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ABSTRACT

In 2006, a coalition intelligence report was writing off portions of Iraq as being lost to the
control of the U.S.-led coalition and the government of Irag. Al Qaeda in Iraq (AQIl)—a
local manifestation of a transnational movement—was at its peak, while the U.S.-led
coalition was attempting to remove itself from the Hobbesian violence raging throughout
the country in the forms of a civil war and an insurgency. Yet, within a year, AQI was a
mere shadow of its former self, rejected by the Sunni population and on the run, hounded

by coalition forces.

This thesis analyzes the many factors that contributed to AQI’s demise.
Beginning with the premise that Irag’s Sunnis and AQI developed along two distinctly
different paths, this thesis traces AQI’s demise to disparate cultural and ideological
differences. With this rift in place, additional factors widened the gap between the Sunni
and AQI, further accelerating the group’s decline. This thesis then goes on to develop a
theory on insurgent/popular alignment, offering insights into how insurgents build
support with the population and how the U.S. Special Forces community can build

popular support for Unconventional Warfare efforts as a third party to an insurgency.
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l. INTRODUCTION

Felix qui potuit rerum cognoscere causas. Fortunate is he who can
understand the causes of things.

—Virgil, Georgics, no 2, 1 490
To be a successful soldier you must know history.1
—General George S. Patton

In late 2007, the levels of violent activity in Iraq declined precipitously.
Compared to an average of 1200 significant events per week in December 2006,
insurgent activity had dropped to less than half of that a year later.2 During that same
period, the Iragi insurgency had waned. The Shi’a insurgent group Jaish al-Mahdi had
declared a unilateral cease fire preferring to utilize the ballot box for change. Al Qaeda
in Irag was on the run, hounded by both indigenous Sunni insurgents and the Sunni
population at large. The vexing issue for academic, policy, and military circles is not so
much in acknowledging that this phenomenon occurred, as much as in establishing how it
occurred, given that this outcome was not foreseen in January 2007 when President Bush
announced his “new way forward,” deciding to send additional ground forces to Iraq in
order to rein in the escalating levels of violence seen in 2006. To account for this, a
number of theories have been offered, ranging from what could be considered the “surge
theory” to the “Awakening theory.”

From the standpoint of the military practitioner, this polarization is rather
irksome, nagging at the subconscious. The burden of his profession requires that the he—
more so than other professions—must see history in a realist way: as it occurred, not as
he wishes to see it. This means he must widen the scope of his inquiry of an event,

extracting the event in question from its black box, and gain an understanding of how that

1 George S. Patton in Andrew Carroll, War Letters: Extraordinary Correspondence from American
Wars (New York: Scribner, 2001), 240.

2 United States. Dept. of Defense, Measuring Stability and Security in Irag: Report to Congress,
March 2007 (Washington, D.C.: Dept. of Defense, 2007), 19, http://www.defense.gov/home/pdf/
9010_March_2007_Final_Signed.pdf (accessed March 30, 2009).
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event arrived in time, its position in the human and physical environment, and
personalities involved. In doing so, he allows history to fulfill the promise of imparting
wisdom applicable to future situations; faced with a situation analogous to one in the
past, we can utilize an understanding of previous outcomes to provide potential avenues
to grappling with the problem ahead of us.3 For example, the Zeitgeist of 2009-2010 is
to apply U.S.-centric lessons from Iraq directly to the Afghan War, most notably in the
form of “surging” ground forces and utilizing population-centric counterinsurgency
techniques.# But have these “lessons” of Iraq been hastily applied to Afghanistan before
complete digestion? As evidenced by some comments designed to temper public
expectations, the decision to “surge” in Afghanistan in an effort to replicate the effects of
efforts in Irag may be an example of instant history at its worst in the face of a resurgent

Taliban.>

Understanding the practitioner’s need to have a holistic view, what then were the
causes of the decline in Iraq’s Sunni insurgency, and more specifically Al Qaeda in Iraq
(AQI), in 20077 As alluded previously, one side of the debate maintains that the surge of
troops with its concomitant change in strategy led to the decline of AQI and the Iraqi
insurgency. In contrast, alternate hypotheses place the primacy of the revolt of the Sunni
tribes as the root cause, highlighting the Anbar Awakening as the origin of AQI’s decline.
Still others seek to highlight the adaptation of the U.S. military to the nuances of
counterinsurgency operations over time. But what if there are other explanations? Were

other factors and unplanned events responsible as well? This thesis seeks to cast the net

3 Here, historian Michael Howard offers this warning in our attempt to make use of the past: “Like the
statesman, the soldier has to steer between the dangers of repeating the errors of the past because he is
ignorant that they have been made, and the danger of remaining bound by theories deduced from past
history although changes in conditions have rendered these theories obsolete.” Michael Howard, "The Uses
and Abuses of Military History," Parameters XI, no. 1 (March, 1981), 13.

