchment area in what was 
defined a form of “taxation” on foreign 
vessels.16  
 Acts of piracy off the coast of So-
malia are unique because of the high 
frequency of attacks, the fact that they 
are characterized by the kidnappings 
and ransoms of vessels, crews, and trans-
ported goods, and the extensive catch-
ment area of pirates that extends far be-
yond territorial seas.17 This last feature is 
attributed to the presence of multina-
tional coalition military vessels from one 
of the “big three” counter-piracy opera-
tions patrolling the transit area and the 
use of motherships to conduct attacks.18 
The use of motherships, or hijacked ves-
sels used to mount a piracy attack far 
from the coast, offers three tactical ad-

Calderoni 
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vantages:“pirates can stay at sea longer, 
it allows for a greater operation area, 
and they are easier to hide within the 
rest of the sea traffic.”19 

 Although piracy is often consid-
ered strictly in terms of maritime activi-
ties, this classification ignores the signifi-
cant role of land operations in the suc-
cessful outcome of a pirate attack.20 For 
Somali pirates, land operations are es-
sential: because they hijack ships for ran-
som, they require a safe land base to 
keep hostages during negotiations, which 
can either be a land-based hideout or 
the hijacked ship itself, generally an-
chored off the coast of either the Punt-
land or Central Somalia regions.21 What 
makes Somali piracy so singular is the 
possibility to “hold large ocean-going 
vessels in plain sight without fear of re-
prisal or recapture” thanks to the lack of 
effective law enforcement capabilities of 
the Somali government and the “ability 
to securely negotiate ransoms from a few 
known coastal bases along the Somali 
shore.”22 These anchor points allow pi-
rates to launch their skiffs, maintain hi-
jacked vessels, and access supplies 
(which requires the existence of at least 
minimal onshore infrastructure), while 
operating largely undisturbed by the 
government. Once the hijacked ship is 
safely anchored offshore and protected 
by a ground team, the pirates initiate 
ransom negotiations.  
 Somali pirates often form sophisti-
cated criminal organizations character-
ized by the specialized roles. There are 
investors (because piracy requires signifi-
cant funds for the procurement of skiffs, 

fuel, arms, and supplies for the hostages 
during negotiations), sea and ground 
commanders (who direct the boarding of 
a ship and the operational details of the 
seizure), negotiators and translators 
(who handle the ransom negotiation with 
international actors), and political bro-
kers (who assure that the pirate network 
has the political capital to pursue its ob-
jectives unhindered). These professions 
are all necessary to achieve the goal of 
receiving substantial ransom payments.23 
Ships can be targeted specifically for the 
nationality of the crew to pressure a for-
eign government to release captive pi-
rates, as was done in 2011 when Somali 
pirates purposefully targeted Indian sea-
farers in an attempt to free their impris-
oned comrades from Indian jails.24 The 
nationality of the crew and of the vessel, 
the size of vessel and the nature of the 
transported goods are all determinants 
of the ransom amount.25 The lives of So-
mali piracy victims are generally less at 
risk compared to those in other regions 
because they are of greater value alive 
and can be kept captive in one place for 
a long time, although some instances of 
death have occurred. Pirates may be 
highly agitated and intoxicated, but the 
safe capture of hostages is in their 
greatest interest.26 

 

International Response to Piracy in the 
Region and Legal framework 
 In 2005 the international commu-
nity first recognized the threat of piracy 
off the coast of Somalia after the attack 
on U.S. cruise liner Seabourn Spirit and 
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the successful hijacking-for-ransom of the 
M/V Feisty Gas that signaled a dra-
matic increase in pirate attacks in the 
region.27  Although piracy occurred prior 
to 2005, the year marked a significant 
change in mode and scope of attacks. 
What had been sporadic and opportun-
istic hijackings turned into an organized 
industry of piracy-for-ransom and 
marked the start of renewed internation-
al awareness of piracy as a threat. In 
2006 the UN Security Council warned 
vessels traversing the region to take pre-
cautions and remain vigilant while in the 
Gulf of Aden. Starting in 2008, the inter-
national community decided to deploy 
naval forces to the Horn of Africa region 
to protect vessels and to conduct rescue 
operations, either in a national capaci-
ty28 or through one of the “big three” 
multinational counter-piracy coalitions 
that were created: the Combined Task 
Force (CTF) 151, which operates in the 
Gulf of Aden, Somali Basin, and Indian 
Ocean and carries out operations to 
“deter, disrupt, and suppress” piracy and 
armed robbery at sea; the EU’s Opera-
tion ATALANTA, which has a mandate  
to deter piracy at sea, strengthen mari-
time security, and protect the transport 
of humanitarian aid to Somalia; and 
NATO’s Operations Ocean Shield, which 
evolved from Operation Allied Provider 
to secure the sea lanes.29 The Combined 
Maritime Forces is headquartered at 
U.S. Naval Forces Central Command in 
Bahrain with the U.S. Navy’s Fifth Fleet, 
which oversees U.S. counter-piracy oper-
ations in the region.30 

 Multinational counter-piracy oper-

ations off the coast of Somalia are coor-
dinated under the framework of the 
United Nations Convention on the Law 
of the Sea (UNCLOS), which attempts 
to suppress acts of piracy on the high 
seas and specifies piracy as acts commit-
ted for “private ends.”31 Attention is also 
paid toward the Convention for the Sup-
pression of Unlawful Acts of Violence 
Against the Safety of Maritime Naviga-
tion (SUA Convention), which addresses 
“unlawful acts” and extends prosecution 
to piracy acts committed within a signa-
tory country’s territorial sea. A series of 
UN Security Council Resolutions further 
authorize action to combat piracy off the 
Somali coast.32 Security Council Resolu-
tion 1816 allows foreign navy vessels to 
“enter the territorial waters of Somalia 
for the purpose of repressing acts of pi-
racy and armed robbery at sea,” and 
Resolution 1851, extends authorization to 
include counter-piracy land operations 
and authorized states to employ “all nec-
essary measures” to combat piracy in the 
region.33 

 

Private Sector Response to Piracy 
 Since piracy disproportionately 
threatens private and commercial seafar-
ers off the coast of Somalia, the mari-
time sector has adopted a growing “risk 
management” approach to the risks of 
piracy.34 Piracy is a low-tech crime that is 
highly dependent on the weather. Piracy 
tends to occur less frequently during 
monsoon season because of the difficulty 
in operating skiffs in severe weather con-
ditions, while it occurs more frequently 
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when the sea is calm, because it makes 
boarding the vessel easier.35 The choice 
of vessel to attack also depends on ease 
of boarding: a vessel with a low free-
board (the distance between the water-
line and the deck) or moving at a low 
speed (less than 15 nautical knots) is 
more likely to be attacked.36 Small boats 
are used by pirates because they confer 
a tactical advantage. Small vessels are 
easily camouflaged, difficult to spot at 
sea, maneuverable, inexpensive, and can 
mount a multi-ship attack from varying 
directions.37 

 Because of the low-tech nature of 
pirate attacks, the maritime community 
has determined a set of best manage-
ment practices (BMP) to reduce the risk 
of attack and the likelihood of a success-
ful outcome for the pirates. Armed pri-
vate military security companies 
(PMSCs) are a “popular and effective 
model to mitigate piracy off the coast of 
Somalia” and generally place their 
guards directly aboard ships, to avoid 
the overhead costs of providing an es-
cort vessel and performing defensive op-
erations.38 If utilizing PMSCs isn’t possi-
ble because of state flag laws, countries 
like Italy and the Netherlands have 
adopted vessel protection detachments 
(VPD), or military personnel onboard 
private commercial ships transiting pira-
cy infested waters.39 Most VPD programs 
are contracted by the World Food Pro-
gram and the African Union Mission to 
Somalia (AMISOM) as a protective 
measure, in addition to the military na-
val escorts provided by the “big three.”40 

 

Successful Outcomes, Attributable to 
What?  
 In 2012, piracy off the coast of So-
malia experienced a rapid decline,41 a 
decline generally attributed to a greater 
coordination of international forces and 
clearer rules of engagement, the pres-
ence of multination counter-piracy oper-
ations, increased awareness of the land-

based component of piracy operations 
(for example, the EU’s Operation ATA-
LANTA expanded its mandate to in-
clude aerial attacks on suspected pirate 
logistical bases on land), and the imple-
mentation of best management practices 
and improvements to onboard security 
within the private sector.42 NATO in-
creased its intelligence gathering capa-
bilities and surveillance of suspected pi-
rate land camps, and began the practice 
of destroying pirate skiffs and mother-
ships. In 2016, when operation Ocean 
Shield ended, NATO declared it a “great 
success” and credited it with “playing a 
pivotal role in restoring safe passage for 
vessels in the Indian Ocean” as no com-
mercial vessels were successfully cap-
tured between May 2012 and December 
2016.43 This claim warrants a certain lev-
el of scrutiny. First, multinational counter-
piracy operations have been active since 
2008, but the region saw a significant 
increase in piracy incidents for the first 
three years after they were operational. 
It was only in 2012 that piracy attacks 
diminished. Second, NATO’s lauded suc-
cess should be questioned since two hi-
jacking incidents occurred in the first 
three months after it was discontinued — 
can the operation be successful if it only 
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temporarily halts piracy?44 Ocean Shield 
strengthened NATO’s situational aware-
ness and intelligence capabilities in the 
West Indian Ocean region.45 It also rede-
fined the Alliance's understanding of 
joint naval operations. Although herald-
ed as widely successful, the multinational 
counter-piracy operations — two of 
which, the EU’s Operation ATALANTA 
and CTF 151, remain active as of April 
2021 — came at a great cost to taxpay-
ers and are only part of the solution to 
piracy in the region. According to the 
World Bank’s analysis, counter-piracy op-
erations are only able to make piracy at-
tacks less likely to be successful and in-
crease the likelihood of apprehending 
pirates; since pirates are easily replacea-
ble in Somalia this is a minor benefit, es-
pecially because those apprehended are 
seldom at the head of piracy networks.46 

 The decline of piracy off the coast 
of Somalia has remained stable since 
2012, with few reported incidents.47 Most 
analysts attribute the decrease to the 
presence of warships, the increased use 
of private security firms, the implementa-
tion of best management practices for 
protection (BMP), and the institution of 
the MTSC and group transits, inviting 
the creation of a private-public partner-
ship to disincentivize piracy. Critical to 
the decline in reported cases are the ac-
tions taken by the shipping industry, in 
particular the increase of armed guards 
on shipping boats. If vessels take ade-
quate precautions and follow best prac-
tices it is highly unlikely, even in pirate-

infested areas, that they will be attacked 
by pirates.48 Somali pirates are not high-

tech, and usually choose their targets ac-
cording to perceived vulnerability.49 The 
most effective counter-piracy measure 
that a vessel can use is an effective look-
out system, whether visual or radar.50 
Coastguard skiffs and crews trained in 
law enforcement are more effective than 
vast naval fleets at countering Somali 
piracy because they can better monitor 
ships entering and exiting ports.51 

 Beyond the technical consideration 
about the effectiveness of multinational 
naval operations, the appropriateness of 
utilizing navies to counter piracy should 
be questioned since BMP and armed se-
curity are generally sufficient to counter 
the threat placed by low-tech Somali pi-
racy. Using naval fleets to counter piracy 
and reaffirm the principle of freedom of 
navigation of the seas may be warrant-
ed for the maintaining of peaceful and 
cooperative relations between nations; 
however, national and transnational ac-
tions must avoid disincentivizing individu-
al ship owners from undertaking security 
precautions to effectively reduce the 
threat. Naval operations must avoid us-
ing public funds to finance the safety of 
the private and commercial shipping in-
dustry. To incentivize the implementation 
of security measures, nations need to use 
the justice system to create incentive 
structures for shipping companies to in-
vest in preventative measures to thwart 
piracy. Strengthening of international 
maritime law and a clarification of the 
legal status of VPDs may incentivize the 
implementation of BMP by private com-
panies. Unlike maritime transit corridors 
and international task forces, the imple-
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mentation of best practices is not con-
stricted by geography. Therefore, BMPs 
should be the first response to countering 
piracy in global hot spots while an inter-
nationally coordinated response is deter-
mined by policymakers. As piracy emerg-
es in other regions of the globe, the les-
sons learned from counter-piracy opera-
tions off the Somali coast provide a sub-
stantial framework for the public and 
private sectors.  
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Avenging Angels:  Russia’s Legacy of Female Terrorism  
in Revolution and the Chechen Conflict 
By Emily Miller 

Female-perpetrated terrorism is a compelling subject largely for the shocking dichotomy be-
tween traditional perceptions of femininity and brutal, premeditated violence. Beginning with 
the fiery revolutionaries of the 1800s and extending through modern-day Chechen suicide 
bombers, Russia’s legacy of women’s involvement in terrorist activity has been unmatched in 
its violence, fervor, and popular mythologization by any other region of the world. Scholars 
give conflicting accounts as to what has driven these women, both historically and presently, 
to such radical political violence. Particularly in the case of modern-day Chechens, the ration-
ales are largely speculative: societal structures and frustrations, commitment to a political 
cause, and psychological connections to concepts of sacrifice for and in service of fellow citi-
zens. While each group of Russian women has been studied to some extent individually, this 
paper approaches them as parts of the same legacy and attempts to distill what in Russia’s 
political history and society has encouraged such distinctive, violent female political actors. It 
also seeks to explain the personal, ideological, and cultural disparities between female terror-
ists in Russia’s revolutionary era and those in modern-day Chechnya. While these groups may 
ultimately reflect some similarities in psychological drive and societal reception, they differ 
radically in means, public perception, and ownership of their respective narratives.   

 

“In political violence, women are assumed to be pawns for male terrorist leaders, and the 
public looks for personal reasons to explain women’s violence.” 

