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Foreword

In view of the adoption of the term “The Long War” by the United
States Joint Chiefs of Staff to describe US operations against terrorism and
state sponsored terrorism, we have decided to change the title of our long
running series of studies on irregular warfare — from the Global War on
Terrorism Occasional Papers to the Long War Occasional Papers.

This CSI Occasional Paper is the first in the renamed series. The
purpose of the series, however, remains unchanged. That s, to provide short
historical monographs on topics of doctrinal and operational relevance to
the US Army and military professionals for an Army at war.

We are therefore pleased to offer Long War OP #21: Flipside of
the COIN: Israel’s Lebanese Incursion Between 1982-2000, by Captain
Daniel Helmer. Captain Helmer’s study, written while studying at Oxford
University, addresses the Israeli view of the threat posed by various
armed factions in southern Lebanon over an 18-year period. This was a
period during which Israeli used air strikes, ground invasions, and border
operations to contain or defeat the military threat to its national security.

Among the key points the author makes in this study is the inability of
Israel to use military force to secure a lasting political end state in Lebanon
that was favorable to its security needs, despite some stunning battlefield
victories.

Helmer also notes that both Palestinian and Hezbollah leaders
recognized they could not militarily defeat Israeli military forces, despite
occasional tactical success, but that this was not their political objective.
Rather, they needed only to survive and to maintain their forces in the field
to achieve their long-term objectives. Weaker powers have often employed
this strategy against their stronger opponents. He also notes the steady
dwindling of political and public support in Israel for the occupation of
Lebanon and the role this played in Israel’s decision to withdraw from
Lebanon in 2000.

As the recent 2006 Israeli attack into Lebanon against Hezbollah
terrorists has shown, however, these strategic challenges and dilemmas
remain unsolved. In the first decade of the 21st century, it is clear that
these dilemmas are not unique to Israel and that the United States might
draw some insights relevant to our own situation.



The Combat Studies Institute also plans a future study on the 2006
Israeli-Hezbollah conflict. We at CSI hope this Occasional Paper will
contribute to the Army as it conducts operations in the Long War. CSI—
The Past is Prologue!

Timothy R. Reese
Colonel, Armor
Director, Combat Studies Institute
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Introduction

This is a paper on war and violence. It seeks to explain why the
modern state of Israel, which had won numerous wars, was unable to
defeat militarily inferior foes during its involvement in Lebanon from
1978 to 2000.

Dominant Military Powers

In general, modern states that are triumphant in conventional military
engagements develop tendencies that make them wvulnerable to weak
powers. States that have been repeatedly successful in conventional war
believe that it is possible to achieve dominance over other states through
military action. This being the case, dominant states tend to believe that
in conventional war, offensive action is ascendant. The consequence is an
exacerbation of the security dilemma faced by the state. As Robert Jervis
explains it:

When there are incentives to strike first, a successful
attack will usually so weaken the other side that victory
will be relatively quick, bloodless, and decisive. It is in
these periods when conquest is possible and attractive
that states consolidate power internally—for instance, by
destroying the feudal barons—and expand externally.*

Repeated victories make war an easier choice because of the belief in
the possibility of quick victory as well as the belief that failure to act will
expose the state to unacceptable risk.

For the powerful, conventional military victory is relatively *“quick,
bloodless, and decisive.” Their military doctrines are informed by the rose-
colored lens of previous victories. Military doctrine, according to Larry
Cable, is “the conceptual skeleton upon which are mounted the sinews of
materiel, the muscles of battalions and brigades and the nervous system of
planning and policy decision.”? Doctrine, according to Colin Gray:

teaches what to think and what to do, rather than how
to think and how to be prepared to do it. . .Military
organizations have to develop and employ doctrine...if
they are to train large numbers of people with equipment
in sufficiently standard modes of behavior for them to be
predictable instruments of the commander’s will.?



The doctrines of conventionally military dominant states, reflecting
their perceptions of previous quick and decisive military victories, tend to
be focused on maneuver, speed, intelligence, firepower, and low casualties.
The quality of highly-mechanized weaponry and highly-trained soldiers
tends is emphasized over quantity. As previous military victories are
celebrated, a culture of victory emphasizes certainty in outcomes that
belies the complicated sets of factors that allowed victory in previous
engagements. Conventional military powers are prone to developing a
static conception of war that does not allow for change on the part of
enemies to exploit the weaknesses of the strong states. This conception is
vital to keep in mind as we explore why these states may lose to inferior
powers.