4 See John J. Kruzel, "lraq Counterinsurgency Lessons Apply to Afghanistan, Petraeus Says,"
Department of Defense, http://www.defense.gov/news/newsarticle.aspx?id=54746 (accessed February 22,
2010).; Thom Shanker and Richard A. Oppel Jr., "In Tactical Shift, Troops Will Hold Afghan Ground
After Clearing it,” The New York Times, sec. A, July 3, 20009.

5 Clarifying comments he previously gave in a speech at the Center for Strategic and International
Studies on January 21, 2010, General Petraeus remarked that, “What | was trying to say, at the least, is that
[we] shouldn't expect to see the kind of rapid turnaround in the security situation in Afghanistan as was the
case following the surge in Irag.” David Petraeus as quoted in Josh Rogin, "What Petraeus Meant to Say..."
Foreign Policy, http://thecable.foreignpolicy.com/posts/2010/01/21/what_petraeus_meant_to_say (accessed
January 21, 2010).
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ever wider, promoting not only a more holistic view in line with the complexities of
human interaction, but also seeks to determine the degree to which various factors
influenced the decline of AQI and the Sunni insurgency. To accomplish this explanation,
I intend to build off of the existing literature and utilize my own operational experience

as a guide to analyzing the demise of AQI in 2007.6

A. THE DECLINE OF THE AQI AND THE SUNNI INSURGENCY: A
LITERATURE REVIEW

Since late 2007, scholars have offered a multitude of explanations for the decline
of violence and the abatement of AQI. As this debate has played out over time, the
positions have largely gelled into two distinct positions—those actions that originated
with the U.S-led coalition and those actions that originated indigenously. By looking at
the literature from a broader perspective, we can see similar causes that leap out in
explaining the demise of AQI and can be roughly classified as belonging in either one of
these two positions. In an attempt to clarify the cacophony of voices attempting to
determine the root cause of the decline in Iraq’s insurgency and to alleviate an ad tedium
explanation of the literature, | have summarized and coded a variety of theories for ease
of comparison in Table 1. One of the important reasons for looking at the literature in
this fashion is to sort out each author’s position to see from what perspective they are
coming from. E.H. Carr admonishes us to understand the background of the author.”
Like blind men each describing one part of the elephant, the literature provides a partisan

account of events.8

6 During early 2007, | was a company-grade officer serving as the assistant operations officer for the
Special Operations Task Force-North, which was charged with conducting special operations across
northern lrag. From that vantage point, | was involved with daily operations across Northern Irag. Later, |
moved to Combined Joint Special Operations Task Force-Arabian Peninsula to serve as the current
operations officer where my aperture was widened to include the entire country. From that position, | was
able to observe not only the vast majority of special operations in Iraq, but also to observe the events as
reported to Multinational Corps-Iraq interacting with them operationally on a daily basis.

7 E. H. Carr, What is History? (New York: Vintage, 1961), 48.

8 While my positioning in regard to the events may offer more insight in explaining the demise of AQI
and the decline of the Sunni insurgency, | cannot escape the military background inherent with my position
as a Special Forces officer, which holds that indigenous ways may often be better than our own. It is
because of this that | tend to favor placing more causal weight onto indigenous factors.
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Author

U.S.-cent_ric Actions

Indigenous Actions

Dr. Stephen Biddle

— Anbar model of bottoms up

Shawn Brimley

— COIN strategy
— Population control measures (i.e. walls)

— Sunni Awakening

— COIN TTPs (population control measures i.e.