Alisa Stack 
 

“Beyond revolution, they were seeking total emancipation.” 
Helene Carrere D’Encausse 

Women’s Rise in the Russian  
Revolutionary Movement 
 19th century Russia has been de-
scribed as the “birthplace of revolution-
ary terrorism.”1 Rife with dissatisfaction 
over the tsarist regime and a sense of 
helplessness over attaining change 
through the existing political mecha-
nisms, Russian society was ripe for the 
rise of political violence. Women first en-
tered this revolutionary scene with the 
Decembrist revolt in 1825. While all the 
direct actors in the assassination of tsar 
Paul I were men, the decision of several 
of their wives to accompany them into 

Siberian exile was noticed and admired 
by many Russian citizens. Unbeknownst 
to all at the time, including the women 
themselves, this act of self-sacrifice 
sparked the mythologizing of the violent 
female political actor that was to come.2 

 In the late 1860s, women began to 
assume more agency in revolutionary 
stirrings, which acquired a new pitch with 
Dmitry Karakazov’s unsuccessful assassi-
nation attempt of Alexander II in 1866. 
In firing a gun at a sacred individual, 
Karakazov rendered the tsar and the 
broader system newly vulnerable, forever 
changing the security dynamic between 
the political apparatus and the people3 
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and sanctioning violence as the status 
quo for expression of societal discontent 
– an expression which women would em-
brace with unique fervor. 1868 saw the 
novel participation of young women in 
political associations including the Smor-
gon Academy, an extremist underground 
group.4 From this point on, the influx of 
women to the revolutionary cause in-
creased in both number and intensity. By 
the Socialist Revolutionary (SR) party’s 
written records, 15 percent of the terror-
ists that advanced its movement were 
women,5 and at least 25 women (out of 
nearly 80 members) participated in the 
SR Terrorist Brigade during its lifespan 
from 1902-1910.6 However, after their ini-
tial political involvement in the 1860s, it 
took nearly a decade for women to 
achieve any prominence in the revolu-
tionary movement, or to attain a key role 
in the burgeoning conceptions of terror-
ism also developing during these years. It 
was only with the case of Vera Zasulich  
that these female revolutionaries began 
gaining prominence and accreditation in 
the eyes of both their male counterparts 
and broader Russian society. Almost im-
mediately upon her release, Zasulich was 
lauded as a national heroine, a new spe-
cies of violent yet noble political actor 
who was all the more striking for her 
femininity.7 The combination of Zasu-
lich’s acquittal and celebration also 
proved a damning combination for state 
anti-terrorist operations, for it both di-
minished state authority and validated 
the effectiveness and nobility of terror-
ism.8 Men and women alike took inspira-
tion from Zasulich’s example, who em-

bodied the new Russian revolutionary 
woman and opened the floodgates for 
increased violence and assassination at-
tempts among Russian society.9 

 

Motivations for Revolutionary Violence 

 What drove these women to com-
mit acts of political violence, and what 
did their choice to do so say about the 
revolutionary movement and broader 
Russian society at the time? On a socie-
tal level, many Russian women felt a 
deep frustration with the educational 
and economic opportunities available to 
them, most of which were heavily influ-
enced by traditional perceptions of wom-
en as the less capable sex. Constrained 
by a society where their virtue was laud-
ed above their intellect, many women 
sought equality with men in opportuni-
ties, perceived capabilities, personal in-
dependence, and the ability to meaning-
fully contribute to society.10 Compounding 
these societal frustrations was the fact 
that a revolutionary woman’s decision to 
leave home often led to a drastic break 
with her family, who perceived her de-
parture as a violation of traditional val-
ues.11  
 Women saw an opportunity in the 
underground revolutionary movement for 
true equality. In addition to the physical 
separation from familial ties and societal 
constraints, there was a powerful ideo-
logical draw: socialism presented a new, 
radical conception of full equality, one 
which promised women true freedom 
from gendered societal roles and re-
strictions.12 Many revolutionary women 
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identified with the idea of repressed sec-
tors of society, and conflated advocating 
for lower classes with self-advocacy.13 
However, engagement in revolutionary 
activity provided a perceived opportunity 
for independence and responsibility be-
fore the advent of full socialism. For 
many of these women, “revolutionary ac-
tivity was both a liberating force and an 
equalizing force” that provided a meas-
ure of immediate freedom from the bur-
dens of their traditional roles.14  
 While male revolutionaries typical-
ly demonstrated support of their female 
colleagues’ equality through little more 
than lip service (instead mostly denying 
them upper leadership roles and signifi-
cant influence over the movement’s polit-
ical theory, especially at the outset), ter-
rorism was something different. Terrorism 
allowed women true equality of action 
and sacrifice with their male counter-
parts, enabling them to be seen as he-
roes.15 This sacrifice in turn helped 
strengthen their credibility – selfless de-
votion and pure manifestation of politi-
cal activism gave female terrorists influ-
ence in the internal workings and exter-
nal perceptions of the revolutionary 
movement, while also increasing their 
male counterparts’ admiration and re-
spect.16 

 The undercurrent of morality in 
Russian revolutionary terrorism also 
made it distinctly compelling. The intelli-
gentsia, which comprised much of the 
revolutionary movement, expressed a 
deep guilt over the historical necessity 
and abuses of serfdom and felt they 
owed a debt to the peasantry. Largely 

due to a perceived absence of any route 
to political change other than violence, 
this rapidly transformed into the idea 
that it was the revolutionary’s “duty to kill 
on the people’s behalf.”17 It is critical to 
note that this was not mindless killing. 
The revolutionary movement believed 
that striking at the head was the most 
effective tactic for changing an autocrat-
ic system – as such, targets of terrorist 
violence were limited to state officials, 
and especially to the tsar himself. This 
terrorism shared modern groups’ desire 
to create confusion and strike fear, but 
aimed to do so within the political sys-
tem rather than among the Russian peo-
ple, whom they were ultimately fighting 
for.18 This duty to serve and avenge a vi-
olated sense of justice was particularly 
compelling for Russian women, who pit-
ied, desired to protect, and keenly identi-
fied with the plight of the Russian serf 
(or at least the idea of said serfs). The 
fact that many of these female revolu-
tionaries came from higher social stand-
ing and educational levels than their 
male counterparts may have also meant 
that they felt this guilt more acutely.19 
The emotional unmooring resulting from 
their severe breaks with family also 
played a significant role in inspiring a 
fervent devotion to radical activity.20 

 However, there were broader soci-
etal reasons for why women terrorists 
were drawn to and ultimately influential 
in the Russian revolutionary movement. 
Traditional conceptions of femininity 
touted the inherent moral superiority of 
women, resulting from the humility and 
sacrifice of their average societal status. 
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For a society whose collective conscious-
ness reflected a fascination with self-
sacrifice, a woman’s caretaking nature 
and expected service of her family ren-
dered her inherently more virtuous.21 In 
some respects, this national conscious-
ness aided the positive reception of the 
Russian female terrorist. Yet, the idea of 
women directly enacting political vio-
lence was also fundamentally jarring to 
Russian society, who had conceived of 
women’s virtue as more passive than 
vengeful.22 

 This seemingly dichotomous im-
pact of traditional conceptions of wom-
anhood rendered the female Russian rev-
olutionary terrorist a uniquely poignant 
figure. The Russian national conscious-
ness was both deeply shocked and 
moved by these new political beings, 

whose passionate commitment to justice 
and willingness to sacrifice themselves 
appeared as saint-like while defying the 
foundational expectations of their sex.23 
In short, the circumstances which perme-
ated Russian society and psychology 
made these women uniquely suited to 
serve as influential martyrs for the revo-
lutionary cause. As a result, Russian soci-
ety often transformed these female ter-
rorists into “martyr-avengers” – terrifying 
yet inspiring models of virtue, moral in-
tegrity, and selfless commitment to 
cause.24

  

 

Complexities to the Sacrificial Model 
 The martyr-avenger image, howev-
er, was an overly simplistic one. Many of 
these women became consumed with the 

Miller 

Vera Zasulich is lauded by many—contemporaries and 
historians alike—for reinvigorating the terrorist 
violence that had laid dormant in the decade since 
Karakazov’s attempt, and for inspiring a new breed of 
female revolutionary terrorist, both of which would 
lead to the death of tsar Alexander II in 1880.51 Only 28 
years old, her actions would open the door for a new 
era of political violence. In January 1878, posing as a 
petitioner, Zasulich shot St. Petersburg Governor-

General Fedor Trepov. The subsequent trial was a 
defining one for Russian revolutionary terrorism. In spite of Zasulich’s admission that her actions 
were premeditated, her defense managed to transform the hearing into a trial of the Governor-

General himself, whose violent beating of a political prisoner had driven Zasulich to her radical 
attempt.52

 This portrayal of a revolutionary so committed to justice as to be willing to sacrifice 
herself captured both the minds of the jury, who fully acquitted her of all charges, and the 
broader Russian populace. 

Vera Zasulich  
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concept of sacrifice itself, rather than the 
stated objectives of such sacrifice (i.e., 
the cause of the peasants). In most cas-
es, both male and female Russian revolu-
tionary terrorists felt compelled to ab-
solve themselves for the murder of others 
by sacrificing their own lives.25 For wom-
en, this internal moral battle proved es-
pecially poignant and challenging. In 
many cases, terror became the all-
consuming objective and the determina-
tion to sacrifice for duty and absolution 
overshadowed all deeper political and 
social goals.26 For some, this resulted 
from a confusion of revolutionary ideals 
with devotion to Christianity. In the case 
of Vera Zasulich, for example, her devo-
tion to and desire to emulate Christ be-
came completely disconnected from the 
broader framework of the Christian 
faith, transforming into an independent 
(yet powerful) compulsion for self-
sacrifice.27

  

 In her influential analysis of Rus-
sian revolutionary terrorism, Amy Knight 
argues that the SR women were a “new 
breed” distinct from their 1860s contem-
poraries, driven less by rational political 
concerns and more by a “complex inter-
play of emotional, psychological and so-
cial factors underlying their terrorist ac-
tivities and…certain female attributes 
that lend themselves well to terrorism.”28 
These women embodied a “fanatical de-
votion to terror and their tendency to-
ward extremism” and perceived sacrifice 
as an end in itself.29 In many respects, 
they reflected the irrationality of the wid-
er SR terrorist movement, which contin-
ued to gain momentum in spite of the 

tsar’s demonstrated willingness to enact 
reforms in the late 1800s.   
 Despite their irrationality, Knight 
credits female SR terrorists with 
“[infusing] into the SR campaign of vio-
lence a crucial inspirational spirit, with-
out which it would have never been car-
ried so far.”30 Several of these women 
were welcomed back into party leader-
ship upon their return from prison, in-
cluding Ekaterina Breshkovskaia and 
Maria Spiridonova; these women ex-
pressed through action and memoirs a 
captivation by revolutionary spirit, but 
also demonstrated a fundamental inabil-
ity to objectively assess political reali-
ties.31 

 While Breshkovskaia and her con-
temporaries did suffer from an obsession 
with means and a disconnect from politi-
cal realities, this fanaticism does not 
quite make them the “new breed” Knight 
claims. Zasulich’s devotion to sacrifice for 
its own sake and irrational commitment 
to cause were common threads in the 
Russian female revolutionary terrorist 
narrative from its outset. Russian revolu-
tionary women were a cohesive unit of 
violent, contradictory heroines, lent “an 
aura of romance that defies criticism” ra-
ther than objective analysis of their mo-
tives in nearly all contemporary discus-
sion and historical accounts.32 These 
women, in turn, were an important prec-
edent in the legacy of Russian female 
terrorism, which continues today in war-
torn Chechnya.   
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Terrorism in the Modern Era: The Rus-
sian-Chechen Conflict 
 The Russian-Chechen conflict has 
spurred the rise of a new manifestation 
of female terrorist, commonly referred to 
as the “Black Widow.” Beginning with 
Chechnya's declaration of independence 
following the collapse of the Soviet Un-
ion in 1991, the three decades since have 
been marked by two bloody wars be-
tween a population grasping for a sepa-
rate identity and a powerful military 
state unwilling to relinquish its hold. Ter-
rorism has been a frequent tool for both 
sides – employed often by the Chechen 
cause throughout the conflict and manip-
ulated by Russian propaganda to garner 
support for Russia’s cause and further its 
own objectives in maintaining sovereign-
ty over the region.  
 The mythologization of women’s 
role in Chechen terror began in 1994, 
when the Russian press began circulating 
rumors about a women’s rebel unit.33 
While women have indeed been involved 
in Chechen terror efforts from the outset, 
the image of the “Black Widows” first 
captured public attention in 2000 when 
female suicide bombers Khava Barayeva 
and Luisa Magomadova drove an explo-
sive-filled truck into a Russian military 
establishment. Since then, women have 
continued to play a key role in anti-
Russian terrorist efforts; according to da-
ta published in 2007, 42 percent of all 
Chechen suicide bombers were women.34 
They gained special prominence follow-
ing the hostage crisis at Russia’s Dubrov-
ka Theater, which gave rise to several 
mythologies of their own (discussed in 

further detail below). 
 These women are distinct from 
their revolutionary predecessors in sever-
al respects. The first is the rather 
straightforward difference in means – 
Chechen female terrorism has been com-
prised mainly of suicide bombings and 
has focused on citizens rather than politi-
cal figures. It may be argued that this 
shift to civilian targets can be mostly ex-
plained by broader trends in terrorism 
today. While terrorism has always tar-
geted noncombatants, in recent decades 
it has increasingly focused on public at-
tacks on innocent victims, usually trying 
to maximize deaths.35 Attacks on the 
public allow terrorists to choose targets 
that maximize casualties with minimal 
materials and effort, and ensure their 
coverage by mass media.36 This trend 
has also been encouraged in part by a 
rise in democratic systems, where multi-
ple players hold the reins to power and 
are largely interchangeable (making tar-
geting specific individuals less effective 
than in an autocratic state, like pre-

Soviet Russia).37
  Modern terrorism still 

aims to strike terror; in today’s environ-
ment, however, targeting citizens rather 
than the system ensures maximum im-
pact. 
 

The “Black Widows”: Myths and Motiva-
tions of Chechnya’s Female Suicide 
Bombers 
 Of particular interest for this anal-
ysis is modern Chechen female terrorists’ 
lack of voice, especially in comparison to 
their Russian revolutionary counterparts. 

