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ABSTRACT
Military intervention occurs in cases where external powers have vested
interests in the outcome of an internal conflict in any given state. Yet these
interventions often end with the defeat or the frustration of the intervening
power(s). Using a series of both historical and contemporary examples, this
article provides a framework for understanding the factors that lead to
failure in military intervention, and seeks to inform understanding on this
complex and controversial aspect of statecraft.
In a memorandum written for the British Cabinet on 1 December 1919, the Chief of
the Imperial General Staff, Field-Marshal Sir Henry Wilson, summarised the course of
Britain’s military assistance to the counter-revolutionary (White Russian) forces
fighting against the Bolsheviks in northern Russia. British troops had originally been
sent to Arkhangelsk and Murmansk in April 1918 to bolster Russian resistance to the
Germans during the latter phases of the First World War, but then became
participants in the civil war that followed the Bolshevik Revolution of November
1917. Wilson observed that an operation which initially began with a few hundred
soldiers and Royal Marines ended up absorbing over 18,000 troops, stating that ‘once
a military force is involved in operations on land it is almost impossible to limit the
magnitude of its commitments’. Shortly after British troops were withdrawn in
October 1919, the Bolsheviks crushed Britain’s local allies.1 Wilson’s gloomy verdict
on Britain’s military campaign in north Russia and the defeat of the Whites are both
reminders of the implications of a state intervening militarily in a conflict beyond its
borders.
Both the National Security Strategy and Strategic Defence and Security Review published
by the current British government stresses the requirement to ‘tackle threats at
source’, describing state failure as a potential source for threats to UK security
(notably terrorism). While these documents outline non-military means of resolving
such problems – emphasising the diplomacy of conflict prevention and the provision
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of development aid to weak states – the UK’s national security policy has an
interventionist ethos,2 and the doctrine of Britain’s armed forces lists ‘stabilisation
operations’ in conflict zones as a core mission. 3 This official commitment to
interventionism is not a purely British trait, as shown by France’s intervention in Mali
in early January 2013.4 However, historical experience from the Allies’ experiences
during the Russian civil war to the current imbroglio in Afghanistan demonstrates
that military intervention in any external conflict carries with it the risk of frustration
and failure. This article examines the generic reasons why such operations come to
grief.
There is an existing body of literature covering the ethical and practical aspects of
humanitarian intervention (as practised for example by the North Atlantic Treaty
Organisation [NATO] in Bosnia in 1995, and Kosovo in 1999), 5 the factors
influencing the success and failure of military occupations, 6 the imposition of
democracy by external military force,7 and the reasons why democratic states fail to
win ‘small wars’.8 This article however considers military intervention as a distinct
activity, separate from counter-insurgency (COIN) campaigns, proxy warfare, covert
action or humanitarian interventions.9 It also considers cases in which states have
engaged in expeditionary interventions in countries far from their borders (such as
the USA in Vietnam, and both the USA and Britain in Iraq) as well as those where the
intervening power has become involved in a conflict in a neighbouring state (such as
the USSR in Afghanistan, Israel in Lebanon, or the African states engaged in the war
in the Democratic Republic of Congo [DRC] between 1998 and 2003).10
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States that initiate such interventions usually anticipate a short-term use of military
power to decisively shape the political process within a target state, usually by either
overthrowing its regime or by backing a faction involved in an insurgency or civil war.
As this article shows, the fact that such interventions can end either with a
protracted occupation or the embroilment of interventionist forces in an internal
conflict in the country concerned is in itself a sign of failure.
Terminology
The author defines a military intervention as the unilateral or multilateral deployment
of armed forces (including ground troops) in a sovereign state, where the
interventionists’ intentions are to use military power to decisively influence the
latter’s political future.11 These interventions can be launched either at the request of
an indigenous government – in conditions of civil war, insurgency or domestic
turmoil – or in support of its internal foes. The objectives can involve either the
preservation of the status quo, or the overthrow and replacement of a ruling regime.
The USSR’s involvement in Afghanistan, for example, was intended to prevent the
overthrow of the Marxist-Leninist (PDPA) government, although in the initial
intervention on 25-27 December 1979, Soviet special forces assassinated the PDPA
President Hafizollah Amin to facilitate his replacement by a more politically ‘reliable’
rival from within the PDPA, Babrak Karmal.12 Interventions can occur incrementally,
with the gradual build-up of ‘advisors’, special forces personnel and then combat
troops (as was the case with the USA in Vietnam during the early 1960s, South Africa
in Angola in 1975, and the USSR in Afghanistan in 1978-9),13 or they can involve an
overt invasion with a substantial ground force (the Soviets in Hungary and
Czechoslovakia in 1956 and 1968 respectively, and the Anglo-American conquest of
Iraq in 2003).