— Tribal feuding with AQI

Dr. Juan Cole walls) — Results of ethnic cleansing
— SOl initiative to form local militias
Dr. Stephen Hadley — Surge
. — Surge
Dr. Kimberly Kagan — Leadership changes in US forces
— Surge — Sunni Awakening

Colin Kahl &
LTG (Ret.) William Odom

— Decisions to reconcile with marginal
insurgents

— Segregation of sects due to ethnic cleansing

LTG John F. Kelly

— MNF-W Command Philosophy

— Sunni tribe cooperation with U.S. forces

David Kilcullen

— COIN strategy

— Decisions to reconcile with marginal insurgents

Lawrence Korb

— Surge

— Sunni Awakening

LTC (Ret.) John Nagl

— COIN Strategy
— Long-term development of ISF

— Sunni Awakening

Michael O’Hanlon — Surge
GEN Raymond Odierno - g;igge in strategy and employment of Surge

— AQI’s ideological inflexibility and
unwillingness to adapt local sensitivities and
interests to their ideology

— AQI’s use of indiscriminant violence

— Sunni rejection of AQI

Andrew Phillips

— GEN Petraeus’ leadership
— COIN strategy
— COIN strategy

Linda Robinson

Bing West — Bottom-up partnerships between CF and Iraqi
citizens
— Surge — Anbar Awakening
Bob Woodward — Counter-leadership targeting of insurgents by
SOF

Table 1.  Hypotheses of Iraq’s Declining Insurgency.®

9 Stephen Biddle as quoted in United States. Congress. Senate. Committee on Foreign Relations, Iraq
After the Surge: Political Prospects, 110th Congress, 2nd sess., 2008, http://foreign.senate.gov/hearings/
2008/hrg080402p.html (accessed June 26, 2009); Shawn Brimley, Juan Cole, Lawrence Korb, John Nagl,
and Michael O’Hanlon as quoted in Dylan Matthews and Ezra Klein, "How Important was the Surge?" The
American Prospect, http://www.prospect.org/cs/articles?article=how_important_was_the_surge (accessed
July 22, 2009); Stephen J. Hadley, "Statement by National Security Advisor Stephen J. Hadley," The White
House, http://georgewbush-whitehouse.archives.gov/news/releases/2008/09/20080905-5.html  (accessed
July 22, 2009); Kimberly Kagan, The Surge: A Military History (New York: Encounter Books, 2009), 197;
Colin H. Kahl and William E. Odom, "When to Leave Iraq: Today, Tomorrow, Or Yesterday?" Foreign
Affairs 87, no. 4 (Jul/Aug, 2008), 151; John F. Kelly in Timothy S. McWilliams and Kurtis P. Wheeler,
eds., Al-Anbar Awakening, Volume I: American Perspectives, U.S. Marines and Counterinsurgency in lraq,
2004-2009 (Washington, D.C.: Government Printing Office, 2009), ix; David J. Kilcullen, The Accidental
Guerrilla: Fighting Small Wars in the Midst of a Big One (New York: Oxford University Press, 2009),
184-5; Raymond Odierno as quoted in Kagan, The Surge: A Military History, 196; William E. Odom as
quoted in United States. Congress. Senate. Committee on Foreign Relations, Iraq After the Surge: Military
Prospects, 110th Congress, 2nd sess., 2008, http://foreign.senate.gov/hearings/2008/hrg080402a.html
(accessed June 26, 2009); A. Phillips, "How Al Qaeda Lost Irag," Australian Journal of International
Affairs 63, no. 1 (Mar, 2009), 64; Linda Robinson, Tell Me How this Ends: General David Petraeus and
the Search for a Way Out of Irag (New York: PublicAffairs, 2008), 345-360; Francis J. West, The
Strongest Tribe: War, Politics, and the Endgame in Irag (New York: Random House, 2008), 364-66; Bob
Woodward, "Why did Violence Plummet? It Wasn't Just the Surge." The Washington Post, Sep 8, 2008.
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The first camp—and perhaps the loudest voice in the current debate—advocate
what can be considered a U.S.-centric argument. Here, the locus of the origin of the
decline of the Sunni insurgency lay in the actions of the U.S. and its coalition.
Proponents claim that it was a series of military factors such as the surge in American
ground forces, coupled with a near simultaneous change in counterinsurgency strategy
that led to the deflation of high levels of violence. Fredrick Kagan—widely considered
the architect of the surge strategy—notes “the surge of forces in 2007 and the change of
strategy that accompanied it did what the targeted counter-terrorism approach could not
do: it drove the terrorists out of their sanctuaries and rallied the support of the Iraqi
people against them.”10 Likewise, the operational commander of Coalition forces in Iraq
remarked that—

It’s tempting for those of us personally connected to the events to

exaggerate the effects of the Surge. By the same token, it’s a gross

oversimplification to say, as some commentators have, that the positive

trends we’re observing have come about because we pair off the Sunni

insurgents because of Mugtadah al Sadr simply decided to announce a

cease-fire. These assertions ignore the key variable in the equation—the

Coalition’s change in strategy and our employment of the Surge forces.