Miller 
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Russian female terrorists in the late 19th 
and early 20th centuries were masters of 
their own narratives, vocal proponents of 
their own motives and actions. In some 
cases, they were even the deliberate, 
partial architects of their own myth. The 
letters of Maria Spiridonova describing 
her own arrest and brutal treatment at 
the hands of public officials were dissem-
inated by the SR movement to incite fur-
ther anger toward the political system 
and increase sympathy for the revolu-

tionary cause. There is 
substantial evidence in 
her communications and 
personal writings that 
Spiridonova manipulat-
ed such descriptions and 
played a key role in 
guiding their publication 
to highlight herself as a 
martyr and thus further 
the SR’s objectives.38 In 
contrast, little is known 
of what drives Chechen 
female terrorists, and 
most of what is known is 
derived from portrayals 
by external actors. Che-
chen women have been 
divided into two distinct 
portraits, each of which 
is propagandized by cer-
tain actors in the Rus-
sian-Chechen conflict to 
advance their own ob-
jectives.  
 The first is that of 
the “black widow”: the 
woman who has commit-

ted acts of terror as vengeance for the 
loss of men close to her – husband, fa-
ther, brother, son, etc. This is the image 
primarily adopted by the Chechen lead-
ership, for several ends. First, this por-
trayal builds sympathy for and justifica-
tion of the Chechen independence move-
ment. These women are both victims and 
agents, sympathetic for their loss and 
grief yet admirable for their heroic self-
sacrifice and determination to attain jus-
tice. In short, they humanize the Chechen 

Maria Spiridonova was 
another crucial example in 
expanding the growing 
mythology around the 
Russian female terrorist, 
cited even as “the 
supreme incarnation of 
the Russian myth of 
female revolutionary 
martyrdom.”53 Following 
her assassination of a 
provincial councilor in 

1906, Spiridonova’s case grew in fame and popularity for her 
self-reported brutal arrest and sentencing to 11 years in 
prison. Similar to Zasulich, Spiridonova was lauded as a heroine 
for her willingness to sacrifice to liberate others from injustice, 
epitomizing the nobility of both the Russian female terrorist 
and the political cause they served.54 Upon returning from her 
11-year imprisonment in 1917, she rapidly gained leadership in 
the Left SR party among revolutionaries who lauded her as an 
early hero of the cause.  (Picture source: https://
bit.ly/3wgRMqi ) 

Maria Spiridonova  
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struggle for independence and increase 
its legitimacy in the eyes of the public. 
There is a secondary use of the “black 
widow” image, however, which speaks to 
the lingering tendency of male terrorists 
to view their female counterparts as 
weaker or lesser-than themselves. In 
some cases, the “black widows” are used 
as a recruitment tool, their courage as 
“mere women” stressed to shame men in-
to joining the Chechen cause. These 
women are noteworthy but do not quite 
belong, or so the narrative goes – they 
are here because men have failed to an-
swer their duty to protect their independ-
ence and their women.39

  

 The second portrait of the Che-
chen female terrorist is that of a 
“zombie”: one who has been lured into 
terrorist activity through rape, trickery, 
intimidation, or desperation. Predictably, 
this portrait has been more readily 
spread by the Russian press, serving to 
both victimize the women and disparage 
Chechen rebels as inhumane, violent 
brutes willing to go to any lengths to at-
tain political autonomy. This portrayal is 
noteworthy not just for its ability to elicit 
sympathy and disgust, but also for its im-
plicit absolution of guilt. If lured or 
threatened into this role, female terrorists 
could not be truly accountable for their 
actions, nor could they represent any ide-
ological conviction or meaningful de-
fense of the Chechen cause.40

  

 Interestingly, both images—tragic 
hero and pitiable victim—hinge upon 
men. The “black widow” is driven by a 
loss of a man, and the “zombie” is forced 
by the aggressions of men. Neither por-

trayal places the woman herself at the 
center of the narrative or seeks to ana-
lyze motives irrespective to male influ-
ence.41 As a result, very little is known 
about the real motives of these terror-
ists,42 though some may be speculated 
through research and historical comparison. 
 A 2007 study published by Anne 
Speckhard and Khapta Akhmedova is 
one of the only attempts to-date to 
closely analyze the motives of modern 
Chechen female terrorists. Over three 
years, this study interviewed family mem-
bers, close associates, and hostages of 
30 female Chechen suicide bombers, de-
riving several interesting demographic 
and psycho-social indicators for these 
women’s involvement. Key results for the 
purposes of this analysis are as follows:  

• All the female bombers were indoctri-
nated with militant jihadist views and 
self-recruited, though only a few were 
from religious backgrounds.43

 

• The key variables across all partici-
pants were 1) the presence of nation-
alistic conflict/war/occupation, 2) a 
history of serious personal trauma, 3) 
exposure to a militant jihadist ideolo-
gy, and 4) a search for meaning or 
resolution to psychological vulnerabili-
ties. “They were made up of volun-
teers with the personal motivations of 
psychological trauma, desire to re-
venge and the nationalist desire to 
throw an enemy occupier out of their 
country playing the strongest roles in 
their reasons for self-recruiting to ter-
rorist organizations that promised 
them a ready and ideologically (for 
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them) honorable way to do so.”44 In-
terestingly, these four main variables 
were common to both men and wom-
en.  

• Female bombers were an average age 
of 25, and many had husbands and chil-
dren – only 23 percent were widows.45

 

 These findings undermine several 
common perceptions of Chechen female 
terrorists. Both the “black widow” and 
“zombie” images are discredited to some 
extent – the first, by the fact that less 
than a quarter of these women were true 
widows, and all suffered from psychologi-
cal trauma that could arguably under-
mine the rational heroics propagandized 
by the Chechen movement; the second, 
by the fact that all were self-recruited 
and converted to militant jihadist ideolo-
gy, with many actually seeking out radi-
cal outlets as a form of treatment for 
their pain.46 The study’s authors allow 
that frustrated career aspirations and 
educational opportunities may well have 
been drivers, but they wouldn’t have nec-
essarily been unique to women – all 
Chechnya has suffered economically 
from the recent conflict.47 While the 
means may be explained by structural 
restrictions—women may more readily 
take on a suicide bomber role because 
other channels of resistance, including 
active combat, aren’t open to them48—
the real drivers are more complex. Much 
like their revolutionary predecessors, 
Chechen female terrorists’ motives ap-
pear to reside on a much deeper psycho-
logical level than simply societal con-
straints or political conviction. However, 
despite this study’s thorough research 

and nuanced analysis, it still fails to pre-
sent first-hand justification for Chechen 
women’s participation in terrorism, deriv-
ing its conclusions from the perceptions 
of others. 
 

 

Conclusion: Analyzing Cultural and His-
torical Drivers 
 Reflecting upon modern Chechen 
female terrorists as part of a broader 
legacy of Russian female terrorism may 
provide additional insight. While the cir-
cumstances that made the “martyr-
avenger” sanctification possible may 
have been unique to the time and 
tendencies of late 19th century Russian 
society, the foundational psychological 
drivers of female Russian revolutionary 
terrorists were not necessarily likewise 
constrained. Though deeper trauma may 
influence these factors differently in Che-
chen women, as indicated by the study 
above, there may well be commonalities 
between the female suicide bombers of 
Chechnya and their Russian predecessors 
in their genuine commitment to ideology; 
obsession with self-sacrifice; dissatisfac-
tion with current educational and eco-
nomic opportunities restricted by broad-
er societal poverty; perceived freedom in 
revolutionary activity; and desire to be 
seen as genuine equals. 
 The altered means of terrorism 
themselves support several additional 
speculations. The prominence of suicide 
bombing, for example, may speak to an 
enhanced obsession with self-sacrifice, or 
simply a desire for a rapid escape; this 
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method often ensures little pain and im-
mediate martyrdom, as opposed to the 
more removed sacrifice of Russian revo-
lutionaries’ arrest, sentencing, and poten-
tial execution. It may also make the per-
ception of glory and commitment to 
cause more poignant and reduce fear of 
extended punishment and suffering. The 
targeting of civilians, on the other hand, 
may strengthen the idea of genuine com-
mitment to cause. The slaughter of inno-
cents is a much more fraught moral 
question than that of political officials 
directly responsible for oppression, and 
likely more difficult to justify without gen-
uine commitment.  
 Modern terrorism, especially that 
undertaken by radical Islam, has sought 
to assign blame to whole societies rather 
than specific individuals, thus broadening 
the range of targets. The question may 
also be asked whether the Islamic under-
pinnings of Chechen society have influ-
enced female terrorist’s motives and nar-
ratives in other ways; for example, has a 
radical cultural inequality between men 
and women fed their frustration with so-
cietal roles, and undermined their ability 
to claim their own narratives? It is im-
portant to note that Muslim roles and 
conceptions have not played out in 
Chechnya as they have elsewhere; Che-
chen women have traditionally received 
greater freedoms than Muslim women in 
the Middle East.49 Nevertheless, women 
still have a designated role in traditional 
Chechen family structures, and the im-
portation of militant jihadist ideology in 
the 1990s brought with it warning signs 
of psychological/cultural shifts further 

undermining women’s status.50
  

 In addition to cultural and media 
factors, it may partly be due to the na-
ture of modern terrorism that modern 
Chechen female terrorists have been un-
able to claim the same prominence as 
their revolutionary predecessors. Terror-
ism today is perceived in broader strokes. 
With the exception of a few key leaders, 
most perpetrators of political violence 
are identified with a movement more 
than a persona; even those who are 
identified by name or photo are rapidly 
absorbed into conceptual categories of 
group or cause. This tendency is com-
pounded by the sheer preponderance of 
terrorist activity, made readily available 
by mass media, that makes it difficult to 
remember distinct individuals or events 
that achieve less than drastic impact. 
Additionally, terrorists’ tendency to tar-
get civilians has rendered them an ene-
my of the people in the public psycholo-
gy of many regions. In short, citizens are 
both less willing and less capable of my-
thologizing most individual terrorists, 
Chechnya’s “black widows” included. Only 
time will tell if these women’s un-

propagandized narratives will ultimately 
achieve greater individuality and promi-
nence, as did those of the revolutionary 
Russian women who paved their way. 
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Muqtada al-Sadr and the Mahdi Army:  
Friend or Foe 

By Caroline Hickey 

Muqtada al-Sadr is an important, yet controversial figure in Iraq and to the United States. 
Muqtada controls a militia whose role in the Iraq War raises reservations about Muqtada’s 
continued involvement in the Iraq Government today. His leadership since the 2003 US inva-
sion of Iraq catapulted him into a level of power unmatched in Iraq. His Shia militia, known 
as Mahdi Army/Jaysh al-Mahdi (JAM), is the security arm of his movement, the Sadrist 
Movement. In 2004, Muqtada and Mahdi Army were the number one targets of US troops 
in the Iraq War. Today, Muqtada has concentrated his ambitions into political ones. He rein-
vented his militia from having military goals to community service goals and renamed it the 
Peace Companies. The goal objectives of JAM before this move were to expel US forces from 
Iraq as well as provide security for Iraqi Shias.1 Now, those goals remain in place for 
Muqtada’s political party but the environment that the Peace Companies act in now is vastly 
different than that of the 2000s. JAM is no longer the main adversary in Iraq for the US, 
and Muqtada has continued popularity and influence. US strategy should take into consider-
ation how Muqtada gained the intense following that he has. Muqtada and the Sadrists are 
strongly anti-American but are also strongly anti-Iranian. Lots of information known about 
Muqtada comes from a time when he and JAM were the US’s number one adversaries in 
Iraq, thus polluting the intelligence with a bias. Despite the anti-American feelings Muqtada 
has, and the power to reignite his militia at moment’s notice, Muqtada and his Sadrist Move-
ment are crucial for US strategic goals for creating a stable Iraq and detering Iranian influ-
ence. US strategy should reconsider how it views Muqtada to keep Iran out of Iraq and cre-
ate a stable democracy, all while aiming to maintain peace with the Peace Companies and 
Muqtada. 

Background: Pre-2003 

 Muqtada al-Sadr is the youngest 
son of Ayatollah Muhammad Sadiq al-
Sadr and son-in-law of Ayatollah Mo-
hammad Baqir al-Sadr. Muqtada built 
his following on the reputation of the el-
der al-Sadrs, as they hold great im-
portance even after their deaths to Iraqi 
Shias. Baqir al-Sadr is known as Sadr I 
or the First Martyr. In 1980 he was ar-
rested and executed by Saddam Hussein 
due to the fear that Baqir would be the 
“Khomeini of Iraq.” Sadiq al-Sadr is 
known as Sadr II or the Second Martyr. 
Sadiq was given the official position of 
religious leader of Iraqi Shias by Sad-

dam in 1992 in hopes to quell the upris-
ing that had just taken place. Sadiq’s 
nickname was “the White Lion,” and his 
following was a mass popular movement, 
specifically supported by the under-
served. Sadiq’s followers were called 
Sadrists, a name that Muqtada has con-
tinued to use. In 1999, Sadiq was alleg-
edly murdered in his car with his two old-
est sons by the Saddam regime.  Sadiq 
and Baqir built a foundation that was 
crucial to Muqtada’s rise. Al-Sadr was a 
household name; the neighborhood of 
Saddam City in Baghdad was renamed 
Sadr City in 2003 after Sadiq. After 
Sadiq’s death, there was speculation who 
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would become leader of the Sadrists. 
Sadiq’s youngest son, Muqtada, was not 
a suspected contender, but in 2003 the 
29-year-old would surprisingly emerge to 
be the head of the Sadrists and catapult 
the movement into mainstream Iraqi pol-
itics.2   
 

2003-2006 

 After the fall of Saddam in 2003, 
exiled Shia clerics began returning to 
Iraq. Muqtada had been under house 
arrest since his father’s death and sought 
to assert power fast. His rivals underesti-
mated the appeal he had to the masses 
and misjudged his plans to lead the 
Sadrists. Ayatollah Kadhem al-Ha'iri, 
who lived in Qom, Iran, was the ex-
pected heir of the Sadrists. Muqtada 
was young and lacked religious creden-
tials – but this ultimately made him more 
appealing to Iraqi Shias who had no 
trust in religious hierarchies.3 In 
Muqtada’s attempt to establish his role 
in the future of Iraq, he announced start-
ing a militia. The first battalion was seen 
in October 2003.4 Jaysh al-Mahdi was 
not as organized as other Shia militia 
groups, like the Badr Brigades , but its 
members were committed to their lead-
er.5 This dedication has been repeatedly 
underestimated by both the United 
States and other Iraqi actors. In the 
wake of the fall of the Ba’athists, JAM 
provided security for the reopening of 
the Sadrist mosques, offices, and courts.6 
JAM also protected Iraqi Shias from the 
civil unrest at that time, which was criti-
cal in maintaining support from the pop-

ulation. Shia Iraqis were targeted by 
Sunni extremist groups, like al-Qaeda in 
Iraq (AQI), and this doubled as a re-
cruitment tool for JAM.7 Iran saw the 
chaos in Iraq as a perfect opportunity to 
manipulate the future Iraq government 
in their favor. The US’s involvement in 
Iraq caused a paranoia regarding Irani-
an influence. That paranoia blinded the 
fact that Iran flooded Iraq with funding 
in hopes that that would drive more Ira-
qis to them, and instead presumed the 
aid was for already existing pro-Iranian 
groups. JAM did receive Iranian aid, but 
unlike other Shia militia groups, had not 
been house and trained in Iran. Iraqi Shi-
as were more skeptical of the agendas of 
groups that had. The Sadrists are a na-
tionalist movement and do not like Irani-
an influence, reflecting many Iraqis’ sen-
timent. Popular support is the key to why 
Muqtada is who he is, and why JAM was 
a greater threat than perceived. The 
overwhelming support of poor under-
served Iraqi Shias is what catapulted the 
Sadrist Movement onto the global stage 
making it clear that they were here to 
stay. JAM was the biggest Shia militia in 
the beginning of the war, with estimated 
tens of thousands of members.8 