Research Question, Method, and Organization

I approach the study of Israel’s invasion of Lebanon through the
perspective of strategic studies. The vital assumption will be an acceptance
that war is not solely an “act of policy,” the master war theorist Carl Von
Clausewitz’s most oft-cited phrase.* Rather, it is composed, as Clausewitz
understood, of passion, probability, and policy:

As a total phenomenon, its dominant tendencies always
make war a remarkable trinity—composed of primordial
violence, hatred, and enmity, which are to be regarded as
a blind natural force; of the play of chance and probability
within which the creative spirit is free to roam; and of
its element of subordination, as an instrument of policy,
which makes it subject to reason alone.®

Without a fundamental understanding of the effects of passion,
probability, and policy within the bounds of a conflict, it is likely that the
conflict itself has not been well understood.

Strategies and tactics are also critical. | will use “strategy” to mean
the planned use of elements of power to effectively coerce others to bend
to your political will. The use of these elements of power, to be regarded
as strategy, must be “systematic, integrated, and orchestrated....to achieve
goals.”® “Tactics” refers to the means through which strategy is enacted
and covers a broad array of military, diplomatic, and other actions. These
actions can transform the perceived strategic situation in which strategy is
formulated, but they are not strategy. A fundamental disconnect between
strategic goals and tactical means is almost always disastrous.

Using abasic understanding of how states with conventionally powerful
militaries operate, | have chosen Israel’s invasion of Lebanon to explore

2



why these states may lose wars to seemingly inferior foes. The general
research question I pose is: “Why are conventionally powerful states unable
to achieve political goals through war against conventionally inferior foes
given the asymmetry in military capability?” My general hypothesis is
that asymmetric war poses a political challenge to conventional military
powers that can rarely be resolved by the powerful actor’s resort to war.
The specific research question | will explore in the case study presented in
this paper is: “From 1978 to 2000, why was the conventionally powerful
Israeli state unable to achieve its political goals through war in Lebanon
against militarily inferior Palestinian and Lebanese Shiite foes?” My
specific hypothesis is that Palestinian and Lebanese Shiite militants’
resort to asymmetric war conflated political goals and military means,
thereby preventing Israel from imposing a political solution through resort
to conventional war in Lebanon.

In the following chapters, I seek first to address the fundamental logic of
asymmetric war. What exactly does a resort to asymmetric warfare mean?
How does it operate effectively given the inequalities of military power
between opponents? | then seek to address these questions in relation to
the Israeli case. What exactly was Israel trying to do in Lebanon? How did
Israel fight in Lebanon? How did the Palestinian Liberation Organization
(PLO) and Hezbollah fight in Lebanon? Did Israel lose in Lebanon? Did
the PLO and Hezbollah win in Lebanon? Finally, why did Israel’s invasion
of Lebanon end the way it did? In answering these questions, | will make
use of elements of the historiography of the conflict in Lebanon: a number
of journalistic accounts; the memoirs and other personal accounts of the
participants in the conflict; the canon of strategic analysis of the war;
publicly accessible statistical information on the conflict; and personal
interviews with some of the participants.’

The arrangement of the information is straightforward. Chapter 1
deals with the theoretical case for the ability of modern asymmetric
war to produce outcomes at variance with the anticipated results of a
conflict given the distribution of conventional military power between
the combatants. Chapter 2 assesses the strategic situation that Israel faced
when it involved itself more heavily with Lebanon from 1978 onward, its
decision to conduct a major invasion in June 1982, and the initial conduct
of the war. Chapter 3 looks at the problems that Israel encountered after its
initial expulsion of the PLO leadership from Beirut and the development
of the Shiite resistance from 1982. Chapter 4 assesses the outcomes of
Israel’s military involvement in Lebanon from 1978 to 2000. Finally, the
conclusion assesses whether my understanding of asymmetric war can



account for the results described in Chapter 4 and assesses the implications
of this study.