[emphasis added]!!

This U.S.-centric viewpoint includes lesser actions that help buttress the surge theory,
further enhancing its dominance—counter-leadership targeting of AQI leadership by
special operations forces, decisions to reconcile with lower-level insurgents, and various

counterinsurgency tactics.12

In terms of applicability, this school of thought believes that lessons of the surge

are universally applicable and have expanded the idea that increasing counterinsurgent

10 United States. Congress. House. Committee on Armed Services, Counterinsurgency and Irregular
Warfare: Issues and Lessons Learned, 111th Congress, 1st sess., 2009, 5, http://armedservices.house.gov/
pdfs/TUTC050709/Kagan_Testimony050709.pdf (accessed June 26, 2009).

11 Raymond Odierno as quoted in Kagan, The Surge: A Military History, 196.

12 For counter-leadership targeting of AQI leadership by special operations forces, see Bob
Woodward, The War Within: A Secret White House History, 2006-2008 (New York: Simon & Schuster,
2008), 487. For decisions to reconcile with lower-level insurgents, see Kilcullen, The Accidental
Guerrilla: Fighting Small Wars in the Midst of a Big One, 184-5. For increased efficacy and application of
counterinsurgency procedures, see John Nagl as quoted in Matthews and Klein, How Important was the
Surge?

5



forces will lead to the demise of the insurgency to a near absolute in counterinsurgent
doctrine, essentially elevating population-centric counterinsurgency doctrine in such a
way as to deify it, establishing, in effect, what could be considered the First Law of
Counterinsurgency—protect the population.13 Thus, the narrative of the surge’s success
serves as “social proof” that the concepts in FM 3-24—the Army’s capstone COIN
manual—and President Bush’s increase of troops are applicable to all insurgencies.14
From this standpoint, not only do the Army’s COIN efforts in Iragq re-establish the
Army’s track record by excising the ghosts of Vietnam, but it also shows that the force

itself does not need to change.1®

The second camp claims that the roots of the reduction in the Sunni insurgency lie
in indigenous factors. One of the key tenets of this school of thought is the claim that a
tribal revolt by Anbaris led the way to decreased violence due to AQI’s use of heavy-

handed tactics and coercion.16 However, emerging literature makes note of the rejection

13 Celeste Ward, "Countering the Military's Latest Mantra," The Washington Post, sec. B, May 17,
20009.

14 In a recent editorial, Fredrick and Kimberly Kagan argue that increasing U.S. forces in Afghanistan
to secure the population will serve to reduce violence and prevent the Afghan government from losing
legitimacy. Frederick W. Kagan and Kimberly Kagan, "In Afghanistan, Real Leverage Starts with More
Troops," The Washington Post, sec. A, November 27, 2009. On the concept of social proof see Chapter 4
in Robert B. Cialdini, Influence: The Psychology of Persuasion. (New York: Morrow, 1993).

15 This is an important subtheme to the debate. If the Army in its newfound (and more adaptive)
modularity can conduct counter-insurgency with its current forces structure, then the principle of a modular
“one-size fits all” force stands as valid, with no need to bifurcate the force as advocated by Krepinevich for
a more modern national security environment. Likewise, in spite of calls for the institutionalization of an
“Advisor Corps” within the Army, the Army has not moved to make any force structure created for Iraq
and Afghanistan permanent. For a summary of the debate on the Army’s future, see Paul McLeary, "U.S.
Army Future Follows New Doctrine," Aviation Week & Space Technology, http://www.aviationweek.com/
aw/generic/story_channel.jsp?channel=defense&id=news/COMP100909.xml  (accessed February 22,
2010). For the bifurcation of the Army, see Andrew F. Krepinevich, An Army at the Crossroads
(Washington, D.C.: Center for Strategic and Budgetary Assessments, 2008), http://www.csbaonline.org/
4Publications/PubLibrary/R.20081117.An_Army_At The_Cro/R.20081117.An_Army_ At The_Cro.pdf
(accessed September 3, 2009). On the Advisor Corps see, John A. Nagl, Institutionalizing Adaptation: It’s
Time for a Permanent Army Advisor Corps (Washington, D.C.: Center for a New American Security,
2007), http://www.cnas.org/files/documents/publications/Nagl_AdvisoryCorp_June07.pdf  (accessed
January 23, 2010).