 JAM is most known to the United 
States for their clash with US troops in 
the beginning of the Iraq War. There 
was a grateful sentiment that the US 
helped take down Saddam, but the na-
tionalist views of the Sadrists made a 
stark opposition against any US occupa-
tion.  JAM fought the US head-on in the 
city of Najaf in April 2004. In Southern 
Iraq, JAM took control over Najaf, Kut, 
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and parts of Basra before agreeing to a 
ceasefire with the US two months after 
the fighting started.9  The city of Najaf 
was not even a staunch supporter of 
Muqtada, especially as the city was de-
stroyed in the fight. Another battle broke 
out in Najaf in August 2004, with the 
US and Coalition Provisional Authority’s 
goal of this battle to eliminate Muqtada 
and JAM as a threat. Instead, JAM pre-
vailed and their success at resisting the 
US’s military advances elevated the 
Sadrist Movement as a legitimate oppo-
nent, much to the dismay of the Iraqi 
government.10 Over the next year, JAM 
and the US would have small clashes as 
the instability in Iraq grew. By 2006, 
Muqtada was called “the most danger-
ous man in Iraq” by Newsweek.11 This 
reputation Muqtada garnered came at 
a time that he attempted to shift his 

movement away from a 
militia and into politics. 
JAM’s original purpose 
as a security force was 
dedicated to protecting 
Shias, and this was what 
it shifted back to.  
 Muqtada’s new 
political approach saw 
the Sadrists join the 
United Iraqi Alliance po-
litical coalition that won 
32 seats in the Decem-
ber 2005 election. De-
spite shifting their strate-
gy from military to politi-
cal, the Sadrists used the 
Mahdi Army to control 

Baghdad and other Shia regions during 
Iraq’s most tumultuous years of 2006-8 
(commonly referred to as the civil war, 
though sectarian violence had been 
prevalent since 2004). The US “surge” in 
2007 was partially targeted at JAM’s 
power over Baghdad in Sadr City. Mah-
di Army did not want to confront the US 
again, so they mainly stood down.12 After 
2004, Muqtada never sought out meet-
ing the US on the battlefield again. He 
remained anti-American but felt that 
fighting US troops was unproductive. 
The years of 2006-8 is when JAM’s mo-
tives become more controversial: 
Muqtada’s grip on the militia slipped as 
sectarian anger drove the formation of 
death squads.  
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2006-2008 

 The sectarian violence displayed 
during the years of the civil war saw the 
increased use of death-squads. The Mah-
di Army was accused of committing 
these atrocities. Publicly, Muqtada con-
demn the killings, remaining consistent 
with his stance on sectarian violence 
since the war began. It remains in specu-
lation if he covertly allowed for his militia 
to ethnic cleanse Sunnis. Muqtada, while 
the leader of a Shia movement and Shia 
militia, often preached against sectarian 
divides by calling Sunnis and Shias 
brothers.13 Not all JAM members agreed 
with this approach. The 2006-8 civil war 
era of JAM showed the fragile structure 
that existed within the militia as some 
dissented from Muqtada’s views. Some 
of these splinter groups were the ones 
committing sectarian violence, and 
Muqtada sought to eliminate those sub-

groups of JAM.14 Some of these death-

squads pledged their loyalty to Muqtada 
and said their actions were in his name, 
while others blatantly went off and killed 
knowing their actions countered 
Muqtada’s condemnation of sectarian 
violence.15 Anyone could claim allegiance 
to Muqtada and commit violent acts in 
his name without approval, and this 
problem was an excuse utilized by the 
Sadrists often when their image of na-
tionalism was attacked.   
 In 2007, Muqtada moved to re-
gained control over the Mahdi Army 
and attempted to centralize it. Violence 
flared against the Badr Brigades (the 
Supreme Council for Islamic Revolution 
Shia militia) in the summer of 2007 and 

Muqtada froze all JAM movements for 6 
months as punishment for not remaining 
peaceful. Muqtada felt that the 
“proclivity for violence was discrediting 
his movement.”16 This caused permanent 
fractures within the militia: long-time 
JAM leader Qais Khazali had his new 
splintered militia turn to Iran for help. 
This once again brought up the question 
of Iranian influence within JAM.  
 It was around 2006-2007 that ru-
mors spread that Muqtada fled Iraq to 
go to Iran. It remains unclear how much 
of an influence Iran has over the 
Sadrists. The Sadrists have accepted aid 
from Iran, and Muqtada did stay in the 
Iranian city of Qom from 2008-11 to hide 
from US threats to his safety.17 Rumors 
beyond these facts exist to ruin 
Muqtada’s reputation as an Iraqi nation-
alist. Iranian influence is what motivated 
the US to continue its hunt for Muqtada. 
These rumors still saturate the rhetoric 
that Sadrists are an Iranian puppet in 
Iraq, mostly from US sources that want 
to discredit Muqtada and are reiterated 
by his enemies in Iraq. While there could 
be validity in the 2007 rumors of 
Muqtada fleeing to Iran, close sources to 
Muqtada claimed that he never even left 
his house in Najaf the year he remained 
underground.18 Muqtada did have a con-
nection with presumed Sadrist heir, Aya-
tollah Kadhem al-Ha'iri, who is based in 
Iran. This relationship soured after Au-
gust 2004 and the JAM battle against 
the US. These Iranian connections are 
not all governmental, and Muqtada has 
remained anti-Iranian due to his deter-
mination that Iran will not instill a pup-
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pet government in Baghdad. The nation-
alist ideology of the Sadrists date back 
to Muqtada’s predecessors. Muqtada 
was aware that Iran had probably infil-
trated JAM’s ranks, due to the permea-
ble structure of the militia.19 With Khazali 
looking to Iran for help, it added to the 
suspicion that Iran had a greater influ-
ence with the Sadrist than Muqtada led 
on. JAM and Muqtada have not been 
trusted by the US because they are anti-
American, but that does not mean they 
are pro-Iranian. The Sadrists continue to 
prove that they are pro-Iraq.  
 

2008-Present 
 Most literature focuses on 
Muqtada from 2003-2008. Since 2008, 
he has remained an influential figure in 
Iraqi politics and society. The Mahdi Ar-
my was reinvented in 2008 to cater to 
civil services in the Shia community and 
shifted away from being a militia. JAM 
was rebranded and named the Mumahi-
doon, meaning “the ones who pave the 
path.”20 In 2014, Muqtada revived JAM 
to be the Peace Companies (Saraya al-
Salam) to help fight the so-called Islamic 
State. The last battle they were in was in 
Tikrit in 2015.21 Muqtada indicates that 
the stability he wishes to see in Iraq will 
come through politics. His politics have 
shifted from Islamist rhetoric to solely a 
nationalist one.22 The Sadrists represent 
millions of Iraqis who suffered through 
war, uprisings, and sanctions of the 
1990s. The nationalist goals of Sadrist 
politics seek to see a stable, independent 
Iraq. Muqtada is quoted saying, "I will 

participate in elections for the sake of 
Iraq, to support moderate people and to 
expel extremists, to achieve reform and 
to end corruption and nepotism."23 He 
said this in relation to the Sadrists’ cur-
rent political coalition with the Iraqi 
Communist Party. The coalition, Alliance 
Towards Reform, aims to cross over sec-
tarian divides and unite the poor, under-
served citizens of Iraq. In the 2018 elec-
tions, the Alliance Towards Reform won 
54 seats in parliament, the most of any 
group.24 Iran despises this collaboration 
by the Sadrists: chief advisor to Ayatol-
lah Khamenei said, “the Islamic awaken-
ing will not allow the return of com-
munists and liberals to power.”25 The Ira-
qi Communist Party is the oldest continu-
ous political party in Iraq and at its peak 
was the largest Communist party in the 
Middle East. While it no longer supports 
the same numbers as it used to, its com-
mitment to being non-sectarian has gar-
nered them a newfound respect that has 
kept their membership alive.26  
 While Muqtada remains busy with 
politics, the need for the Peace Compa-
nies has subsided. He threatened to re-
vive them against US troops in 2016 post
-ISIS fighting and then again in January 
2020 after the US killing of Iranian 
Quds Force Commander Qassem So-
leimani. The 2020 reactivation was a de-
fensive move in case there was an uptick 
in violence in the region and also a re-
minder of the power he holds. Muqtada 
made sure to indicate that the 2020 re-
vival was not to gain revenge for Iran.27 
These reactivations prove that the Peace 
Companies are only a threat to the US if 
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the US provokes them: they are solely for 
defensive measure. The fear that militias 
may overrun Iraq again also remains a 
concern of the US. Mahdi Army was ca-
pable of going head-to-head with the 
US in 2004, and the “War on Terror” still 
plagues the Middle East in new capaci-
ties.  
 

US Response Strategy  
 A stable Iraq will be when citizens 
no longer depend on independent mili-
tias for security and the eradication of 
rogue terrorist groups. For this to occur, 
the country needs a reliable government-
run security force. Currently, the Iraqi se-
curity force comprises of the Iraqi Mili-
tary under the Ministry of Defense and 
the Iraqi Police and the Popular Mobili-
zation Forces (PMF) under the Ministry 
of Interior (in addition to Kurdish securi-
ty forces like the Peshmerga). Iraqi and 
Kurdish security forces have done a re-
markable job, with the help of coalition 
partners, to defeat the Islamic State. 

Now, as the simmering threat of terrorist 
groups like ISIS shows a foreboding re-
surgence, these local security forces are 
concerned as the US and its partners 
look to remove their footprint entirely 
from the country. There is fear that with-
out international support, local security 
forces could be overrun. A Peshmerga 
General was quoted saying “local forces 
couldn't manage in a year what foreign 
forces can do in a few days.”28 The US 
should fulfil its commitment to Iraqi un-
der the US-Iraq Framework Agreement 
and provide assistance by continuing to 
build Iraq’s defense capabilities.29 But, it 
should also seek to continue to limit its 
involvement as Iraq strives to be totally 
independent of foreign support.  
 The Biden Administration has con-
firmed helping Iraqi and Kurdish security 
forces in the ongoing conflict to suppress 
an ISIS resurgence. This commitment in-
cludes airstrikes as well as training, 
equipment, communications support, and 
intelligence support.30 The worry is that 
what happened in 2014 when US com-
bat troops were sent back to Iraq to 
fight ISIS will happen again. US strategy 
strives to prevent this and looks to trust 
the Iraqi security forces with total, inde-
pendent control.  Rightly so, the US has 
some concerns about the direction of an 
Iraqi state-controlled security force. 
There is room for Iranian influence, lack 
of accountability, and potential weak-
ness against terrorist organizations like 
the Islamic State. The key to some of 
these problems may be with the Popular 
Mobilization Forces. The PMF may seem 
unreliable to the US, as it appears to 
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lack a sense of structure Western security 
forces are used to and some militias un-
der the PMF umbrella have ties to Iran. 
But the PMF is the best representative 
security force for all of Iraq: a network of 
Sunni, Shia, and Kurdish militias unified 
and working for the Iraqi government. 
The Peace Companies are said to func-
tion under the PMF umbrella, despite 
Muqtada commenting that the PMF is 
made up of “impudent militias.”31 The lack 
of tight control on the PMF is uncomfort-
able to both US officials and to Iraqi 
leaders yet looks to be the future of Iraqi 
security forces. 
 The PMF was officially formed in 
2014 to fight ISIS by then Prime Minister 
Nouri al-Maliki, after Iraqis wanted to 
fight but not enlist in a disjointed state-

military.32 This system seemed to work 
for Iraq: already functioning militias with 
motivated members under watch of the 
Iraqi government. The PMF’s strategy for 
building support is through ideology and 
social connections. There are some 
groups under the PMF umbrella that are 
more pro-Iran, while others are strongly 
against Iranian involvement. The PMF is 
not a monolithic organization – it mirrors 
its country in that aspect. The fluidity of 
its network is its strength.  
 The conversation and terms used 
among American elected leaders and 
media when discussing militias like the 
Peace Companies need to emphasize 
that they are not terrorist organizations. 
Many US media outlets like to label 
groups “terrorist” even when they are not 
officially classified as such. Changing do-
mestic perspectives can improve the bi-

lateral relationship between the US and 
Iraq. Independent militias are a symptom 
of state decay. The ever-enduring wars 
in Iraq have meant the continuing need 
for militias, thus why they have become 
more permanent organizations. Iraq has 
proven that militias can be an effective 
defense force if unified and mobilized 
against a common enemy. The Mahdi Ar-
my was a pro-community based armed 
force.33 In the 2000s, it threatened the 
legitimacy of the Iraqi government but 
existed because the government failed to 
protect its citizens. The Peace Companies 
are a reinvented version of JAM, but 
Muqtada relies on them less as he seeks 
to establish himself in Iraqi politics. The 
PMF is an organization of militias like 
the Peace Companies and is not made 
up of terrorist groups. US strategy needs 
to handle Iraq militias differently than it 
does terrorist groups, as militias are po-
tentially productive for stability.   
 In recent years, many Iraqis and 
the Trump Administration have said they 
would like to see total withdrawal of US 
troops in Iraq.34 Withdrawal should be 
done carefully, to avoid deterioration of 
an already fragile environment. But total 
withdrawal should be the ultimate goal. 
The Iraqi people continue to cultivate 
hatred against the US and blame the 
current state of affairs on the US’s han-
dling of Iraq after Saddam was disposed 
of. Recently, this mentality has been ele-
vated ever since the assassination of 
Quds Force Commander Soleimani. Iran 
utilizes this animosity and attempts to 
influence Iraqi politics with it. Like the 
Sadrists, many Iraqis are strong nation-
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alists and disapprove of Iran’s overarch-
ing hand. The opinion that Iraqi Shias 
prefer Iran over Iraq is an inaccurate 
stance to have and that paranoia could 
blind the US in the future. This view cost-
ed the US in the past. In the early 2000s, 
Muqtada and the JAM’s views of the US 
is a great example of this. The distain for 
the US occupation drove JAM to Iranian 
aid and potential influence. Patrick Cock-
burn puts it best with the example of the 
Sadrists,  