States involved in interventions frequently envisage a short-term deployment of
armed forces, not a prolonged occupation or the actual seizure of territory, as was
the case with Somalia’s abortive annexation of the Ogaden from Ethiopia in 1977-8,
Iraq’s invasion of Iran in 1980 and Kuwait ten years later, as well as Argentina’s failed
seizure of the Falkland Islands in 1982.14 Interventions are distinct from traditional
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colonial or COIN campaigns, where military power is employed either for imperial
conquest – as was the case with the European powers in Africa and Asia during the
19th and early 20th centuries – or to fight a domestic rebellion. They also differ from
traditional peacekeeping missions such as those undertaken by the United Nations
(UN), where the troops involved are theoretically deployed to supervise the
implementation of a peace settlement rather than to confront any of the belligerents;
although there are examples of failure which resemble those of intervention
operations (for example, the USA’s disastrous engagement in Somalia in 1992-4).15
Military interventions can also converge with inter-state conflicts, as was the case
with Allied operations in Russia at the end of the First World War.16 A common
feature of intervention missions is that they usually involve the overt commitment of
land forces to combat operations, although there are examples that have required
more limited means. In the Baltic from 1918-19 the Royal Navy decisively assisted
Latvian and Estonian nationalists fighting against both the Bolsheviks and German
Freikorps,17 whilst in Libya in 2011 NATO powers provided air power and special
forces units to aid the rebellion that overthrew Muammar Qadhafi’s regime.18
Success can cover a variety of outcomes from the total achievement of the
interveners’ objectives (the overthrow of a hostile regime, or the military defeat of
insurgents, rebels and other internal foes) to the establishment of a settlement
broadly compatible with its interests. Failure in this case covers a range of outcomes
ranging from the outright defeat of the interventionists, to a prolonged and
debilitating occupation, or the inability of the intervening power (or powers) to
achieve their initial objectives for military engagement.19 The specific reasons for
failure are as follows.
Over-ambitious Objectives
President Lyndon B. Johnson and his officials hoped that the introduction of US
combat troops to South Vietnam in the spring of 1965 would rally the Saigon regime
against the Viet Cong.20 The South African Prime Minister, John Vorster, ordered a
South African Defence Force (SADF) task force into Angola in October 1975 on the
presumption that it would oust the pro-Soviet Movimento Popular de Libertação de
15
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Angola (MPLA) from Luanda.21 Qadhafi’s Chadian adventure was based on the Libyan
dictator’s dream of unifying Libya with its southern neighbour as the first step in a
process that would make Libya a major power in Africa and the Arab world.22 In
Lebanon in 1982 the Israeli Premier and Defence Minister (Menachem Begin and
Ariel Sharon respectively) concluded that they could use military force not only to
evict the Palestine Liberation Organisation (PLO) from the country, but they could
also impose the Maronite Christian warlord Bashir Gemayil as Lebanese President.23
The American administration of George W. Bush and the UK Labour government of
Tony Blair concluded in late 2002-early 2003 that Saddam Hussein’s overthrow
would be followed by the democratisation of Iraq. They were also confident that
they had the military and financial means to conduct military operations in Iraq and
Afghanistan concurrently. 24 In all of these examples the intervening powers
optimistically assumed that military operations would last a few months at most.25
In all these cases the political leaders and governments involved showed excessive
confidence in the viability of military intervention, and underestimated the challenges
involved in their embroilment in the internal affairs of the state concerned. Dominic
Johnson and Dominic Tierney’s ‘Rubicon Theory’ posits that as politicians and
officials make the intellectual leap from deliberation to implementation, they become
psychologically conditioned to reject any doubts they may have over the efficacy of
resorting to the use of military force.26 This theory offers one explanation as to why
Leonid Brezhnev and his peers in the Soviet Politburo, who were initially unwilling to
intervene in the Afghan civil war, eventually ordered the introduction of Soviet
combat troops into Afghanistan in December 1979.27 Likewise, the British historian
Charles Tripp recalled that when he and other academic specialists on Iraqi history
and politics met Blair in November 2002, their efforts to warn the British Prime
Minister of the likelihood of political turmoil and internecine violence following
Saddam’s ouster fell on deaf ears.28 With South African involvement in the Angolan
21

Jamie Miller, ‘Yes, Minister: Reassessing South Africa’s Intervention in the Angolan Civil War, 19751976’, Journal of Cold War Studies, Vol. 15, Iss. 3, (2013), pp.4-33.
Yehudit Ronen, Qadhafi’s Libya in World Politics (Boulder CL, Lynne Rienner, 2008), pp.157-164.
23
Ze’ev Schiff & Ehud Ya’ari, Israel’s Lebanon War (London, Unwin, 1986), pp.38-43.