16 For an example of this perspective, see John A. McCary, "The Anbar Awakening: An Alliance of
Incentives," The Washington Quarterly 32, no. 1 (January, 2009), 47-49.
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of AQI’s ideology as a causal factor.l” Other indigenous factors contributing to the
decline of the insurgency include the Sunni’s willingness to side with Coalition forces
due to the perception that U.S. forces would soon leave Iraq after the 2006 Congressional

elections.18

Further reviewing the literature, two things appear that are important for the
research question at hand. First, throughout the literature there is a lack of causal
linkages to a breadth and depth that provides a satisfying explanation of the decline in the
Iragi insurgency. Regarding the breadth of explanation, because of the polarization of the
debate, little has been done to link all credible factors together to provide an explanation
that is both necessary and sufficient; none provide a comprehensive narrative of what
factors contributed to the decline of the Sunni insurgency and how significant they were
in this effort. The U.S.-centric view provides a necessary, but insufficient, explanation
for the cause of the decline of Irag’s insurgency at best.1® Although the factors
advocated by the indigenous camp should take on greater importance in explaining the
decline of AQI and the Sunni insurgency, even they provide an insufficient causal

explanation of the decline of the insurgency by themselves.20 In terms of depth, the most

17 Recent work by Long puts forth the notion that due to ideological differences, AQI’s coercion was
used to force the Sunnis back into alignment, thus the coercion should be seen as an effect of the
differences between AQI and the Sunni. Likewise, Andrew Phillips makes the case that the root of split
between AQI and the Sunni occurred over ideological differences. Austin G. Long, "The Anbar
Awakening," Survival: Global Politics and Strategy 50, no. 2 (2008), 77—-78; Phillips, How Al Qaeda Lost
Iraq, 64. Interestingly, captured AQI and Islamic State of Iraq documents reinforce this assertion. See
Harmony Document NMEC-2007-612449, Analysis of the State of ISI, 11.

18 Neil Smith and Sean MacFarland, "Anbar Awakens: The Tipping Point," Military Review
LXXXVIIIL, no. 2 (March/April, 2008), 52.

19 1n an attempt to advocate increased numbers of U.S. security forces in Afghanistan, Frederick and
Kimberly Kagan refrain from mentioning major events like the Anbar Awakening, insisting that the bulk of
the work done to reduce violence in Irag was done by U.S. forces. “The implementation of a fully
resourced counterinsurgency strategy—enabled by the deployment of nearly six additional U.S. combat
brigades—transformed Iraqg's government within 18 months.” Additionally, their argument fails to consider
the sequential nature of events. In Irag, the Awakening occurred before the introduction of additional U.S.
forces; once delinked from the insurgency, the lIragi government became a more attractive option for
Anbaris to support. Applying this logic to Afghanistan, the sequence of events is likely to be reversed (i.e.
increased government legitimacy prior to an insurgent/popular cleavage) and the results drastically
different than those seen in Irag. Kagan and Kagan, In Afghanistan, Real Leverage Starts with More
Troops, 23.

20 Descriptions of the Awakening movement reveal that numerous attempts occurred prior to the
Ramadi Awakening in September 2006. What most fail to explain is why the Ramadi uprising stood fast
while the others crumbled. Similarly, tribal engagement efforts by Coalition forces occurred as early as the
spring of 2004, but it wasn’t until late 2006 that these efforts bore any fruit.
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glaring problem with the literature is that, on the whole, it lacks a level of granularity in

depicting the micro-level causal linkages needed to buttress their conclusions.?!