The Case Study

Why does Israel’s invasion of Lebanon provide vital insight into the
broader question of outcomes in wars? The Israeli case is illuminating for
a number of reasons. First, Israel’s continuous military involvement in
Lebanon lasted twenty-two years. In that time, it was not able to find the
formula to end the conflict once and for all; even its pullout in 2000 left
vital strategic problems unaddressed. Israel’s pullout, however, makes the
case more enticing because there is a start point and an end point from
which to consider Israeli military involvement in Lebanon. Also, although
there is much English-language literature on various aspects of the conflict
in Lebanon, much of it relates only to the period 1982-1985 (or even
ends its real consideration of events with the PLO withdrawal in August
1982). Much of it, likewise, was written in anger at the Sabra and Shatilla
massacres and lacks the benefit of a broader strategic outlook that goes
beyond moral outrage.

An unfortunate divide exists within the English-language literature
on the Lebanon war. Some of the literature can be regarded as using the
epistemic lens of strategic studies. Some covers the entire period from 1978
to 2000. No work, however, has provided a strategic account of Israel’s
military involvement and covered the whole time period. For example,
Avner Yaniv’s Dilemmas of Security is a strategic review of the decision to
invade Lebanon that goes beyond the purported evil of Menachem Begin
and Ariel Sharon. Yet, written in 1987, it lacks the totality of coverage of
the conflict to provide continued insight into the outcomes of Israel’s fateful
decision to go to war in Lebanon. Even Gil Merom’s problematic strategic
review of the challenges democracies have in fighting asymmetric wars,
How Democracies Lose Small Wars, published in 2003, effectively ends its
consideration of Israel in Lebanon in 1985. Robert Fisk’s Pity the Nation:
Lebanon at War, on the other hand, provides a ground level view of the
everyday cruelty of the war from its start to its finish, but it neither aspires
to offer, nor succeeds in providing, a broader strategic account of the war.
The gap in the literature provides an episode more ripe for exploration
than, for instance, the US war in Vietnam. Meanwhile, more recent wars in
Iraq and Afghanistan or long-continuing wars such as the one in Colombia
do not provide the advantages of both relative contemporaneousness and
an endpoint that can be considered with the benefit of some hindsight.



Other elements also make study of Israel’s involvement in Lebanon
compelling. Israel is a country that has sought out the sword as a solution
to the permanent perceived threat from its neighbors. The belief in open-
ended, continuous war expressed by Ben Gurion still remains prevalent
among today’s Israeli policymakers:

From our point of view, there can never be a final battle.
We can never assume we can deliver one final blow to the
enemy that will be the last battle, after which there will
never be the need for another clash or that the danger of
war will be eliminated. The situation for our neighbours
is the opposite. They can assume that a final battle will be
the last one, that they may be able to deliver such a blow
to Israel that the Arab-Israeli problem will be liquidated.®

Regardless of its veracity, which is challenged by the “New Historians,”
the idea that Israel remains a “minute island [in] a hostile sea threatening to
engulf it” remains the consensus view among both Israeli and non-Israeli
strategic thinkers.® Ephraim Karsh speaks within this consensus when he
concludes that “Israel cannot afford a single military defeat.”*® With major
wars in 1948, 1956, 1967, 1973, 1982-1985, and arguably from 2000
to the present, Israel combines an acute sense of insecurity with regular
involvement in warfare.

Militarily victorious in its conflicts in 1948, 1956, 1967, and 1973,
Israel often neglected the other elements of international action such as
diplomacy and economic integration engaged in by other states.* Even
when it did use diplomacy, it did so normally with the explicit military
utility of its diplomatic efforts in mind.*? In many ways, this prevalence
of military action was strategic nitroglycerin: highly unstable and not
something you want to keep in your backyard. The reliance on military
dominance as the stopgap measure to effect Israel’s continued existence
ensured a lack of focus on political solutions to Israel’s strategic problems.
Avner Yaniv captures the strategic problem facing Israel in the wake of its
unprecedented military victory in 1967:

As in 1948, the Israelis misread their neighbors’ minds,
and having won such a decisive victory expected peace
negotiations to follow. What they got instead was the
War of Attrition along the Suez Canal, the advent of low-
intensity PLO operations along the borders with Jordan
and Lebanon, the rise of international terrorism against
Israeli and Jewish targets and, to cap it all, a strategic
surprise and devastating war in October 1973.%



Despite spectacular military victories, Israel was unable to effect
serious political victories.’ This propagated a belief that military victory
was an end in itself and confirmed a doctrine of military action that would
aid in ensuring victory on the battlefield but, as the war would be never-
ending, not necessarily on the political front.