24
Lawrence Freedman, A Choice of Enemies. America Confronts the Middle East (London, Weidenfeld &
Nicholson, 2009), pp.423-424; British Broadcasting Company, ‘No Plan, No Peace’, Part One aired 22:15
on 28 October 2007; Part Two aired 22:45 on 29 October 2007.
25
Ali A. Allawi, The Occupation of Iraq: Winning the War, Losing the Peace (New Haven CT, Yale University
Press, 2007), pp.96-7; Ahmed Rashid, Descent into Chaos. The World’s Most Unstable Region and the Threat to
Global Security (London, Penguin, 2008), p.97.
26
Dominic D. P. Johnson and Dominic Tierney, ‘The Rubicon Theory of War: How the Path to Conflict
Reaches the Point of No Return’, International Security Vol. 36. Iss. 1, (2011), pp.7-40.
27
Odd Arne Westad (ed.), ‘Concerning the Situation in “A”: New Russian Evidence on the Soviet
Intervention in Afghanistan’, Cold War International History Project Bulletin, Vol. 8, Iss. 9, (1996-1997), pp.128184.
28
‘You got rid of one Saddam and left us with 50’, The Guardian 21 September 2007.
22

www.bjmh.org.uk

105

WHY MILITARY INTERVENTIONS FAIL
civil war in 1975, Vorster not only failed to calculate the effect of a SADF presence in
Angola on black African opinion throughout the continent, but he also weakened the
SADF task force by limiting it to 2,500 troops. During the Cuito Cuanavale campaign
of 1987-8 the South African Prime Minister P. W. Botha and his ministers refused to
reinforce the SADF brigade fighting alongside Jonas Savimbi’s União Nacional para a
Independência Total de Angola (UNITA) guerrilla movement.29 In both these instances,
South Africa failed to inflict a decisive defeat on the MPLA before the arrival of
Cuban reinforcements altered the military balance against South Africa and its
Angolan allies.
Internal Reactions
In a discussion with Cabinet colleagues on 6 March 1919, the British Foreign
Secretary Earl Curzon of Kedleston noted with dismay the consequences of Britain’s
military campaigns in the Transcaucasus, which had sustained the newly independent
states of Georgia, Armenia and Azerbaijan against the Bolsheviks and White Russians
alike. Curzon noted that ‘it was a remarkable fact that though … we were the
saviours of the situation, we appeared to be disliked by all parties’. 30 Historical
experience shows that it is extremely rare for interventionists to be greeted with
enthusiasm by the indigenous population, and even in such cases their initial consent
can gradually be eroded by the presence of foreign troops, as was the case with the
NATO International Security Assistance Force (ISAF) in Afghanistan after 2001.31
There are exceptions, which include the popular acclaim with which British soldiers
and marines were received in Sierra Leone in April 2000, where they were seen as
saviours from the widely reviled rebel movement, the Revolutionary United Front
(RUF). Likewise, French troops committed to Mali in January 2013 were also greeted
with widespread support from the local population.32
More typical examples include that of the Israeli Defence Force (IDF) in southern
Lebanon between 1982 and 1985. The Shia population initially welcomed the IDF
invasion of June 1982 because the majority had come to loathe the Palestinian
fedayeen and its establishment of a ‘state within a state’ in southern Lebanon.
However, the Israelis subsequently squandered this local goodwill – mainly due to
their cultural ignorance of the Shiite branch of Islam, and the heavy-handed behaviour
of Israeli soldiers towards civilians – the result was a Shia insurgency and the rise of
29
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Hezbollah.33 When Ethiopia invaded Somalia in December 2006 to overthrow its
Islamist government, Al-Shabab and other Somali insurgent groups were able to rally
significant popular support against Ethiopia; an invader that was seen as a traditional
enemy and as an infidel.34 Indigenous resentment at the presence of foreign troops
will intensify if they act abusively towards local civilians, particularly in cases where
confrontations are likely (such as at vehicle checkpoints, or in instances where
dwellings are searched for weapons). During Operation Iraqi Freedom one Sunni Arab
sheikh was quoted as saying that ‘[it] is better to be humiliated by an Iraqi than at the
hands of strangers or infidels’,35 and as David Kilcullen notes with both the anticoalition insurgencies in Iraq (2003-11) and Afghanistan (2001 onwards), the ranks of
both the Iraqi insurgents and the Taliban were swelled by ‘accidental guerrillas’ whose
main grievance was the presence of Western forces in their countries.36
Interventionists can face indigenous resistance whether their mission is to sustain or
overthrow the status quo. Egyptian troops sent to Yemen to prop up the Republican
regime after the coup of October 1962 suffered several thousand casualties inflicted
by a popular rebellion in support of the deposed imam.37 Rwanda’s invasion of the
DRC in August 1998 led to a fierce anti-Rwandan backlash in Kinshasa, which