Secondly, the common narrative as espoused by the literature is missing the
perspective of all parties involved. Most of the literature describes the event in question
through U.S. eyes; even the side of the debate that argues the primacy of indigenous
factors lacks a Sunni or AQI perspective in assembling and justifying its explanation.
Any explanation of the decline of Irag’s insurgency must incorporate the perspective of
all three agents: the state, the insurgent, and the population. With the dominant U.S.-
centric explanations for the insurgency’s demise, the inherent solipsistic lens prevents an
understanding of other equally important perspectives. The mere fact that the U.S. was a
third party to the Iragi insurgency, albeit as an adjunct of the government of Irag, should
bestow less causal weight to U.S.-centric actions. Without understanding AQI’s actions
and the reasons behind them from their perspective, we are missing one third of the story,
and thus important explanations that factor on the decline of the AQL.22 Similarly, any
examination of the decline of the Sunni insurgency should examine the battleground of

the insurgency—the Sunni population.23
B. MISALIGNMENT: A THEORY OF AQI’'S DECLINE

Like many historical events, the events of 2007 defy simple mechanistic
explanation. Causal chains here are extraordinary complex, crossing through multiple
generations. Each individual, organization, and nation brought with it its own historical

21 For example, the surge theory cannot explain why violence plummeted in provinces in the environs
of Baghdad, where the vast majority of surge brigades were assigned. The surge theory fails to explain the
reduction of insurgent activity in other Sunni provinces north of Baghdad.

22 However, recent scholarship has further developed the perspective of AQI based on captured
documents, insurgent communiqués and works on insurgent Internet forums. For example, see Phillips,
How Al Qaeda Lost Iraq, 64.; Brian Fishman, Dysfunction and Decline: Lessons Learned from Inside Al-
Qa'ida in Irag (West Point, NY: Combating Terrorism Center, 2009), http://www.ctc.usma.edu/harmony/
pdf/DD_FINAL_FINAL.pdf (accessed April 26, 2009); Evan F. Kohlmann, State of the Sunni Insurgency
in Irag: August 2007 (New York: The NEFA Foundation, 2007), http://nefafoundation.org/miscellaneous/
iraqreport0807.pdf (accessed December 15, 2009).

23 Interestingly, only 4% of Iragis surveyed in a February 2008 poll believe that U.S. forces deserve
credit for increased security following the Surge. Gary Langer, ABC/BBC/ARD/NHK Poll - Iraq Five
Years Later: Where Things Stand (New York: ABC News, 2008), http://www.abcnews.go.com/images/
PollingUnit/1060allragWhereThingsStand.pdf (accessed August 3, 2009).
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baggage. The U.S. brought the experience of its previous military campaigns, and was
haunted by the ghosts of Vietnam when faced with counterinsurgency redux in Irag. The
Sunni brought their own fears and past as well. With visions of Sunni exceptionalism
embedded deeply within their psyche, the sudden disappearance of the Ba’ath state on
April 9, 2003 reminded them of their precarious position in Iraqi society and increased
the nagging worry that their past actions toward the Kurds and Shi’a would be
reciprocated. Likewise, AQI and other transnational Jihadi Salafis brought memories of a
vision of the golden age of jihad to Irag, with dreams of defeating a second superpower

that had strayed into the land of the caliph.

As an insurgency is a battle over political space and the population, the character
of an insurgency is largely determined by the society wherein this phenomenon takes
place, becoming what should be the key perspective in explaining an insurgency’s origins
and evolution. Looking at the evidence at hand, it appears that the Sunni revolt against
AQI was at its heart a reaction to protect local identity from being subsumed by an
outside group. As much as the demonization of Sunni identity by the U.S. and its Iraqi
quislings created the insurgency in 2003-2004, the perceived belief by the Sunnis that
AQI would destroy their identity caused AQI’s demise. The Sunni attempted to resist
this imposition of new identity on numerous occasions, only to see each attempt quickly
suppressed by AQI, and it was not until the Ramadi-based Anbar Salvation Council in
late 2006 that the Sunni resistance to AQI actually stood firm. With this perspective in
mind, it stands that the decline of violence in Irag stems from AQI’s original sin—those
“fundamental errors in the initial design of an insurgency”24—in that the organization
failed to gain ideological and cultural alignment and could not become socially embedded

with the Sunni population.25 This misalignment between the AQI and the Sunnis over a