Israel developed and maintained a doctrine that, while evolving slightly
over the course of its existence, never matured into an understanding of
war as an exercise addressing a fundamentally political problem. Israeli
military doctrine as developed over the course of its early wars came to
rely on “[s]peed, daring, and deep penetrations without regard to flank
security....fire support was to be provided by ground attack aircraft to
maintain the pace of advance.”?® Intelligence was viewed as vital to a rapid
response and therefore made a coequal branch of the military.*® Flexibility
and improvisation were heavily emphasized over the reliance on a plan,
hence the absence of a written military doctrine.t” Suboptimal political
outcomes, despite Israel’s military domination of its foes, resulted in a
reaffirmation of its approach with minor changes rather than a fundamental
rethinking of doctrine.®®

Israel is a compelling case study because it developed the doctrine
of a state with a highly successful conventional military. The doctrine
promised and regularly delivered military victory. It seemed to promise
an escape from dealing with the fundamental political questions that were
the cause of Israel’s security dilemma. As a solution for Israel’s lasting
security dilemma, however, this doctrine was a chimera. Yet, the United
States and other contemporary great powers have also been wooed by
the charm of this chimera, as reflected in their doctrines. The similarities
are striking.™® The study that follows should serve as a cautionary tale for
all who might be tempted to win political fruits against weak opponents
through the application of conventional military might.
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Chapter 1

Understanding Asymmetric Warfare

Asymmetry is a constant of warfare. Some in the world have large,
capable militaries and have consistently dominated others. We call these
people, or states, or other entities, “the powerful.” History has been
written mostly in their hand. And yet for every historical achievement
of the powerful, there is a footnoted failure—a place the Romans could
not take and hold, a limit to the conquests of Genghis Khan, a Spanish
rebellion against Napoleon. Many, when faced with choice of defeat
and servitude, or the large possibility of death with the outside chance
of victory, choose to fight. And history shows that they are not always
doomed. The powerful have weaknesses—the wise who would fight them
exploit these vulnerabilities, wherever they can be found. It is the degree
of asymmetry between combatants that dictates unconventional forms of
war. This chapter seeks to outline the elements of asymmetric warfare, to
explain its modern forms and evolution, to outline its strengths, and finally
to outline the fundamental problems that powerful modern states have in
dealing with irregular fighters.!

The Spectrum of Asymmetric Operations

Clausewitz proclaims in On War that “if the enemy is to be coerced
you must put him in a situation that is even more unpleasant than the
sacrifice you call on him to make.” This bit of commonsense is in fact
the essence of warfare, and it is the strategic logic that ties irregular and
regular warfare. Successful strategists of all forms of war seek to bend
their opponent to their will.

Revolutionary changes have occurred from time to time in warfare
through the ages—the introduction of projectiles, the use of iron,
the introduction of gunpowder. The regular use of these weapons in
conventional, powerful militaries led to forms of unconventional war that
exploited weaknesses endemic to new systems of war. More than two
millennia ago, Sun-Tzu recognized this fundamental tension in warfare:

In warfare, the strategic configurations of power (shih) do
not exceed the unorthodox and orthodox, but the changes
of the unorthodox and orthodox can never be completely
exhausted. The unorthodox and orthodox mutually
produce each other, just like an endless cycle.?



More recently, irregular fighters have recognized this constant dialogue
between orthodox and unorthodox methods. For instance, Che Guevara
declared:

Guerrilla warfare is a fight of the masses, with the
guerrilla band as the armed nucleus. The bands need not
be considered inferior to the opposing army. Rather, the
contrary is true: One resorts to guerrilla warfare when
oppressed by superior numbers and arms.*

In other words, in war, the choice to respond asymmetrically is inspired
by the degree of asymmetry between the warring parties.

Contemporary unconventional war provides the asymmetric strategist
with a broad array of tactical options to achieve strategic effects. These
options include civil disobedience, guerrilla warfare, sabotage, terrorism,
and other forms of both nonviolent and violent resistance against a
conventionally more powerful foe.> The “blurriness of the definitional
lines” between these different forms of resistance suggests a spectrum of
unconventional conflict in which large gray areas exist between similar
but distinct tactical arrangements.® The unifying theme of these tactical
expressions of irregular strategies is that “those undertaking irregular war
or terrorism are trying to find a way to use their strengths, such as mobility,
organization, anonymity, or stealth, against the weaknesses of their more
powerful adversary.””