“Had the Iranians been tempted to 
make Iraq a client state they would 
have found the country to be as 
prickly a place for Iranians as it was 
to be for Americans. It was the U.S. 
attempt to create an anti-Iranian 
Iraq that was to play into Iranian 
hands and produce the very 
situation Washington was trying to 
avoid… American pressure meant 
that the Sadrists had to look to Iran 
for help, and in a military 
confrontation the Mehdi Army saw 
Iran as an essential source of 
weapons and military expertise.”35  

  

 There is time to reverse this 
though. Iraq is an independent state, 
and a victim of terrorist attacks and 
proxy wars. Politicians like Muqtada 
would like to see no outside influence 
and no international coalition troops on 
the ground. The US must walk a fine line 
to not play into the hands of Iran, but 
also help maintain peace in Iraq.  
 The Peace Companies and Muqtada 
once were the US’s opponents in the Iraq 

War. They no longer are a threat to US 
interest in the region. The greatest threat in 
the region is Iran and a resurging ISIS, and the 
US must play its cards right. Muqtada is 
staunchly anti-American, but also equally anti
-Iranian. Muqtada has continued to 
prove himself an Iraqi nationalist and 
could be useful in getting Iraq into re-
covery mode. He has already made a 
big move by showing he is willing to 
cross sectarian lines by joining the Iraqi 
Communist Party in a political coalition. 
Muqtada may never want to consider 
himself America’s ally, but he may be 
one of the actors that the US has been 
looking for to help stabilize Iraq. The 
US’s interests in Iraq are to curb the 
growth of terrorist groups, lessen Iranian/
Chinese/Russian influence, and oil. US 
aid to Iraq has been over $70 billion since 
2003.36 US taxpayers would like to stop 
funding endless wars. Ideally, the US 
would like to see a self-sustaining but US 
friendly Iraqi government in place to 
protect these interests. Iraq has a long 
way to go before achieving the free de-
mocracy it strives for. US cooperation 
with Muqtada may help lead Iraq there. 
Muqtada and the Sadrists are too pow-
erful to make of them an enemy again 
and can make a useful friend. The Peace 
Companies can resume militant opera-
tions against the US if the situation in 
Iraq deteriorates, so the US’s main goal 
is to strive for a government structure 
that prevents this.   
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Burma - An Intractable Conflict: Making Sense of Conflict,  
Resources, and Imbedded Interests  
By Braeden James Campbell 

Burma’s natural resource base and global market potential for hydropower, timber, minerals, 
gems, oil, agricultural products, and land are a contentious topic that continues to undermine 
peace and security. On a fundamental level, the excess of natural resources affects two key 
aspects of political stability: how power is achieved and how it is used. These sets of rules are 
undermined by resource rents that inevitably induce patron-client relations and patronage. In 
Burma, this manifests in the cyclical failure to address the key political questions surrounding 
natural resource management. These questions are further complicated due to the varying 
interests of the Union government, the Tatmadaw, and the Ethnic Armed Organizations 
(EAOs). In turn, the conflicts in Burma are further facilitated by creating environments con-
ducive to Ceasefire Capitalism and the continuation of the Conflict Resource Economy.  Suc-
cessive administrations, the Tatmadaw, EAOs, and China have all contributed and continue 
to contribute to the exploitation and mismanagement of these natural resources to achieve 
their interests both inside and outside of Burma.1 

Natural Resource Trap 

 Land and natural resources have 
been at the core of conflicts in Burma 
since the 1950s and will continue to be 
until the underlying economic and politi-
cal questions surrounding land, natural 
resources, and their overall management 
can be answered by internal parties. An-
swering these questions will only become 
harder as internal actors continue to ex-
ploit them for their interests and survival.  
 The natural resource trap in Bur-
ma is one of the leading causes and in-
stigators of conflict. This is evident in the 
lack of political resolve on benefit shar-
ing and ownership rights to land and 
natural resources. As a result, this ethni-
cally diverse, natural resource rich coun-
try is stuck in a prisoner’s dilemma of in-
action.2  
 For quantitative evidence of the 
natural resource trap, see table 1.1. This 
table highlights the lack of Economic 

Freedom in Burma: Ranked 147th in the 
world with an accompanying overall 
score of 5.63/10.0. In other words, Burma 
is ranked among the least free in the 
world. (All scores in Table 1.1 range on a 
scale of 0.0 to 10.0) 
 In an application of the Hayek-
Friedman Hypothesis, one readily realiz-
es the apparent lack of economic free-
dom in Burma and its correlation to po-
litical freedom. Economic freedom is nec-
essary but not sufficient for political free-
dom according to the hypothesis. There-
fore, the lack of political freedoms could 
remain unresolved so long as economic 
freedom is non-existent.  
 Further economic indicators also 
highlight the natural resource trap in 
Burma. An IMF working paper illustrated 
that from 1991 until 2015 the ‘Size and 
Development of the Shadow Economy’ 
in Burma ranged from 39.86% to 63.83% 
with an average of 51.39%.4 The study 
does not include illegal and criminal ac-
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tivities: “The shadow economy includes all 
economic activities which are hidden 
from official authorities for monetary, 
regulatory, and institutional reasons.”5 
Therefore, without even accounting for 
the illegal exploitation of natural re-
sources and the cultivation of opium, the 
shadow economy in Burma accounts for 
a massive portion of its GDP.  
 Global Financial Integrity released 
a study further highlighting this: from 
1960-2013 nearly $100 billion flowed ille-
gally through Burma. Illicit outflows ac-
counted for at least 6.5% of its GDP, the 
underground economy averaged 55.1% 
of its GDP, and trade misinvoicing ac-
counted for 59.6% of illicit financial out-
flows and 89.2% of illicit inflows over 54 
years.6  
 Given these statistics it is interest-
ing to look at the OEC’s Reports on Bur-

ma: In 2017, Burma was the 75th largest 
exporter in the world with $15 billion in 
exports. Its annual export capacity from 
2012-2017 increased by 14.48% and its 
two largest exports as a percentage are 
27% Petroleum Gas and 5.8% Dried Leg-
umes. Given these are the largest official 
exports of Burma, the previous statistics 
highlight a pervasive web of illicit net-
works that permeate the nation to ex-
ploit its vast natural resources.7 

 

Conflict Trap 

 From the start of its civil war in 
1948, Burma has had three key indicators 
of continued conflict: Low income levels; 
slow growth, stagnation, or decline; and 
a dependency upon primary commodity 
exports. Low income is both a harbinger 
of civil war as well as a factor that rein-
forces its continuation: civil war reduces 

Table 1.1 Illustrates the Economic Freedom Profile of Burma3 
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legal income levels and low-income levels 
increase the risk of conflict. Low growth, 
whether it is slow, stagnating, or in de-
cline is also both a harbinger and con-
tributor to conflict. The anticipation of 
the coming conflict or recognition of the 
continuation of conflict consistently hurts 
growth. Low income and growth are vital 
for conflict traps for three simple rea-
sons: Poverty, hopelessness, and ease of 
rebellion. Low income means poverty 
and low growth means hopelessness: 
young men are easily recruited in an en-
vironment of hopelessness and poverty. If 
the economy is weak, the state is weak, 
making rebellion more likely.8 The reli-
ance on primary commodity exports is 
another troubling factor. As stated earli-
er, the largest legal export in Burma is 
Petroleum Gas. However, the illegal ex-
ploitation of its natural resources is also 
a reliance on primary commodities: 
threat actors inside and outside of Bur-
ma are involved. This reliance fuels low 
income and growth due to low foreign 
direct investment and development pro-
jects in the country that support inclusive 
growth and management.  
 The United Nations Development 
Programme’s Human Development Re-
port provides a base upon which to ana-
lyze gross national income (GNI PPP) in 
terms of levels of human development. 
For the range 1990 until 2013, a nation 
had low levels of human development if 
their GNI PPP was between $1,810 and 
$2,904 while a medium level of human 
development was between $2,613 and 
$5,960.9 

 GNI PPP has been increasing since 

1990. However, the annual percentage 
change has shown fluctuation and an 
overall decline since 2013. Between 1990 
and present, Burma has had both low 
levels of human development and has 
only recently achieved medium levels of 
human development. Its GDP per capita, 
while rising, is still significantly low. This 
reflects the lack of inclusive development 
and the stark reality of a shadow econo-
my that continues to exploit natural re-
sources. As of March 2018, Burma was 
still considered one of the least devel-
oped countries in the world.  Poverty lev-
els are 26-38.3% in urban areas and 
twice as high in rural areas.10 This sup-
ports the theory of a conflict trap in Bur-
ma. 
 In addition to these quantitative 
measures that serve as indicators for civil 
war and conflict, Burma also suffers from 
a historical precedent of conflict. This na-
tion has suffered the longest-lasting civil 
war: 1948 to the present. A justification 
used by EAOs in the 1950s for rebellion 
was the ethnic dominance of the Bamars 
which resulted in both economic and po-
litical exclusion of minority ethnic 
groups.11 Given Burma’s vast natural re-
sources are predominantly located in the 
resource rich frontier states, economic 
opposition in the form of rebellion and 
insurgency came naturally. Over time, 
the politics of insurgency have become 
intertwined with the economic and politi-
cal gains from natural resource exploita-
tion and illicit networks. Therefore, the 
gradual erosion of initial economic and 
political reasons for rebellion faded for 
many EAOs. What has resulted, on both 
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sides of the conflict are Criminalized 
Power Structures (CPS) that utilize illicit 
networks for economic gain, political pat-
ronage, and both insurgent and counter-
insurgent outcomes. Therefore, many of 
the primary actors in Burma became 
spoilers due to vested interests in the 
conflict resource economy. 
 

Poor Governance 

 Myanmar’s transition from military 
dictatorship to ‘democracy’ has stalled 
under the leadership of the National 
League for Democracy (NLD), which 
came to power in relatively free elections 
in 2015. Since then, it has continually 
failed to uphold human rights and to pri-
oritize peace and security in areas 
affected by armed conflict. This is not a 
recent trend: Burma has been plagued 
by poor governance since its independ-
ence in 1948. The most evident reason for 
this persistence is that not everyone loses. 
Those in power benefit from the status 
quo and as a result have vested interests 
in keeping things the way they are. Fur-
ther, Burma is a perfect example of the 
false premises surrounding conditionality: 
Those in power promise reform, but fail 
to deliver.  
 Freedom House deftly illustrates 
poor governance in Burma through its 
analysis of political freedom. Burma is 
not free: scoring 30/100 with sub-scores 
of 14/40 in Political Rights and 16/60 in 
Civil Liberties.12 Within this analysis are 
key questions that illustrate the method-
ology of Freedom House. Out of 25 
questions posed, with accompanying 

scores ranked 0 to 4:  11 scored 1/4; 3 
scored 0/4; 8 scored 2/4; 2 scored 3/4; 
and 1 scored -4/0. To illustrate these 
questions, reference the following exam-
ples: 

• Are safeguards against official cor-
ruption strong and effective? (1/4) 

Official corruption remains rampant at 
both the national and local levels. This is 
evident in the privatization of state-

owned companies and other investment 
and development projects in recent years 
that have benefited officials, family 
members, and officers in the Tatmadaw. 
Further, continued tax evasion by offi-
cials and private actors remains unabat-
ed.13  

• Does the government operate with 
openness and transparency? (1/4) 

The government does not operate with 
openness and transparency. The military 
owns an extensive network of crony com-
panies that enable it to avoid accounta-
bility and public scrutiny, engage in hu-
man rights violations, and sustain its op-
erations in the field through illicit net-
works and natural resource exploitation.14  

• Do individuals enjoy equality of op-
portunity and freedom from economic 
exploitation? (1/4) 

Human trafficking, forced labor, child la-
bor, and the recruitment of child soldiers 
all remain serious problems in Myanmar. 
Various commercial and other interests 
continue to use forced labor despite a 
formal ban on the practice since 2000. 
People displaced by conflict are especial-
ly vulnerable to exploitation.15 
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• Are the electoral laws and framework 
fair, and are they implemented im-
partially by the relevant election man-
agement bodies? (1/4) 

Various features of the electoral frame-
work are indicators of undermining good 
governance: the military’s role in presi-
dential nominations and appointments 
to both chambers of parliament; rigid 
citizenship laws; and excessive residency 
requirements. Cumulatively, these pre-
vent large numbers of people from vot-
ing or standing for office.16 

 

Graph 1.4 Illustrates the World Bank’s Country 
Policy and Institution Analysis for Burma17 

 

 Another vital measure of Burma’s 
poor governance is the World Bank’s 
Country Policy and Institution Analysis 
(CPIA). The scoring system rates twenty-
one aspects of governance and policy on 
a six-point scale. Analysis of Graph 1.4 
above highlights, across eight important 
indicators, the pervasive poor govern-
ance in Burma. Poor scores for the CPIA 
are correlated with scores at or below 
3.2. As is evident, on eight indicators sur-
rounding property rights, rule-based gov-
ernance, transparency and accountabil-
ity, resource allocation, social inclusion, 
public sector management, structural 
policies, quality of public administration, 
and the business regulatory environment, 
Burma scores relatively poor.   
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Criminalized Power Structures and Illicit 
Networks 
 The three primary internal actors 
in Burma are: Ethnic Armed Organiza-
tions (EAOs), the Tatmadaw, and the 
Union Government. EAOs are ethnically-
based non-state armed groups that are 
politically opposed to the state. The 
Tatmadaw is Burmese for the Union 
Armed Forces. The Union Government is 
currently lead by Aung San Suu Kyi and 
the National League for Democracy 
(NLD).18 Peace settlements and ceasefire 
agreements riddle Burma’s history since 
independence yet, nothing has come to 
fruition: This is a direct result of the three 
primary actors being criminalized power 
structures (CPS). These actors have 
deep disagreements surrounding natural 
resource management at a fundamental 
political level. However, they also have 
vested interests in maintaining the con-
flict. The influence of China is vital in un-
derstanding this as well.  
 CPS are the fundamental road-
block to stability and peace because the 
current situation enables these actors to 
enrich themselves from gray and black-
market transactions, the criminalization 
of state institutions, the promulgation of 
crony companies, the politics of insurgen-
cy, and an overall culture of impunity. 
The illicit networks these actors maintain 
are the key nexus between illicit wealth 
and political power. The political power 
is then further maintained through vio-
lent repression of opposition groups and 
dispensing patronage. The center of 
gravity for any CPS is its ability to gen-
erate and exploit ill-gotten gains.  In oth-

er words, stability and ceasefires will nev-
er achieve true political reconciliation so 
long as the underground political and 
economic factors remain unresolved.19  
 There are three types of CPS: Ir-
reconcilable Adversaries, Violent Opposi-
tion with Negotiable Interests, and Sup-
porters of the Peace Process. The irrec-
oncilable adversaries simply will neither 
cease their exploitation of natural re-
sources through illicit networks nor truly 
support the peace process in good faith. 
Those who violently oppose the peace 
process but have negotiable interests are 
the key CPS to target since they truly 
have economic and political concerns 
that must be addressed. Those who sup-
port the peace process are the most 
amenable but often, in the case of Bur-
ma, either lack the political or economic 
control to make real decisions or have 
been politically or economically coopt-
ed.20 