included pogroms against the indigenous Tutsi population. 38 In certain cases, the
presumption by the intervening power (or powers) that they are acting for
enlightened reasons – and in the interests of the population of the target state – can
lead policy-makers to automatically presume indigenous acquiescence or support for
their actions. Prior to the USSR’s involvement in Afghanistan the Soviet Foreign
Minister, Andrei Gromyko, reacted angrily when one of his subordinates drew
parallels with British interventions of the 19th century, rhetorically asking ‘[do] you
mean to compare our internationalist troops with imperialist troops?’39 Before the
invasion of Iraq in March 2003 policy-makers in Washington and London assumed
that the Iraqis (notably the persecuted Shiite and Kurdish communities) would
welcome the coalition as liberators from the Iraqi Baathist tyranny. While this was
33
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true of the Kurds, American and British officials underestimated the extent of
nationalist resentment amongst Iraqi Shias, and the emergence of Moqtada al-Sadr’s
Mahdi Army was therefore completely unexpected.40
External Responses
The process of intervention can either provoke an overt response by rival powers,
or a more indirect process in which states engage in proxy warfare, backing
indigenous insurgents or factions in a civil war.41 In both cases, external reactions can
thwart the objectives of an interventionist state. In Angola in November 1975 the
Cuban leader Fidel Castro sent a task force to help the MPLA repel South African
and Zairian invasions – both countries having sent troops to back UNITA and the
Frente Nacional de Libertação de Angola (FNLA) factions respectively. By January 1976
there were 12,000 Cuban troops in Angola, and before 1991 Cuba maintained
between 30-50,000 Cuban soldiers based in Angola. In turn, the SADF launched
repeated incursions into Angola on UNITA’s behalf, culminating in a series of clashes
between South African, Angolan and Cuban forces between September 1987 and
May 1988 that ended in a stalemate.42
China responded to the Vietnamese invasion of Cambodia by launching a punitive
war against Vietnam while also arming the Khmer Rouge guerrillas during their
insurgency against Vietnam’s occupation.43 Libya’s involvement in the Chadian civil
war led France to deploy a task force to the country in October 1983 (Operation
Manta) and again in February 1986 (Operation Epervier), thereby preventing Qadhafi’s
‘National Unity Government’ from seizing power in N’Djamena. 44 The UgandanRwandan invasion of the DRC in the summer of 1998 encouraged Angola and
Zimbabwe to send combat troops to the DRC to defend Laurent Kabila’s regime.
The Angolan President, Eduardo dos Santos, saw Kabila as a useful ally in his ongoing
struggle against UNITA, while his Zimbabwean counterpart Robert Mugabe saw
Rwandan and Ugandan intervention as a challenge to his claim to regional
leadership.45
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Hostile states can also choose to react to a military intervention by indirect means.
Following Egypt’s 1962 intervention in Yemen Britain, Saudi Arabia and Israel armed
and trained the Royalist insurgents. 46 The US, UK, France, China, Saudi Arabia,
Pakistan and other countries also responded to the Soviet intervention in Afghanistan
by backing the mujahideen. If interventionism threatens the security interests of rival
powers – but they lack either the means or the inclination to resort to direct
counter-interventionism – proxy warfare represents a course of action which has the
appeal of causing the maximum expenditure of blood and treasure to the
interventionist state (or states), without the risks involved in deploying one’s own
armed forces.47
Two further points should be noted. International backing for intervention is not
necessarily a guarantee for success – the ISAF mission in Afghanistan is, after all, one
which is far less controversial globally than was the Soviet presence during the
1980s48 – but its absence can be a major handicap for intervening powers. Both the
US and Britain paid a diplomatic price for regime change in Iraq in 2003, not least
because the lack of a UN Security Council mandate authorising war meant that
neither power could use the UN’s personnel, resources or corporate expertise
when it came to post-conflict reconstruction. 49 Additionally the self-interest of
regional powers may trump the interventionists cause leading to double-dealing.
With recent NATO-led operations in Afghanistan the Taliban and other insurgent
groups clearly relied on Pakistani military and intelligence assistance and sanctuary,
even though Pakistan is supposedly an ally of the West. Islamabad’s long-standing aim
of ensuring a pro-Pakistani political order in Afghanistan supersedes the country’s
solidarity with the US.50 Yet its concerns over the rise of militant Islamism within its
own borders has served to further complicate the strategic picture.