24 Lincoln B. Krause, "Playing for the Breaks: Insurgent Mistakes,” Parameters XXXIX, no. 3
(Autumn, 2009), 50.

25 This hypothesis is based on the notion that people prefer to be around others like them. Parsing this
out even further, 1 maintain that ideological divisions, based on differing views of how the population
should be governed, between insurgents and a target population will lead to the decline of an insurgent
movement due to disparate worldviews—the greater gap between the two agents, the less probability for
insurgent growth and thus the decline of an insurgent group. Likewise, cultural divisions would likely lead
to a divergence between insurgents and a target population. If these factors diverge from the norms held by
the population, then the resultant misalignment will create a schism which cannot be bridged by the
insurgent and thus it is a matter of time before the insurgency breathes its last breath.
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vision of Iraqg’s future, AQI’s interference with indigenous authority structures and AQI’s
failure to understand Sunni social norms and beliefs are likely the most proximate causes
of the decline of AQI and their portion of the Sunni insurgency. AQI’s violence toward
the Sunni was, as others have argued, a means to force the Sunni back into alignment and

under their control.

Nevertheless, while necessary, AQI’s flaws are insufficient to explain such a
rapid decline in the activity of the Sunni insurgency in Iraq in 2007. The burgeoning
capacity and increased legitimacy of the central government in Baghdad appears to be a
crucial factor in explaining why the Ramadi Awakening took hold when previous
attempts did not. The timing of the government’s capacity and U.S. efforts to adapt to
the nuances of counterinsurgency operations at the tactical level seem to be the factors
that helped to widen the gap between the Sunni and AQI. Other factors—the surge,
improved counterinsurgency doctrine, tactical adaptation of the U.S. military to
counterinsurgency, counter-leadership targeting, new strategic and operational leadership,
the increasing capacity of the Iragi government to govern, and the acquiescence of Jaish
al-Mahdi (JAM)—accelerated the widening of the schism between AQI and the Sunni,
reinforcing the divide. Figure 1 provides a visual depiction of this chain of events, and

makes note of the highly sequential nature of my assertion.
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C. METHODOLOGY

The complications arise in the moving this assertion from one that is plausible to
one that is probable, by establishing a direct linkage between each causal factor and
another to show an acceptable degree of cause and effect. To assist in this effort, | have
utilized a number of methodological techniques to demonstrate both the external and
internal validity of this assertion. To demonstrate the overall fit of the assertion that
misalignment is the prime cause of the decline of AQI, I utilize the technique of
congruence procedure. In essence, “the essential characteristic of the congruence method
is that the investigator begins with a theory and then attempts to assess its ability to
explain or predict the outcome of a particular case.”26 With this method, we can assume
that if the outcome of the case and the theory’s prediction are consistent, then there is a
high likelihood that a causal relationship exists between the independent and dependent
variables. The standard for determining the degree of congruence is to observe
“similarities in the relative strength and duration of hypothesized causes and observed

effects.”27

Although these similarities can provide a great deal of support for the theory, they
could lead to erroneous or spurious causal explanations. To prevent this, we must
strengthen the internal validity of the assertion through a separate technique, known as
process-tracing. This technique offers the ability to utilize historical narratives and
convert them into an analytical causal explanation. Process-tracing can help expand the
proposed causal mechanism in this case and to extract variance in the independent
variables. This technique “attempt[s] to identify a causal path (the causal chain) that
depicts how the independent variable leads to the outcome of the dependent variable,”
making it a useful tool to explain changes over time.28 Because learning and adaptation
between actors takes place in a chronological fashion, and we should expect to see
longitudinal variance in both the independent and dependent variables in each causal

26 Alexander L. George and Andrew Bennett, Case Studies and Theory Development in the Social
Sciences (Cambridge, Mass.: MIT Press, 2005), 181.