 The United Wa State Army 
(UWSA) is a perfect example of a CPS 
that can be classified as an irreconcila-
ble adversary. Formed from an internal 
coup in the Burmese Communist Party, 
the UWSA is the largest and best-armed 
EAO in Burma, maintains its own auton-
omous region, has intimate ties with the 
Chinese, and is the leader of the Federal 
Political Negotiation and Consultative 
Committee (FPNCC). The FPNCC is the 
organization through which non-

signatories to the National Ceasefire 
Agreement (NCA) negotiate with both 
the Union Government and Tatmadaw 
representatives. Given the UWSA main-
tains leadership over the FPNCC, how 

Campbell 



  

 50 

can they be irreconcilable? They are ne-
gotiating and therefore must have inter-
ests? The answer to this, which is directly 
connected to the Chinese machinations 
in Burma, is that the UWSA is not inter-
ested in true ceasefires and peace be-
cause the Chinese are not interested in 
them. UWSA representatives voice sup-
port for China’s OBOR initiative and 
offer security guarantees for Chinese 
projects in ethnic armed group areas. 
Further, the Chinese can maintain con-
trol over the shipment of arms to EAOs 
by using the UWSA as the supplier. Chi-
nese control over the UWSA is merely 
one prong of a three-tier strategy being 
implemented by the Chinese in Burma.21 
This will be further evident later.  
 The Tatmadaw is another example 
of an irreconcilable adversary. From the 
beginning of the military-led government 
during the Cold War, the Tatmadaw has 
sought to capture rents from the re-
source economy in Burma. Then and to-
day, the Tatmadaw relies on these illicit 
networks to finance the institution, bank-

roll its leaders, and sustain local battal-
ions. Further, state-owned economic en-
terprises are nominally under Tatmadaw 
control and therefore generate undis-
closed revenues. The Defense Ministry 
owns and operates two major crony com-
panies: Myanmar Economic Holding Ltd 
(MEHL) and Myanmar Economic Cor-
poration, Ltd (MEC). There are national 
crony companies, shell companies, and 
national banks that work hand in hand 
with the Tatmadaw, a result of familial 
and shareholder relations. It is through 
these venues that the Tatmadaw exploits 
the conflict on all levels: extraction, 
transport, and trade. The military institu-
tion and its top-level officers have a vest-
ed interest in armed conflict as a way of 
maintaining their ability to capitalize on 
the conflict resource economy.22 The 
Tatmadaw also has a cultural problem 
that will continue to be irreconcilable 
with sustainable and durable peace: its 
ideology. Since the 1950s it has operated 
on the core belief that the military must 
play a dominant role in political and in-

IRRECONCILABLE 

ADVERSARIES 

VIOLENT OPPOSITION BUT 
NEGOTIABLE INTERESTS 

SUPPORT THE PEACE  

PROCESS 

United Wa State Army 
(UWSA) 

Kachin Independence Army 
(KIA) 

National League for Democra-
cy (NLD) 

Tatmadaw Arakan Army (AA)  

Table 1.2 Illustrates a Typology of select Criminalized Power Structures in Burma 
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ternal affairs. On top of this cultural 
problem is a structural problem: the 
2008 constitution. The military appoints 
a quarter of all members of parliament 
and the military appoints the three most 
important ministries: Defense, Home 
Affairs and Border Affairs. The military 
has what amounts to veto power on any 
clauses that would attempt to change 
Burma’s power structure. Hence, no mat-
ter the issues put forth at peace summits, 
the Tatmadaw representatives continual-
ly block paths to peace. The only way 
this irreconcilable actor could change to 
either a violent opponent with negotia-
ble interests or a supporter of the peace 
process is if there is an internal change 
inside the Tatmadaw.23  
 Both the Kachin Independence Ar-
my (KIA) and Arakan Army (AA) are 
examples of CPS’ who violently oppose 
the current NCA but have negotiable 
interests. These negotiable interests sur-
round key political questions: who has 
use and management rights over natural 
resources and how will the revenues be 
distributed and for what purposes. Both 
the KIA and the AA are a part of the 
FPNCC and a part of the Northern Alli-
ance. The KIA’s political goal, expressed 
through the Kachin Independence Or-
ganization (KIO), is to form a federal 
Union based on the 1947 Panglong 
Agreement, which promised equal politi-
cal rights to Myanmar’s ethnic nationali-
ty groups. Further, as evidence in the 
Statement of Kachin people on “Natural 
Resource Governance in Kachin State”, 
they want natural resource federalism.24 
The KIA currently utilizes illicit networks 

to sustain its insurgency: regulating taxes 
and trade in jade, timber, and gold.25 
There have also been connections with 
the KIA/KIO and the drug trade in both 
Kachin and Shan states. For example, 
since 2018 the Kachin state has seen a 
15% increase in opium cultivation.26  
 The AA’s stated goals surround 
ethnic, political, and economic grievanc-
es: self-determination for the multi-ethnic 
Arakanese population; the safeguarding 
and promotion of the national identity 
and cultural heritage of the Arakan peo-
ple; and the "national dignity" and best 
interests of the Arakan people. The AA 
has been linked to the exploitation of 
jade mining when it was founded in 
2009 in the Kachin state; has transport-
ed Yaba from the Shan state to markets 
in both Rakhine and Bangladesh; and 
receives large sources of income from lo-
cal Arakanese, especially Arakanese 
business elite and expatriate communi-
ties.27 28 29 The stated goals of both the 
KIA and AA are not irreconcilable. 
 The Union Government, referred to 
as the National League for Democracy 
(NLD), is a supporter of the peace pro-
cess. Faithful actions were evident in 
2016 when the NLD came to power and 
took over the peace process. Its signature 
initiative being hosting three 21st century 
Panglong peace conferences in 
Naypyidaw: in 2016, 2017, and 2018. The 
goal is to reach an accord that supports 
durable peace with all ethnic groups. It is 
in the NLD’s interest to achieve durable 
peace in Burma: successive governments 
have pushed to open the Burmese econ-
omy to broader participation, especially 
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foreign investment.30 Instability does not 
bode well for foreign direct investment. 
Further, a commonly accepted narrative 
that many in the country and NLD have 
come to accept is that government reve-
nue from the natural resource sector is 
necessary to jump-start the national 
economy. However, the NLD and Union 
Government are a CPS: billions of unac-
counted revenues in oil and gas, jade 
mining, and forestry sectors are contra-
dicting that narrative. Government-
backed business leaders receive lucrative 
contracts, ignore Burmese laws, and al-
low government-regulated resources to 
be taxed and exported through EAO 
territories. Further, government-led busi-
ness activities that directly involve EAOs 
currently contribute to conflict dynamics 
by fueling the illicit networks that enrich 
all sides of the conflict.31 

 

National Ceasefire Agreement  
 Historically, ceasefires whether bi-
lateral or multilateral have failed to ad-
dress core political questions by avoiding 

meaningful political dialogue to reach 
an agreement on land and natural re-
source management issues. The questions 
surrounding land and natural resources 
are the issues that must be answered if 
any durable peace is to be achieved in 
Burma. However, the exploitation of re-
sources has become entwined with the 
politics of insurgency and counterinsur-
gency for both the EAOs and the 
Tatmadaw. The conflict resource econo-
my dates to Burma’s independence in 
1948 when the political exclusion of eth-
nic groups led to the spread of ethnona-
tionalist insurgencies especially in the re-
source-rich frontier states.  
 Under the leadership of Thein 
Sein’s quasi-civilian government in 2011, 
the multilateral National Ceasefire 
Agreement (NCA) that was signed by 8 
of 31 EAOs on October 15, 2015, came 
to fruition. When the National League 
for Democracy (NLD) under the leader-
ship of Aung San Suu Kyi took over the 
NCA in 2016 it purportedly became its 
most important initiative. The NLD 
moved forward the peace process by 
hosting three peace conferences in 
Panglong in 2016, 2017, and 2018. In 

February of 2018 two more 
EAOs signed on to the 
NCA. The NCA involves 
representatives from the 
Tatmadaw, parliament, po-
litical parties, EAOs, and 
civil society. The interna-
tional community heralded 
the 2015 NCA as a promis-
ing step to durable peace 
in Burma. However, upon 

Figure 1.1 Illustrates NCA Signatories and Non-

signatories in FPNCC and NA32 
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analysis of signatories and non-

signatories, a stark reality emerges: 3 of 
8 signatories in 2015 had armed wings 
while 5 of 8 were either tiny local militias 
or ethnic NGOs;  roughly 80% of 
Burma’s rebels did not sign on to the 
NCA; no major EAOs signed on to the 
NCA.33 It is important to point out that 
the signatories of the NCA tend to be 
those ethnic groups who are on the East-
ern and Western borders with Thailand, 
India, and Bangladesh while non-

signatories are on the Northern border 
with China. The prospect of the NCA 
was further diminished with the break-
down of the 17-year KIA bilateral cease-
fire with the Tatmadaw in 2011: Areas 
under KIA control became training and 
staging grounds for other EAOs that 
came to comprise the Northern Alliance. 
This resulted in Tatmadaw offenses in 
both Kachin and Shan states.34  
 Past ceasefire agreements and the 
2015 NCA have failed and will continue 
to fail because they shunt politics for lu-
crative business deals. This has emerged 
as a trend called ceasefire capitalism. 
The Tatmadaw has utilized a carrot and 
stick approach with counterinsurgent 
outcomes. They grant rebel leaders re-
source concessions and the right to tax 
said natural resources to politically and 
economically coopt EAOs under the pat-
ronage networks of the Tatmadaw. In 
other words, enticing and incentivizing 
state-sponsored economic pursuits over 
political ambitions. These coopted EAOs 
have become purported Peoples Militias 
and the Border Guard Force. By allowing 
these coopted EAOs to use the resources 

and trade routes within their given terri-
tories as they see fit, the Tatmadaw 
gains counterinsurgent forces where it 
has a limited presence. Ceasefire capital-
ism gives the Tatmadaw and state appa-
ratuses the control of land, resources, 
and rents in partnership with politically 
complacent armed leaders. One of the 
platforms through which this occurs is 
the innocuous Business for Peace (B4P).35  
 No ceasefire agreement will 
achieve durable peace in Burma without 
addressing the core political questions. 
Referencing the 2015 NCA, none of the 
peace conferences in Panglong have 
mentioned the decentralized authority 
over rights to control, use, manage, and 
benefit from the land and natural re-
sources. Of the fifteen existing bilateral 
ceasefire agreements in Burma, five ad-
dress natural resources. Those five allow 
the EAOs to exploit natural resources, 
and only one remotely discusses the 
management of natural resources.36  The 
other important aspect for durable 
peace is the FPNCC and its members 
who comprise the Northern Alliance. 
These are the strongest EAOs in Burma. 
 The EAOs are fighting for self-
determination and political federalism, in 
which they have the right to own, benefit 
from, and govern the land and natural 
resources. The Union Government is con-
tinuing to formalize land and natural re-
source rents to direct revenues away 
from EAOs to build the state in the eth-
nic resource-rich frontier. The Tatmadaw, 
which holds the most power in deciding 
how the peace negotiations proceed, con-
tinues to derail pathways toward peace.37  
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Figure 1.2 Illustrates Parties to the 2015 NCA, 
Bilateral Ceasefire Agreements members, and 
the Northern Alliance38 

 

China and the Myanmar Corridor 
 The Chinese Communist Party 
(CCP) has been engaging Burma using 
a multi-layered foreign policy, taking full 
advantage of playing politics on differ-
ent levels. This is evident in the CCP’s tri-
ad strategy of government to govern-
ment, party to party, and people to peo-

ple relations. To observers, this could 
come across as contradictory, but it fol-
lows an internal logic. The first level of 
the CCP’s strategy, employed through 
government to government relations, is a 
positive message of amicability and 
friendship with those countries it engag-
es with. The second level is spearheaded 
by the International Liaison Department 
of the CCP (ILD/CCP). The ILD/CCP 
was first established in the 1950s to de-
velop contacts with communist parties 
and support revolutionary movements. It 
now is used to establish contacts with a 
broad range of political parties and the 
more important mission of supporting 
both non-state and armed non-state 
groups, including armed resistance or-
ganizations such as the UWSA, which 
serve China’s long-term strategic and 
economic interests. The third level is the 
People’s Liberation Army (PLA) and its 
links with foreign militaries across the 
globe, including the Tatmadaw. This also 
includes the various arms deals to both 
foreign governments and non-

government entities such as the UWSA. 
Specific to Burma, ‘quietly’ supplying all 
arms to the UWSA allows China to 
maintain relations with and maintain 
control over the flow of arms to over 
80% of rebels in Burma. Therefore, Chi-
na can publicly support the peace pro-
cess on a government to government lev-
el while supporting EAOs, including the 
UWSA, on party to party and people to 
people levels of political engagement. 
The strategic purpose of this seemingly 
contradictory approach: Put pressure on 
the military, which pulls the strings in 
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Naypyitaw, forcing it to keep its options 
open for the future, intending to secure 
the vital Myanmar Corridor. This not on-
ly gives China extreme economic benefits 
but strategic access to the Indian 
Ocean.39 

 China is going to be a permanent 
fixture in Burma’s domestic and foreign 
policy. Further, durable peace will re-
quire the implicit or explicit consent of 
the Chinese given the current influence 
they have over the UWSA. The Myan-
mar Corridor is one of the most im-
portant features of Xi Jinping’s Belt and 
Road Initiative (BRI). This includes the 
port at Kyaukpyu; the Hydroelectric 
Power Station Dam at Myitsone* ($3.6B, 
766 square kilometers submerged, and 
90% of energy would have gone to Chi-
na); oil and natural gas pipelines; as well 
as a railroad. This geographically would 
flow from the strategic port at Kyaukpyu 
in Rakhine State to Yunnan Province. 
This has been in the works since as early 
as September 2, 1985, when Pan Qi 
(Vice Minister of Communications) pub-
lished an article in the weekly Beijing Re-
view expressing the need for China to 
find an outlet for trade for the land-
locked southwestern provinces of Yun-
nan, Sichuan, and Guizhou.40 