Domestic Opposition in Countries Concerned
Military interventions can cause significant domestic controversy, even in cases
where public opinion is supportive at first. Although Afghanistan was initially seen by
the American and British publics to be a ‘good war’, domestic support for NATO-led
operations in Afghanistan was progressively eroded in both countries. Even in the
46
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USA, where Operation Enduring Freedom was seen as a legitimate and necessary
response to the terrorist attacks on New York and Washington of 11 September
2001, 51 Barack Obama’s administration came under pressure both from the
Democratic party and the US public to withdraw American troops from what
became widely regarded domestically to be an unpopular and unaffordable war. In
those countries allied to the US that have not experienced mass casualty attacks by
al-Qaeda on the scale of 9/11, and where there is less of a popular perception of the
stakes involved in the ‘war on terror’, the loss of public support for the Afghan was
even more pronounced.52
Public dissatisfaction may be widespread at the beginning of an intervention, or it may
become more prevalent as time progresses and the popular mood reacts against
military embroilment. The deaths of troops in combat, sobering accounts of the
consequences of intervention by returning service personnel, and media reports of
atrocities and abuses committed by one’s own military can intensify domestic
dissent. 53 The conduct of local allied forces can also have its effect on public
perceptions. During the Lebanese civil war the massacre of Palestinian civilians by the
Maronite Kataib militia in Sabra and Shatilla (September 1982) aroused public fury in
Israel, where the IDF were seen as having facilitated a war crime by cordoning off the
two refugee camps and remaining inactive during the massacre. In previous conflicts
with Arab states, Israeli society rallied in the belief that war was a just means of selfdefence, and the loss of popular support over Lebanon has been particularly
important given the IDF’s character as a citizen-force. Sabra and Shatilla therefore
discredited Israeli intervention in Lebanon, and popular protests also led to the
resignations of Sharon and Begin.54
Moral concerns over intervention can co-exist with the widespread conviction that
national interests are not served by involvement in foreign conflicts, and in conditions
of economic austerity, political critics can argue that the financial costs of military
interventions are unaffordable. Governments can also be undermined by a ‘credibility
gap’. The Vietnam war provides an obvious example where public scepticism over
the progress reports issued by the Johnson administration and Military Assistance
Command, Vietnam (MACV) had become evident even before the Tet Offensive
(January 1968). Following Tet the MACV’s pronouncements that US and allied forces
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had inflicted a major defeat on the Viet Cong and North Vietnamese Army (NVA)
were greeted with widespread domestic disbelief.55
Military disaffection can itself be a considerable constraint. There were mutinies
within the Royal Navy and British Army units committed to the north Russian and
Baltic campaigns of 1919. These were caused by frustration within the ranks that
conscripted service personnel remained mobilised a year after the end of the war
with Germany.56 In Vietnam, the US Army and Marine Corps experienced severe
problems with discipline such as ‘combat refusal’, racial strife, drug-abuse, and the
‘fragging’ (killing) of unpopular officers. This was especially pronounced after mid1968, when it was evident that the USA was preparing to disengage militarily from
South-East Asia. Some of the US armed forces’ problems were a reflection of social
problems at home (notably tensions between black and white servicemen), but
others reflected the increasing reluctance of military personnel to become the last
casualties of an unwinnable war. The fragility of morale was clearly one factor
influencing the Nixon administration’s efforts to seek ‘peace with honour’ in SouthEast Asia; Richard Nixon himself regarded the presence of Vietnam veterans in
American anti-war demonstrations as a key factor in mobilising popular opposition to
the conflict.57 In both Russia and Vietnam, the servicemen involved were conscripts
and draftees, rather than professionals and volunteers, although the morale of British
troops in Afghanistan – all of whom were volunteers – was reportedly strained by
the intensity of combat in Helmand province in 2009-10.58
Domestic anti-interventionist sentiment and declining military morale are not
problems confined to liberal democracies. Authoritarian and totalitarian states have
equally suffered from the same problems despite their greater scope to use force to
suppress dissent. In the summer of 1976, the Syrian President Hafez al-Assad and his
regime reportedly faced riots and demonstrations when Syrian troops in Lebanon
clashed with the PLO. Although Syria suffered an untold number of casualties during
the Lebanese civil war, it was eventually able to co-opt or crush the warring factions
in that country by 1991; maintaining an occupation force in Lebanon until March
2005.59 Conversely, with the Soviet war in Afghanistan there was popular dissent
within the USSR even before the onset of glasnost in the late 1980s, particularly
amongst non-Russian nationalities (notably in the Baltic States and in Central Asia).