27 bid., 183.
28 |hid.,
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argument, thus allowing the investigator to “test whether the observed processes among

variables in a case match those predicted or implied by the theory.”29

While these techniques are very useful in explaining the overall fit of the assertion
and the internal strength of each factor, something must be done to tie these disparate
causal strands together. As there exist a number of causal chains that each contribute at
varying times and intensities to the decline of AQI, the investigator must consider them
as a whole, rather than attempting to make one or two causal factors stand on their own as
the greater debate would have it. This can be accomplished through the use of the
historian’s technique of “convergent colligation,” wherein different causal mechanisms
converge to explain a single event.30 This allows us to “perceive a unity within an
indefinite number of facts,”3! notes Roberts, allowing us to include other independent
events that converge with the prime causal chain. By pulling together all of these causal
chains, we can create a level of “closure” that can satisfactorily explain the causes of the

decline in the insurgency.32

The data used to validate the assertion of this thesis come from a wide variety of
sources, all of which can be ranked in order of preference, utility and veracity. First in
order of reliability, are those sources that record the conversations of participants. These
are drawn from published interviews and transcripts. This first person perspective offers
the ability to see the events unfold through the eyes of the participants. Likewise,
military reports, captured enemy documents, and jihadi Web sites fall into this
category.33 These documents offer individual and organizational interpretations of the

events in question. Second in order of historical reliability are newspapers and other

29 George and Bennett, Case Studies and Theory Development in the Social Sciences, 217.

30 Clayton Roberts, The Logic of Historical Explanation (University Park, Penn.: Pennsylvania State
University Press, 1996), 112-118.

31 1pid., 109.

32 For a broader explanation of closure, including methods to create vertical and horizontal closure,
see Roberts, The Logic of Historical Explanation, 114-115.

33 For this, | have chosen to use only declassified enemy documents readily available to the general
public in order to allow the explanation in this thesis to reach a broader audience. Further declassification
of documents, including unit operational records will be invaluable in constructing a definitive history of
the insurgency. Many of these enemy documents and unit operational documents are classified at the
Secret level and as such maintain a 10 to 25-year period until declassification and release.

12



media journalistic reports. Here, media reports offer what are often considered mundane
facts, sprinkled with first person accounts, but maintain a relatively high degree of
integrity provided by journalistic standards. Lastly, secondary sources in books and
academic journals are used. The main drawback in using these sources is that they offer
massaged and processed facts in order to make a specific point. However, their utility in
this endeavor lies in the greater insight and analysis not readily found in the first two
categories of sources. In all cases where an author of these sources makes mention of a
specific fact or event, | have made every effort to track down and use the same original
source. Additional challenges involved in this case include the fact that this research has
been conducted in the waning days of the Irag War, and as such has been based on the
limited amount of information available at the time of writing. Future interviews with the
Iragi population will be critical for expanding this research at a later date in order to
discover their motivations for breaking ranks with AQI.

D. ORGANIZATION OF THE THESIS

Because the causal chains are numerous and intertwine with each other,
attribution of the decline of AQI and the Sunni insurgency is difficult to pin down to any
single key cause, or utilize any linear explanation. TO overcome this hurdle and help
organize the thesis and its analysis, | have chosen to borrow from a framework employed
by historian Lawrence Stone. Whereas his framework categorizes causes into
preconditions, precipitants and triggers, in this case, | have adapted this, dividing the
causal factors in question into the categories of preconditions, reactants and accelerants
as depicted in Figure 1.34 Not only do these categories portray a temporal sequence, but
they offer an attempt at magnifying the effect of some causes more than others. An
added benefit to this framework is that it allows an investigator to compare the weights of
causes within each category, arguably a more useful approach than random comparison

across categories, thus, removing the inherent difficulty of comparing such diverse causes

34 “gych an approach [at understanding all the factors that lead to an complex event],” he writes,
“raises serious problems of organization, and for analytical purposes, it seems best to unravel the tangled
skein of the developing crisis stage by stage, examining first the long-term preconditions, nest the medium-
term precipitants, and lastly the short-term triggers.” Lawrence Stone, The Causes of the English
Revolution, 1529-1642, 2nd ed. (New York: Routledge, 1995).
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such as the evolution of tribalism in Iraqi society with the replacement of general officers

at the strategic and operational levels in Iraq in the Spring of 2007.35

Preconditions are those factors that created the situation found early in the Iraq
War and stress the perspectives and experiences that the participants brought into the
insurgency. Chapter Il examines the Sunni and AQI as they developed prior to 2003-
2004, specifically exploring the role of existing ideological and socio-cultural factors
amongst Irag’s Sunnis that AQI needed to overcome in order to grow their organization
and realize their dream of power in Irag. In addition, the second half of the chapter offers
a survey of the Sunni insurgency in lIrag, providing an overview of the numerous
insurgent groups