 

Rohingya Crisis and Conflict in Rakhine 
State 

 Wide-scale violence drove the 
plight of the predominantly Muslim Roh-
ingya in the Rakhine State to interna-
tional headlines in 2016-2017. This was a 
result of attacks carried out by the Ara-

kan Rohingya Salvation Army (ARSA) 
against police and army posts. The re-
sponse by the Tatmadaw resulted in at 
least 6,700 Rohingya deaths between 
August 25 and September 24, 2017. 
Since then, the Tatmadaw has conducted 
clearance operations to build homes, se-
curity bases, and infrastructure across 
traditionally Rohingya villages and farm-
lands. This prompted a mass exodus of 
refugees to neighboring Bangladesh: at 
least 750,000 refugees have arrived in 
Bangladesh and the Cox’s Bazar district 
now houses the world’s largest refugee 
camp. A fact-finding mission in Septem-
ber of 2019 by the United Nations high-
lights a continued threat to the remain-
ing Rohingya in Rakhine and no cessa-
tion of genocidal intent by the Tatmad-
aw. The conflict in Rakhine is further 
complicated by the Arakan Army (AA). 
The AA is both drawing upon ethnic 
grievances of the Rakhine (Buddhist) 
and fears of Rohingya dominance. The 
Tatmadaw as a result is facing two seri-
ous threats to perceived stability in 
Rakhine.41  
 The Rohingya Crisis and Conflict 
in Rakhine State are the results of three 
drivers of instability: First, the differences 
between the dominant Buddhist groups 
and the Muslim Rohingya ethnically, lin-
guistically, and religiously. Second, the 
reality that the Rakhine state is the least 
developed in Burma. And third, the inter-
ests of China.  
 The Rohingya have lived in the 
northern part of Rakhine for generations. 
Their current numbers place them 
around one million. They trace their an-
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cestry in the region to the Arakan King-
dom of the 15th century as well as dur-
ing colonial rule over Rakhine as a part 
of British India. Yet, the Rohingya are 
considered by large sectors of the popu-
lation in Burma illegal immigrants at 
best, and more accurately as threats to 
national security. Since independence in 
1948 successive administrations have con-
tinued to deny the Rohingya both their 
historical claims as well as their official 
recognition as one of 135 official ethnic 
groups in Burma.42 

 Further driving instability in 
Rakhine is the institutionalization of dis-
crimination against the Rakhine and the 
stark reality that the Rakhine state is the 
poorest in Burma. The Rohingya are a 
stateless people who in recent years 
have been forced to carry national verifi-
cation cards which identify them as for-
eigners. They are restricted on marriage, 
family planning, employment, education, 
religious choice, and freedom of move-
ment. The state of Rakhine is also the 
least developed in Burma: with a poverty 
rate of 78%, poor infrastructure, and 
widespread lack of economic opportuni-
ties drive both the ARSA and AA to 
fight the Tatmadaw. Alienating the AR-
SA and AA are ethnic, linguistic, and re-
ligious differences. However, the true 
sources of tension are cleavages evident 
in the Rakhine state: the economic and 
political dominance of the Rakhine, who 
are economically and politically dominat-
ed by the Bamars. They in turn fear their 
demise and the subsequent economic 
and political dominance by the Rohing-
ya.43  

 China’s interests in the Rakhine 
state are primarily in the south, namely 
investment projects such as the Ky-
aukphyu port. Hence the current security 
threat is low. However, the potential ex-
pansion of purported ‘extremist activities’ 
by EAOs including ARSA and AA pose 
a threat to the future of Chinese inter-
ests. Local opposition to Chinese-led in-
frastructure projects is a real threat. Lo-
cal opposition was already evident in 
Rakhine in 2012 surrounding an industri-
al park in a special economic zone due 
to its negative impact on the environ-
ment and local livelihoods. Local leaders 
continue to advocate that the 
Naypyidaw government does not trade 
Rakhine sovereignty for economic deals 
with China. The Chinese also see a 
unique opportunity to support the 
Tatmadaw and Naypyidaw government 
with the Rohingya crisis: China itself is 
dealing with a purported Uyghur Islamic 
‘terrorist threat’ in its northwest province 
of Xinjiang. China has opposed or weak-
ened any UN resolutions aimed at pun-
ishing or pressuring the Tatmadaw.44  
 The Tatmadaw, acting on its prae-
torian identity to ensure ‘union integrity’, 
seized power through a coup on Febru-
ary 1, 2021, deposing Aung San Suu Kyi 
within a month of her landslide election 
victory. The new leader of Burma is 
Commander-in-chief Min Aung Hlaing, 
the highest-ranking member of the 
Tatmadaw. Elected leader Aung San 
Suu Kyi and countless members of her 
National League for Democracy (NLD) 
party were detained as Tatmadaw forces 
filtered into the capital, Nay Pyi Taw. 
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This coup has been met with internation-
al condemnation, a domestic civil disobe-
dience movement (CDM) that continues 
to gain momentum, increasing anti-
Chinese sentiment, and renewed conflicts 
between Ethnic Armed Organizations 
(EAOs) and the Tatmadaw.  
 The coup comes at a time in Bur-
mese history where Chinese interests 
across the Chinese-Myanmar Economic 
Corridor (CMEC), through its worldwide 
Belt and Road Initiative (BRI), benefit 
both the Union Government as well as 
the Tatmadaw. While these projects and 
investments benefit the NLD’s agenda to 
open the Burmese economy and aid in 
sustaining the patronage networks of the 
Tatmadaw through its Myanmar Eco-
nomic Holdings Ltd. (MEHL) and My-
anmar Economic Corporation (MEC), 
the people, civil society, and ethnic mi-
norities have been less receptive. Society-
wide resentment against the Tatmadaw 
coup has resulted in an establishment of 
a shadow cabinet called the National 
Union Government (NUG). The NUG 
has issued calls, which have been an-
swered, for disaffected Tatmadaw offi-
cials and soldiers to defect to the NUG’s 
People’s Defense Force. The increasing 
instability in Burma is a threat to Chi-
nese interests, the Tatmadaw’s grip on 
power, and increases the likelihood of 
EAOs reneging on ceasefires to engage 
the Tatmadaw. As the CDM and EAO 
activities increase, it will be important to 
watch how the Tatmadaw and Chinese 
react. 
 

Braeden James Campbell graduated 
from IWP in the Spring of 2021 and has 
subsequently joined the armed services. 
________ 
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Weaponizing Rejection: Incels as a Domestic Terrorist Group 
Within the Violent Non-State Actor Framework 

By Hannah Wilk 

Involuntary Celibates have emerged as a modern-day phenomenon because of the lethality 
of their actions, the number of isolated attacks that have occurred in North America, and the 
role that social media platforms have held in supporting their livelihood. The term 
“Involuntary Celibates,” known more widely as “incels,” first emerged as part of a website cre-
ated in 1993 by a female student at Canada’s Carleton University. The website was a precur-
sor to the social media movement; its goal was to help lonely individuals make connections 
online.1 From 1993 onward, the community of incels transformed from a seemingly innocent 
ideal, into a popular social force that now dominates a variety of online networking channels 
such as PUAHate.com, Reddit, 4chan, 8chan, and 8kun. Because of their controversial ideolo-
gy, incels have even established their own forums on the dark web to avoid censorship.2  
Incels represent a unique national security threat because their ideology promotes social devi-
ance and mass murder by the perpetrators.  
 

 Incels believe that they are victims 
of social injustices and romantic isolation. 
They target and attack women who, 
through their presence alone, personify 
this social rejection. In the eyes of incels, 
women are the ultimate cause of male 
suffering because they determine who is 
worthy of intimacy within society.3 Ac-
cording to the incel philosophy, women 
discriminate against entering intimate 
relationships with certain men, forcing 
them to remain celibate against their 
will. These women are referred to as 
“Stacys”, who are the desired women that 
withhold forming relationships with select 
men. Within this concept, there are also 
the “Chads” who are idealized, sociable 
men that are not only successful in their 
pursuit of intimacy but are also believed 
to reserve women for themselves. The 
incel sympathizers identify as “Betas”, self
-proclaimed as unfairly inferior.4  The 
incel community cultivates the notion 
that violence against women is justified 

because women consciously judge who is 
worthy and unworthy of affection.  
 The size of the incel community is 
unknown, as it exists solely online; howev-
er, by 2016, the Reddit incel forum “r/
Incels” contained an estimated 40,000 
members.5  There appears to be no coor-
dinated fundraisers for the incel commu-
nity.  All recorded assaults are carried 
out by self-funded lone actors.  Incel-
motivated attacks are subsets of domes-
tic terrorism as they include a physical 
manifestation of a social ideology. These 
radicalization tendencies, recruitment 
methods, and public displays of violence 
are characteristics shared by incel net-
works, other Violent Non-State Actors, 
and various terrorist groups. 
 Violent Non-State Actors 
(VNSAs) operate in a variety of con-
texts with contrasting motives.  The rise 
of the technological revolution has led to 
increased collaboration between VNSAs 
and spurred the formation of new 
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groups that exist completely online. Alt-
hough the initial formation of online 
communities was well intentioned, self-
proclaimed incels have adopted a more 
radicalized framework, grounded in un-
certainty and terror. This schema has in-
spired violent ideations; incels have com-
mitted a total of 50 homicides across the 
United States and Canada. These crimes 
were supported by incels across the 
globe, linked through the cyber commu-
nity.6 In addition to the documented 
homicides, prior crimes such as rape and 
sexual assault may have been inspired 
by the deeply misogynistic views being 
preached throughout the incel communi-
ty. 
 Less than a decade ago, there 
were two main types of incel groups: 
those that collaborated to share mutual 
tales of grief, and those that sought out 
revenge and continued to inspire others 
to follow suit. Though the threat of incels 
is a fairly new concept to United States’ 
homeland security, the mortality rate av-
erages eight deaths per attack, an ab-
normally high number when considering 
the death toll in a typical terrorist at-
tack.7 While studying the substantial loss-
es incurred at the hands of various incel 
fanatics, researchers and law enforce-
ment organizations have attempted to 
classify incels as a division within the 
VNSA archetypes. However, challenges 
arise when trying to narrow down a spe-
cific categorization.   
  I argue that incels strongly resem-
ble other global terrorist organizations. 
When taking a look at the VNSA frame-

work, certain characteristics of incels 
qualify them as a domestic terrorist 
threat.  There are numerous similarities 
between incels and Jihadist terrorist 
groups such as ISIS. Incels have strong 
ideological ties that motivate them to 
commit violent acts, a call to action for 
individuals to further the cause, and a 
penchant for recruiting from emotionally 
vulnerable populations. 
 For a long time, incels were not 
considered Violent Non-State Actors at 
all. The community was instead regarded 
as a misogynistic but generally harmless 
uprising.  The May 23, 2017 Elliot Rodg-
er attack in Isla Vista, California 
changed this perception. Rodger mur-
dered six individuals after releasing an 
incel-inspired manifesto on the internet.8 
The 141-page narrative chronicles the 
emotional detonation that led Rodger to 
shoot and stab six innocent victims. An 
excerpt from the document stated:  

“My orchestration of the Day 
of Retribution is my attempt 
to do everything in my pow-
er to destroy everything I 
cannot have. All of those 
beautiful girls I’ve desired so 
much in my life but can nev-
er have because they des-
pise and loathe me, I will de-
stroy...I will kill them all and 
make them suffer, just as 
they have made me suffer. It 
is only fair.”9 

 

 Rodger’s manifesto spurred law enforce-
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ment agencies to characterize incels as 
more than just a hate group. Similar 
manifestos and the violent acts they in-
spire encourage emulation. Recruitment 
occurs through internet forums and facili-
tates a call-to-action mentality that is 
seductive to a specific category of online 
user. Like terrorist organizations, incel 
communities attract individuals who 
have been ostracized by society and are 
looking for a common purpose. Whether 
incels unite for a shared cause based on 
a true desire to achieve a collective goal 
or whether the motivation is individual 
revenge remains ambiguous.  
  Incels can be categorized as ter-
rorists if the working definition of terror-
ism includes the promotion of a social 
ideology as a motivation. A common 
misconception surrounding terrorism is 
that the inspiration for violent acts de-
rives solely from religious connections. 
However, more specific definitions exist 
across the Intelligence Community. For 
example, the Federal Bureau of Investi-
gation (FBI) defines domestic terrorism 
as “Violent, criminal acts committed by 
individuals and/or groups to further ide-
ological goals stemming from domestic 
influences, such as those of a political, 
religious, social, racial, or environmental 
nature.”10 Incels fit the FBI’s definition of 
domestic terrorism because their crimes 
and violent acts are of a social nature 
with the added element that radicaliza-
tion occurs online in global forums. As 
subject matter experts conduct addition-
al research, it will be essential to note 
the international affiliations within the 
incel subculture. While the U.S. and Can-

ada have experienced the greatest num-
ber of attacks, incel communities around 
the globe espouse vitriolic rhetoric 
through the internet. The danger that 
this movement poses to women and men 
worldwide is substantial. The perverted 
social commentary dispersed through an 
interconnected network of frustrated in-
dividuals is concerning because it is a 
topic easily embraced across internation-
al borders. Nearly everyone has suffered 
rejection, heartbreak, loneliness, even iso-
lation. However, instead of processing 
these emotions and coming to terms with 
the negative experiences, incels trans-
form heartache into anger, resentment, 
and occasionally brutality:  

“Incel-inspired terrorism fol-
lows a non-coercive logic, 
whereby the primary pur-
pose is to punish women for 
their supposed sins against 
incels. This urge to punish...is 
rooted in shame, where 
chronic sexual rejection at 
the hands of women is expe-
rienced as a grave personal 
insult that must be avenged 
so as to restore a sense of 
male honor.”11  

 