Such opposition was manifested by draft-dodging, ethnic strife within the military
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contingent in Afghanistan, and unauthorised demonstrations in Soviet cities. There
were also reports of widespread draft-evasion in Libya during the 1980s, reflecting
popular reluctance for Qadhafi’s disastrous war in Chad.60 Zimbabwe’s intervention
in the DRC (1998-2003) was also domestically unpopular, in spite of Mugabe’s efforts
to suppress critical media reportage on both the Zimbabwe Defence Force’s (ZDF)
casualties and the venality and incompetence of its officer corps. Following the DRC
President Laurent Kabila’s assassination on 18 January 2001 there was spontaneous
rejoicing in Zimbabwe, due to the popular conviction that it would bring about an
end to the war and the ZDF’s travails in the DRC.61
Political Loss of Will
During the Russian civil war Winston Churchill, the UK Secretary of State for War
and Air in David Lloyd-George’s coalition, was a fervent advocate of Allied
intervention to ‘strangle Bolshevism at birth’, but other ministers were more halfhearted. By 1918-9 the British armed forces had to contend with an insurgency in
Ireland, a troubled occupation of Iraq and popular disturbances in Egypt, as a result
Lloyd-George’s government had no wish to escalate yet another overseas military
commitment in Russia. Two further constraints for ministers included the warweariness of the British public, and the fierce opposition to military operations in
Russia from the Labour party and trade union movement. There was therefore a
political and popular consensus that rejected Churchill’s proposals for an antiBolshevik crusade.62
In much the same way that Vorster restricted the size of the SADF contingent sent
to Angola in October 1975, there was a similar level of restraint exercised by P. W.
Botha’s government with the battle of Cuito Cuanavale in 1987-8. South Africa
imposed restrictions on its commitment to UNITA resulting in the SADF only
deploying one armoured brigade to the campaign. In both these Angolan
interventions the South African troop presence was far exceeded by the Cuban
military build-up. In 1987-8 Botha also faced anti-interventionist disaffection within
South Africa’s white community, which coexisted with a growing consensus within
the National Party itself that the apartheid system was no longer defensible.63 With
the USSR’s intervention in Afghanistan, the Soviet leadership’s will to pursue a
victory against the mujahideen had been weakened even before Mikhail Gorbachev’s
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rise to power. Yuri Andropov (Brezhnev’s successor) had previously sought a
diplomatic resolution to the conflict that would allow the USSR to withdraw its
troops. The financial costs of a prolonged intervention can also have a crucial effect
in forcing governments to disengage militarily, and to seek a negotiated settlement.
This was as true of the Johnson administration with reference to Vietnam in 1968 as
it was for Gorbachev with Afghanistan in 1986, particularly as the latter’s priority was
to reform the ailing Soviet economy.64
Political leaders may defy ministerial or official sentiment that favours withdrawal.
George W. Bush’s decision to order a ‘surge’ of 30,000 additional American troops
into Iraq in January 2007 was made despite military reluctance and Congressional
opposition (the Democrats had won control of the Senate and House of
Representatives in the November 2006 elections and the majority within this party
favoured a withdrawal).65 In Britain’s case, the Labour government’s own divisions
over Iraq were complemented by the Foreign and Commonwealth Office (FCO),
Ministry of Defence (MOD) and Department for International Development (DFID)
having their own internal rifts over intervention. Several UK civil servants were
unwilling to volunteer for reconstruction work in Iraq because of their moral qualms
over the war, while the delay in integrating DFID into inter-ministerial planning for
post-conflict Iraqi reconstruction was partly due to Clare Short, the Secretary of
State for International Development, having publically opposed Britain’s intervention.
The British occupation of South-Eastern Iraq, and the consequent military casualties,
created ministerial unease contributing to both policy paralysis in London and the
loss of control of Basra between 2005 and 2007. The withdrawal of the British
garrison from Basra in August 2007 reflected the intention of Blair’s successor,
Gordon Brown, to end the UK commitment to Iraq at the earliest opportunity. It
also reflected the fact that senior military commanders also favoured withdrawal,
most notably General Sir Richard Dannatt, the Chief of the UK General Staff.66
Decrepitude of Local Allies
Daniel Byman argues that when interventionist forces are drawn into COIN
campaigns their efforts to assist the indigenous government against its internal foes
are often hampered by the latter’s inherent weaknesses.67 The South Vietnamese
regime of Ngo Dinh Diem (1955-63) and its successors,68 the PDPA in Kabul,69 the
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Ethiopian-backed Transitional Federal Government in Somalia (2006-9),70 the postBaathist Iraqi government71 and Hamid Karzai’s regime in Afghanistan (2001-14);72 all
share common negative characteristics in the form of endemic official corruption,
intense factionalism, and often internecine violence. If the objective of the intervening
power(s) is to establish or to sustain a government that will be perceived as
legitimate by the indigenous population, and be able to sustain itself in power against
armed opposition, then the inability of the host nation regime to do so can be a key
cause of failure. The US Marines in Afghanistan’s Helmand province in July 2009 who
were told by a local elder that ‘[we] cannot trust the government or the Taliban …
We can only trust you’ may have concluded that their efforts to win ‘hearts and
minds’ were coming to fruition, but the fact that their interlocutor had shown no
confidence in Karzai or his officials hinted at a wider strategic problem for ISAF.73
If interventionists have to reconstitute indigenous military and security forces, local
constabularies and armies they can often be hamstrung by low morale, poor training,
combat ineffectiveness and criminalisation. Even in peacetime conditions the armed
forces of authoritarian and totalitarian states may have to sacrifice military efficiency
for political reliability.74 In times of internal conflict the weaknesses of such militaries
can contribute to failure. If one acknowledges Napoleon’s dictum that ‘[there] are no
bad regiments, only bad colonels’,75 then it is not surprising that indigenous military
and security force personnel tend to be unwilling to fight for corrupt superiors who
appropriate their pay, or incompetent commanders whose promotion depends on
party allegiance or ethnic/clan loyalties rather than professional military expertise.