A number of contemporary authors in their rush to condemn terrorism
conflate the tactics of asymmetric fighting with the strategy of asymmetric
war. Martha Crenshaw, for instance, claims:

...the choice of terrorism involves considerations of
timing and of the popular contribution to revolt, as well as
of the relationship between government and opponents.
Radicals choose terrorism when they want immediate
action, think that only violence can build organizations and
mobilize supporters, and accept the risks of challenging
the government in [a] particularly provocative way...
[Others] prefer methods such as rural guerrilla warfare,
because terrorism can jeopardize painfully achieved gains
or preclude eventual compromise with the government.®

This suggestion that an either/or choice exists between terrorism
and more protracted irregular warfare is not in line with the history
of unconventional conflict. Both Che Guevara and Mao Tse-tung
acknowledged the importance of terror, sabotage, and other tactics in
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addition to classical guerrilla tactics such as raids and ambushes.® Tactics
are chosen in asymmetric warfare for one reason alone: the belief that those
tactics will effect the wanted strategic outcome by attacking the weaknesses
of a powerful opponent. The tactics are malleable, interchangeable, and
often used simultaneously or in close proximity to one another.

The moral force attached to the tactics is important in asymmetric
warfare, however, because contemporary unconventional warfare remains
a people’s war.’* Clausewitz believed that Napoleon’s levée en masse had
fundamentally changed the nature of regular warfare as warfare between
states now became warfare between peoples. A century after Clausewitz,
T. E. Lawrence began to comprehend the power that people’s war held
for the conventionally weak. Lawrence believed that the new shape of
unconventional war was so different that it was “more of the nature of
peace—a national strike perhaps.”** Mao understood this elemental change
in the nature of the practice of regular warfare and subsequently adopted
irregular warfare to terrible effect first on the Japanese and then on the
nationalists. According to John Nagl, Mao had unleashed a revolution in
military affairs for the irregular fighter, one that took advantage of the
primacy of the people in warfare and then combined it with an explosive
mix of revolutionary ideology.*?

Because modern unconventional war is a war of the people, whether
a person is successfully branded a terrorist or a freedom fighter by the
people for which he is ostensibly fighting, regardless of whether the tactics
employed are actually terrorist in nature, is vital to the outcome of the
conflict. Both the irregular fighter and his foe are doing a Machiavellian
martial dance in front of the people in which each tries the incredible
balancing act of attempting to “make himself feared in such a way that, if
he is not loved, at least he escapes being hated.”*?

This fight for the people is the dominant element of modern asymmetric
war. If the dominant military power cannot win the people, it will not win
the war. In Algeria, the French drove the Algerian population into the arms
of the rebel Front de Libération Nationale (FLN) through its extensive use
of torture and other brutal means to suppress the insurgency.** In China,
Japan’s brutal treatment of the population drove them into the arms of
both nationalist and communist forces. Discussions of the participants in
asymmetric operations as “criminals” or “terrorists” have less to do with
the morality of their actions then with the desire to marginalize them. B.
H. Liddell Hart proclaims that “guerrilla war is a kind of war waged by
the few but dependent on the support of the many.”* If the support of the
many is not there, then asymmetric fighters stand no chance.

11



As a result, primacy is placed on the communication of the cause to
the people. Mao recognized this and instructed his units thus:

Propaganda materials are very important. Every large
guerrillaunit should have a printing press and mimeograph
stone. They must also have paper on which to print
propaganda leaflets and notices. They must be supplied
with chalk and large brushes. In guerrilla areas, there
should be a printing press or a lead-type press.®

Whenever irregular fighters engage the enemy, through whatever
range of tactics they employ, they must ask themselves whether their
action will alienate the population who is their daily bread. Miscalculation
may mean the death of the movement. Though he may be morally wrong,
a Hezbollah leader is strategically right when he says, “I believe that the
term ‘“terror’ cannot be applied to those who proceed from a position of
fulfilling a mission and fighting for a cause. Otherwise we will have to
categorize all the peoples that revolt for their freedom as terrorists.”*’ So
long as the target population agrees with the mission and the cause, the
fighters will not be perceived as terrorists by the people who count, even if
they are so perceived by much of the world. Maintaining that perception is
vital for the asymmetric fighter, just as overcoming that perception is key
for the conventionally powerful foe.