 There are several subgroups of 
incels. While some simply desire a rela-
tionship, others feel like outcasts. The 
most highlighted group is the sexist sub-
culture that blames women for their own 
misfortune. An example of this anti-
female belief system is the idea that 
“women are only pulled towards extreme-
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ly attractive men and do not have the 
intellect to focus on sentimentality or 
other characteristics not attached to 
physical attractiveness. Consequently, 
what is implied is that women should not 
have the same agency as men in modern 
day society.”12 The implications of this 
narrative are dangerous because they 
justify violence against women. Even if 
the incel fanatic endured a negative ex-
perience with one specific female ac-
quaintance, animosity often translates to 
other women that remind him of the pre-
vious humiliation.  
 Additionally, perpetrators feel jus-
tified in their actions because they be-
lieve women have propelled them to this 
breaking point. In this way, not only are 
women the cause of the incel’s animosity, 
but they are also the catalyst for vio-
lence. Jacob Ware, a research associate 
at the Council of Foreign Relations, ex-
plained that the main motivator for 
many incels is the conviction that they 
are not at fault for their circumstances. 
“They believe that there is something bi-
ologically wrong with women. They 
blame feminism and modern society for 
their unfulfilled desires… in their minds, it 
is impossible for women to remain in 
forced celibacy.”13 However, the current 
characterization of an incel is subject to 
change through greater understanding 
of the community as a whole. The 
presentation of violent incels thus far 
might not represent the total threat that 
is posed to the national security commu-
nity. 
 Canada and the United States 
have witnessed incel inspired terrorism 

claim the lives of more than 50 victims 
thus far. Another case at the forefront of 
incel inspired attacks was the April 23, 
2018 Toronto van attack, when 28-year-
old Alek Minassian plowed down inno-
cent pedestrians with his vehicle. Twenty-
six individuals between the ages of 24 
and 94 were killed or injured.14 Prior to 
the assault, Minassian posted on Face-
book: “Private (Recruit) Minassian Infan-
try 00010, wishing to speak to Sgt 
4chan please. C23249161. The incel Re-
bellion has already begun! We will over-
throw all the Chads and Stacys! All hail 
the Supreme Gentleman Elliot Rodger!”15 
The post, a call to action, illustrates the 
danger posed by the incel movement 
and the threat of copycat attacks. The 
first case in which an incel was charged 
with terrorism occurred in Toronto, Cana-
da on February 24, 2020, when a 17-year
-old boy stabbed and murdered a 24-

year-old woman in a massage parlor. 
This criminal act was the first time in 
which an individual in Canada, not 
linked to Al-Qaeda or ISIS, was charged 
with terrorism.16 As Canada has suffered 
through more than one catastrophic at-
tack related to the incel ideology, the le-
gal implications of this case are an im-
portant consideration for the nation and 
set a vital precedent for future court pro-
ceedings. 
 The main question revolving 
around the existence of incels is, what 
should the United States’ policy response 
be to this concern? American citizens 
face numerous dangers every day. At 
first glance, this issue may not appear to 
be an imminent threat; however, the 
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dangers posed by incels lie in the social 
repercussions of their actions. As men-
tioned previously, the number of people 
that experience despair related to a lack 
of intimacy and relationships is incredibly 
high and can easily be exploited for the 
group’s gain. According to a 2015 survey 
initiated by market researching company 
YouGov, 64% of Americans have en-
dured the breakup of a long-term rela-
tionship, with women being identified as 
more likely to initiate the breakup.17 It is 
therefore important for local and federal 
law enforcement agencies to monitor 
incel activity online by tracking incidents 
with even the most tenuous ties to incels. 
Though this is a seemingly straightfor-
ward solution, the ever-changing plat-
form of social media renders it difficult 
to manage when trying to link violent 
acts across the United States. There 
have been crackdowns on the various 
methods of communication among incel 
groups. For example, the original Invol-
untary Celibate Reddit forum was shut 
down but it quickly multiplied into sever-
al new platforms. In an attempt to avoid 
confrontations with law enforcement, 
incel operations have even moved to the 
dark web, further complicating the abil-
ity of law enforcement officials to under-
stand the subculture of this cyber com-
munity. 
 Online anonymity is a major issue 
that confounds modern day law enforce-
ment. With the invisibility that an online 
presence provides to a user, it is difficult 
to create an exact profile of the individu-
als that are drawn to the incel communi-
ty and the red flags that might indicate 

future violent behavior. While some gen-
eral characteristics are more easily iden-
tifiable, it is challenging to truly under-
stand the psychological, social, or emo-
tional reasons of a person to become an 
incel. Therefore, an important step for 
law enforcement is to conduct investiga-
tive research on the mentality of incels 
and to discover what drives them to join 
such a radicalized community.  

“One crucial step forward 
for understanding incels 
would be to conduct life-

history interviews with them, 
probing how they became 
incels, what this status 
means to them and how be-
ing an incel shapes their 
lives and interactions with 
others, especially women.”18 

 

 Similar to other individual actors, 
it is critical to note the warning signs of 
incel radicalization as a means of pre-
dicting future violent acts. The first step 
in tackling incel inspired attacks is re-
search. This subject is new and insuffi-
ciently researched in both the national 
security and academic communities. 
Since these attacks are sporadic and re-
lated to a more recent form of radicali-
zation, much is unknown about the per-
petrators and their motivations. Thus, an 
important step to understanding the cat-
alysts behind these attacks is to study 
incel behavior through interviews, docu-
mentation of the offenders’ mental 
health, and by delving into the depths of 
online incel communities. An example of 
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mental health and neurodiverse perva-
siveness across the incel community is 
that Alek Minassian, the Toronto van kill-
er, had been diagnosed with a high 
functioning autism-spectrum disorder, 
formerly referred to as Asperger’s syn-
drome. In certain cases, symptoms of au-
tism-spectrum disorders render it difficult 
for the afflicted to understand social 
cues and might explain why Minassian 
felt alienated by women or traditional 
relationship outcomes. There are a multi-
tude of reasons that may lead an indi-
vidual to join a certain populace. Hence, 
it is vital to understand the motivators 
that influence recruitment and to create 
a deeper understanding of the communi-
ty beyond the current limited definition. 
 In addition to creating a profile for 
those that are targeted by incel recruit-
ment and conducting research to better 
understand the inner workings of the 
incel community, it is important for gov-
ernments to legally categorize incel in-
spired violence as domestic terrorism. It 
is possible that legally categorizing these 
ideologically motivated homicides as a 
division of terrorism would serve as a 
strong deterrent for individuals who have 
considered similar violent methods. 
Moreover, these precautions will provide 
awareness of this issue so that the warn-
ing signs are more apparent to those 
that have a familial or personal connec-
tion with an incel fanatic. It is necessary 
to raise awareness about dangerous 
communities, such as incels, in the gen-
eral population in an attempt to evade 
targeting of impressionable individuals. 
Publicizing information that details the 

red flags of violent extremism and the 
implications of unregulated social net-
working platforms, as well as providing 
specific insight into the perils of the incel 
community, will aid in safeguarding Unit-
ed States civilians from the ramifications 
of malicious intent on the internet. This 
education could be provided through in-
creased media coverage, training provid-
ed in schools and places of employment, 
and community-based initiatives spon-
sored by local, state, and federal govern-
ments.  
 If various networks connecting 
incels were neutralized, there would be 
fewer impacts in the United States or 
surrounding regions. However, the radi-
calized ideas promoted by incels would 
linger across the country and throughout 
the world. Since this is a new domestic 
terror issue that exists primarily online, it 
is essential to gather a comprehension of 
the incel community’s primary methods 
of communication and the trajectory of 
the incel ideology. Expertise on this topic 
will provide national security personnel 
with insight into the evolution of domes-
tic threats, and the ability of VNSAs to 
utilize technological methods to their ad-
vantage.19 Numerous terrorist organiza-
tions utilize social media platforms to re-
cruit lone actors and foreign fighters for 
their domestic and international attacks. 
However, those Jihadist-based terrorist 
groups also maintain a presence in spe-
cific countries where most of the plan-
ning, communicating, and execution of 
ideas occur in person.20 Whether or not 
incels continue to pose a threat to the 
United States, the weaponization of in-
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ternet forums is a reality that must be 
embraced by law enforcement officials. 
The use of online platforms to radicalize 
and potentially mobilize like-minded indi-
viduals will likely be a common form of 
networking within the incel community 
and similar groups in the future. 
 According to the State Depart-
ment “2018 Country Reports on Terror-
ism”, the “incel movement” was catego-
rized as one of the primary terrorist 
threats to Canada.21 Though the incel 
movement was not considered a direct 
terrorist threat, the report declared that 
“there were several acts of violence that 
took place, that raised concerns about 
potential terrorism.”22 No direct legisla-
tion observed changes due to incel relat-
ed attacks; however, on November 6, 
2018, Canada launched “Canada Direct”, 
a 1.5-million-dollar project that was de-
signed to combat online radicalization to 
violence.23 At this time, there are no 
known legislative efforts by the United 
States to end incel violence. The 2017 
United States National Security Strate-
gy memo does not speak directly to the 
threats of the incel community; however, 
it addresses the use of technology as a 
method of communication for Violent 
Non-State Actors to coordinate. The 
memo states “Although their objectives 
differ, these actors pose some common 
challenges...they rely on encrypted com-
munication and the dark web to evade 
detection as they plot, recruit, finance, 
and execute their operations”.24 If the 
incel community continues to grow in size 
and capability, this increase would be 
difficult to detect because the organiza-

tion is already familiar with seamlessly 
mobilizing operations to different plat-
forms. If these violent acts continue from 
incel inspired actors, this will endanger 
women who are being targeted, individu-
als or groups who are seen as “popular” 
or “socially satisfied”, men who have had 
success in relationships, and even by-
standers who happen to be present dur-
ing attacks. The perpetrators of these 
ideology-based crimes boast a complex 
profile and make up a network so vast 
that it would be difficult to put an end to 
the group’s activities. 
 Forming an understanding of the 
operations of Involuntary Celibates and 
understanding the societal repercussions 
of this movement are among some of 
the steps that should be taken by U.S. 
policymakers and law enforcement agen-
cies as a method of potentially neutraliz-
ing this growing threat. Though the idea 
of an individual typing angry words onto 
a computer screen may seem harmless, 
the future of American national security 
lies in the ability to realize the threat is 
not he who types the grievances, but the 
thousands of others radicalized by his 
words.  
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 The Dragons and the Snakes: How 
the Rest Learned to Fight the West by 
David Kilcullen is an examination of con-
temporary geopolitics in the wake of the 
Cold War and the War on Terror. Kilcul-
len, no stranger to the current threat en-
vironment in his storied career, writes this 
book to shine a light on potential issues 
ahead for the United States. Drawing a 
distinction between the “Dragons,” Russia 
and China, and the “Snakes,” terrorist 
networks and smaller states like Iran and 
North Korea, Kilcullen shows how each 
serpent reacted to the strength in con-
ventional warfare demonstrated by the 
West during the Gulf War and Iraq War, 
how they have adapted their fighting 
strategies accordingly, and comments on 
what, if anything, the West can do to 
contain and defeat these new forms of 
“liminal warfare.” 

  One consistent theme within The 
Dragons and the Snakes is the over-
whelming primacy of the West in conven-
tional warfare, as best demonstrated 
through the military victories against the 
Iraqi army in both the Gulf War and the 
Iraq War. The new precision-guided ar-
maments and digital warfare capabilities 
of the United States did not just result in 
a resounding military victory, they also 
left deep impressions on the Dragons 
and Snakes of the world. The network of 
insurgents and terror cells that grew in 
Iraq and Afghanistan in the wake of 
their invasions began to develop alter-
nate military strategies to frustrate the 
occupying forces and stymie efforts for 
peace and the rebuilding of the country. 
Kilcullen examines the process behind 
these actions and uses methodology 
from evolutionary biology and anthropol-
ogy to show how dispersed networks of 

BOOK  
REVIEW 



 

 

 69 

Kessler  

paramilitary guerrillas were able to 
cause such a headache for the most 
powerful military on the planet. The 
deep dive into the cycle of growth and 
adaptation, down to the individual terror 
cells, paints an evocative picture of the 
snakes in the grass learning to fight us 
on their own terms. 
 The strategies of the Dragons 
themselves is also very clearly presented, 
showing how they have reacted to West-
ern military superiority. The explanation 
of Russia’s perceptions of the Shock and 
Awe campaigns and the continued West-
ern campaigns in the Middle East show 
a nation that was recently defeated 
reevaluating what works, licking its 
wounds but learning to survive in the 
new environment created in the wake of 
the Cold War. Kilcullen’s concept of 
“liminal warfare” is perhaps at its most 
effective in this regard, showing the Rus-
sian mastery of low-level conflict, right 
up to the edge of what would provoke a 
military assault under the rules currently 
self-imposed by the West. Russia’s ma-
nipulation of “volunteers” in Crimea, at-
tempts to influence political campaigns 
abroad, and its ability to threaten in-
creased waves of border crossings or 
turning off natural gas pipelines for its 
neighbors are a portrayal of a country 
that is taking advantage of a weak geo-
political hand and playing it the best it is 
able to. Kilcullen’s concerns about Rus-
sia’s “liminal warfare” strategy for tactical 
nuclear weapons is also concerning, and 
future strategists should be prepared to 
watch these strategies continue to esca-

late. 
 The other major Dragon, China, 
also is playing to its strengths as a new-
found economic and manufacturing su-
perpower. With a comparatively weak 
and inexperienced military to the United 
States, China instead has been able to 
slowly but surely build and acquire infra-
structure across the world. Not confined 
just to neutral or impoverished countries 
in strategic locations, China has also tak-
en advantage of the permissive struc-
tures of the Western marketplace to at-
tempt an acquisition of property near 
Western military bases and governmen-
tal operations. Kilcullen lifts heavily 
from Unrestricted Warfare, the seminal 
1999 Chinese military text on warfare 
conducted outside the battlefield, to 
show how these principles have come to 
be implemented and practiced not just 
on the United States, but on the rest of 
the world as well. 
  Kilcullen is an expert on the topic 
of military matters and commands an 
extensive knowledge of both the West’s 
grand strategy and what our opponents 
have been doing to counteract it. This 
knowledge best comes to the surface 
during his analysis of what Russia is do-
ing to compete with the West, and some 
of the examples presented are eye open-
ing. The analysis on China was not able 
to rise to the same level of insight, 
though it could be fairly argued that be-
yond saber rattling over Taiwan and a 
series of acquisitions in other countries, 
China’s strategy is fairly mercurial. Kilcul-
len’s analysis of the rapid evolution of 



  

 70 

insurgent and guerilla strategies goes a 
great distance to showing the threat of 
the “snakes” as well, and it would be pru-
dent to synthesize his analysis into any 
future strategies for dealing with contin-
ued, low intensity occupations in the fu-
ture. 
 Though written before the COVID
-19 pandemic, The Dragons and the 
Snakes presents an excellent primer on 
the world’s current geopolitical situation 
and ways it could evolve going forward. 
For anyone interested in the West’s 
grand strategy and our opponents’ reac-
tions to our strengths and weaknesses, 
Kilcullen gives a compelling analysis, one 
that should both worry the West and 
present opportunities to correct the 
course we are on. 
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