For example, some South Vietnamese military and paramilitary units fought well, but
collectively the Saigon regime’s armed forces were no match for either the Viet Cong
or the NVA unless supported by US forces. 76 During the 1980s the Afghan
government’s forces were hampered by low morale, desertions, and debilitating
rivalries caused by factional feuds within the PDPA. Mujahideen leaders such as
Ahmed Shah Massoud could rely on sympathisers within the PDPA to provide both
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intelligence and defectors. 77 With the occupation of Iraq the police and other
security forces recruited by the Americans and the British were infiltrated both by
insurgents and by Shiite militias,78 while the current Afghan National Army (ANA) is
perceived in the predominantly Pashtun south to be dominated by the northern Tajik
minority.79
Intervening powers are often obliged to support allies that cannot fend for
themselves against their opponents. In Lebanon in 1982 the Israelis were drawn into
battle in Beirut because its Maronite clients were ‘paper soldiers’ lacking the stomach
for a fight against the PLO. In its occupation of southern Lebanon (1985-2000) the
Israelis supported a surrogate force (the South Lebanon Army) whose militiamen
were qualitatively inferior to Hezbollah fighters.80 Likewise, Soviet troops sent into
Afghanistan in December 1979 were originally supposed to protect Kabul and other
cities whilst the Afghan armed forces recovered control of the countryside; yet over
the following year the former were dragged into the civil war against the mujahideen
because of the combat ineffectiveness of the Afghan military and security forces.81
With other conflicts the fragility and unreliability of the interventionists’ own local
allies has led to military disaster. In Chad during the late 1980s the pro-Libyan
National Unity Government forces disintegrated as its fighters flocked to join Hissein
Habre’s army; the result was the annihilation of Qadhafi’s expeditionary force by
Habre’s troops in the ‘Toyota War’ of 1986-7. In the war against the DRC the
Zimbabweans suffered several humiliating defeats against anti-Kabila rebels and their
Rwandan backers because of the desertion – or often the treachery – of supposedly
loyal Congolese government troops.82
In Afghanistan the ANA and police recruits have, on occasion, turned their guns on
ISAF personnel. This fostered negative public opinion in the troop-contributing
nations of ISAF, while the increased rate of ‘green on blue’ attacks four years ago
became a serious concern for ISAF military authorities. From 2008 to 2013 Afghan
soldiers and policemen killed at least 132 ISAF soldiers and have wounded a further
148 (86 attacks took place in 2012-3). For domestic critics of Afghan intervention
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these attacks on ISAF personnel by their supposedly Afghan allies are a symptom of a
wider failure to stabilise and reconstruct Afghanistan itself.83
Conclusions
The factors discussed above should be seen as generic causes of failure. The
interaction between these factors is complex, although from the cases considered in
this article, indigenous resistance and external support for it are the primary
contributors to failure. Political and strategic incoherence, domestic disaffection and
the weaknesses of local allies are important secondary factors. On its own,
indigenous resistance – and the casualties incurred by the interventionists – may
erode the will of an intervening state, but examples such as Syria’s intervention in
Lebanon demonstrate that this is not always the case.
Geographical factors do not automatically affect the success or failure of intervention.
A contrast can be drawn between conducting operations in a small coastal country
(such as the UK’s intervention in Sierra Leone in 2000) and a state such as the DRC
that is the two thirds the size of Western Europe and lacks a functioning transport
infrastructure.84 When suppressing the military mutinies in its former East African
colonies in January 1964 the British were fortunate enough to have a brigade of
troops stationed in Kenya at that time.85 In contrast, the following year the British
Chiefs of Staff ruled out a military intervention to suppress the white separatist
regime in Rhodesia (now Zimbabwe) because of the lack of any bases in neighbouring
states.86 Yet proximity should not be seen as an inevitable asset for an intervening
power. With Angola the SADF had a base of operations in Namibia (which was
illegally occupied by South Africa until 1990), whereas the Cubans had to conduct an
expeditionary campaign from across the Atlantic (albeit with Soviet support). Yet
even a careful examination of the mythology surrounding the battle of Cuito
Cuanavale leads to the conclusion that it was Cuba, rather than South Africa, which
came closest to achieving its political objectives in the Angolan wars.87 ISAF was
hampered by the financial burden of supporting forces in Afghanistan, but the USSR

83

‘Two British troops killed in Afghanistan: timeline of ‘green on blue’ killings’, The Daily Telegraph, 26
March 2012; Bill Roggio, ‘Afghan soldier kills 2 ISAF in latest green-on-blue attack’, Long War Journal, (4
May 2013), online at http://www.longwarjournal.org/archives/2013/05/afghan_soldier_kills_4.php.