Contemporary developed societies present more weaknesses for
the asymmetric fighter to exploit than in the past while technological
advances in knowledge transmission, media, weaponry, and transport
have conferred upon him a toolkit more powerful than irregular fighters
have ever possessed. Evolving tools of communication, from grounded
telecommunications, to radio, to television, to the internet, allow for the
nearly instantaneous transmission of propaganda, and with each new tool,
it becomes more and more difficult for the powerful to foil the attempts
of the asymmetric warrior to propagandize effectively. Advances in
communications technology allow irregular fighters to broadcast instantly
the effects of violence to audiences around the world. Using these images
as propaganda, they fortify the will of their population by demonstrating
the ability to kill a more powerful foe. Meanwhile they undermine the
will of the enemy population by demonstrating that conventional military
dominance will not translate into easy victory.

Communication alone is not what has changed the balance of power
in favor of the conventionally less powerful. It has, however, been the
vital tool through which a number of highly appealing and contagious
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ideologies including nationalism, anti-colonialism, communism, and
religious fundamentalism have inspired the masses to ruin the strategic
aspirations of the powerful.®® Nor is it vital that the propaganda which
can reach so many (and with the internet can now be precisely targeted
to highly specific audiences) inspires all to revolution. As James Eliot
Cross argues, propaganda only needs to inspire a sufficient number of
hardcore adherents while not raising the ire or interest of a majority of
the population. Propaganda is the means to inspire the people without
whom the three essentials of “insurrection” identified by Cross—supplies,
recruits, and intelligence—cannot be had.*

If these communications were used to spread propaganda and ideology
alone, they would be challenging enough. New technology, however, has
allowed the communication of new tactics. Master bomb makers such
as Imad Mughniya have helped to spread awareness of techniques that
take advantage of dual-use chemicals in products such as fertilizers and
industrial cleaners. Pipe bombs and less advanced means used by anarchist
groups in the nineteenth century have evolved over time into bombings
that have the capability to produce tens, hundreds, and even thousands of
casualties.?®

In addition, a century in which two world wars were fought, in which
the Union of Soviet Socialist Republics and United States later provided
their allies with vast quantities of weapons, and in which many states
developed their own weapon-making capacities has led to a worldwide
arms trade. Those who want automatic rifles, projectile explosives (such
as rocket-propelled grenades, small mortars, and recoilless rifles), and
stationary explosives (such as mines or jury-rigged projectile explosives)
can often find them for free or for cheap. Further contributing to this
global glut of weaponry was a propensity during the Cold War for each
side to provide arms to unconventional warriors who would be a thorn in
the side of the opposing power or its allies. Where nuclear weapons have
seemed to prevent open resort to conflict against nuclear-armed enemies,
the provision of arms to irregular fighters has become part and parcel of
contemporary international politics. As such, unconventional fighters in
Kashmir, Palestine, and all over the world have been well provided for by
those who wish to stick it to and keep occupied the enemies they cannot
otherwise fight.#

Systemic and Sub-systemic Transformations

The combination of inspirational ideologies, the ever-increasing
power of communications technologies to reach wide audiences, and the
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proliferation of small arms have been systemic changes in global power
as the armies of nation-states no longer possess a monopoly on the means
to effect widespread bloodshed. Meanwhile, disparities in military power
between states have grown as conventional military capabilities have
grown more expensive and as economic inequalities between states have
increased. For the wealthy states, however, these extensive capabilities
have come at the expense of incredible social, economic, and other
vulnerabilities that cannot be defended easily from asymmetric attack (or
can only be defended in such a way as to undermine the very prosperity
upon which conventional military power was built). These disparities in
conventional military might, combined with the very vulnerabilities with
which they are bought, ensure a resort to asymmetric means by lesser
powers to exploit the vulnerabilities of powerful enemies.

In addition to the huge conventional imbalances of power between
parties engaged in conflict, international forums such as the United Nations
have given voice and legitimacy to those who challenge conventionally
superior powers through irregular means. A large block of states in the
UN General Assembly have themselves engaged in post-colonial struggles
that oft