84
Dorman, Blair’s Successful War, passim. Prunier, Genocide to Continental War, passim.
85
Timothy H. Parsons, The 1964 Army Mutinies and the Making of Modern East Africa (Westport CT,
Praeger, 2003), p.120.
86
David French, Army, Empire & Cold War. The British Army and Military Policy 1945-1971 (Oxford, Oxford
University Press, 2012), pp.254-255; pp.285-286.
87
William Reno, Warfare in Independent Africa (Cambridge, Cambridge University Press, 2011), p.75;
Leopold Scholtz, ‘The Standard of Research on the Battle of Cuito Cuanavale’, Scientia Militaria (39/1,
2011), pp.115-137.

116

British Journal for Military History, Volume 1, Issue 2, February 2015
did not benefit from having a shorter logistical train when it came to sustaining its
combat operations in the same state during the 1980s.88
The tactical abilities of interventionist forces, equipment, training, doctrine and their
command and control vary from the lamentably poor (Libyan forces in Chad during
the 1980s) to highly proficient (US, British and other Coalition troops in Iraq, 20032011), but deploying highly-trained and well-motivated troops rather than draftees
does not guarantee success either. ISAF soldiers were far better trained and
equipped than the majority of Soviet conscripts who fought in Afghanistan three
decades ago, but the fact that they generally defeated the Taliban in pitched battles
and inflicted heavy losses on the insurgents did not translate into an ISAF victory. 89
Moreover, following the withdrawal of NATO combat forces the long-term
prospects of the Kabul government remain uncertain.90 Regarding the racial identity
of the interventionist, a common or shared ethnicity with the indigenous population
does not make successful intervention more likely. For example, Yemeni pro-Royalist
tribesmen had no qualms about killing Egyptian soldiers despite the fact they were
fellow Arabs.91
A common, but not necessarily unifying, feature of the interventions discussed is
over-confidence on the part of the decision-makers concerned, and an underestimation of the likely challenges involved. A good example of this tendency
concerns the insouciance with which the British government and senior military
leadership deployed a British battle group to Helmand in April 2006.92 As noted
above, the ‘Rubicon theory’ offers an explanation as to why the Soviet Politburo
rejected PDPA appeals to send troops to Afghanistan in March 1979, but reversed
this decision nine months later. It also explains why Dick Cheney could argue in
February 1992 that overthrowing Saddam Hussein would drag the USA into an
insurgency and civil war in Iraq, whilst forgetting these dire predictions a decade later
when he was Bush’s Vice-President. In the latter case, Cheney and other officials who
advocated intervention in Iraq rejected estimates (such as that offered by the Army
Chief of Staff, General Eric Shinseki, in February 2003) that the USA would need a far
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larger force than the 116,000 troops committed to Operation Iraqi Freedom in March
2003.93
Finally, it is worth remembering that even ‘successful’ interventions can at best have
ephemeral results, and they can often have long-term negative consequences. The US
military intervention that ended Lebanon’s civil war in 1958 also fuelled Lebanese
perceptions that the US was an imperialist power hostile to Arab nationalist
aspirations. 94 The long-term effect of Soviet military interventions to preserve
Communist regimes in East Germany, Hungary and Czechoslovakia during the Cold
War can be seen to have created a pronounced Russophobia within the region,
manifested in particular by the successful efforts of the ex-Warsaw Pact states to
subsequently secure NATO membership. 95 France’s support of the Rwandan
government against the Rwandan Patriotic Front (RPF) in 1990 bolstered a regime
that committed genocide against the Rwandan Tutsi minority only four years later,
and was a contributory cause to the destabilisation of the neighbouring Zaire (now
the DRC).96 The Saudi/UAE intervention in Bahrain in March 2011 has done nothing
to reconcile the Shia majority with the Sunni, al-Khalifa ruling dynasty. Sectarian
tensions within the kingdom remain high.97 As such, even the apparently successful
use of military force to influence the internal politics of a foreign state may ultimately
have unforeseen and unwelcome results, not least for the interests of the intervening
power.
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