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Abstract of Dissertation 

 
 

The Crying Game: The Logic of Armed Group Alliance in Civil War 
 

Civil wars are complex, interdependent phenomena that have changed with the 

introduction of international jihadist groups. Civil war scholarship has not kept pace. This 

work focuses on rebel alliance formation and durability by introducing a new conception 

of civil wars based upon the actors and their incentives. Local, sub-state armed groups 

(LSAGs) join alliances with powerful partners because they need to survive. Conversely, 

jihadists and state armed sovereigns ally with LSAGs to overcome the information 

problem. This work advances two original claims: First, LSAGs in civil war do not “ally 

to win” but rather “ally to survive.” Without alliances, LSAGs would be annihilated. 

Second, the alliance will either continue with the partners in a state of codependence or 

end via fragmentation or defection. Alliance durability is regulated by internal LSAG 

cohesion. This theory is tested on three cases in which Sunni LSAGs in Baghdad allied 

with al-Qaeda in Iraq (AQI) and the U.S. coalition, 2004-2011. It is further tested on 

three shadow cases in Mali, Syria, and Yemen. 
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Chapter 1:  Introduction 

1.0 The Puzzle 

Civil wars have changed. States engaged in civil war have within their borders a 

myriad of armed groups. Local, sub-state armed groups (LSAGs) form to contest the 

government’s corruption, extractive policies, or inability to provide public goods. They 

also form to protect civilian supporters from wider instability or to advance local 

agendas. The government armed forces fight to quell the rebellion and defeat the LSAGs. 

These state forces can get help from local militias or seduce and co-opt LSAGs to form 

armed group alliance. In many recent and ongoing civil wars, international jihadist 

groups like al-Qaeda (AQ) and the Islamic State in Iraq and Syria (ISIS) try to ally with 

LSAGs to contest the state’s political authority and further their caliphate projects. 

Foreign intervention forces join these conflicts and deploy to the state to conduct 

counterinsurgency (COIN), targeting the LSAGs, the state’s unsanctioned militias, and 

the jihadists. The result is a distinct category of protracted and bloody conflict that 

involves international jihadists, an incumbent government backed by foreign 

governments and international organizations, and the myriad LSAGs between them. In 

these conflicts, each actor tries to ally with other actors to change the balance of power, 

gain a relative advantage, and emerge victorious. The interesting feature of these 

alliances in multi-actor conflicts is that the partners usually have very different interests. 

Some of these alliances prosper while others fail. This is the central puzzle that this work 

explores: why do LSAGs in multi-actor civil war form alliances with other armed actors, 

and why do those alliances sometimes endure but other times fall apart?  

These alliance dynamics transpired in Iraq from 2003 through 2014. In 2003, the 

U.S. coalition deposed Iraq’s dictator, Saddam Hussein. This reversed 45 years of Sunni-
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Arab dictators ruling the oil-rich country. By late 2003, Sunni militias began to organize 

to fight for their survival against a Shia government’s campaign of sectarian violence. 

The state security forces were aided by Shia militias outside of the formal organization of 

state security forces that sought revenge for decades of oppressive Sunni rule. In 2004, a 

powerful local jihadist group, Jama’at al Tawid wal-Jihad, allied with the international 

jihadists from al-Qaeda and became the AQ franchise, al-Qaeda in Iraq (AQI). AQI allied 

with other local Sunni groups and mounted a successful campaign against the Shia forces, 

the Shia militias, and the foreign interventionist U.S. forces.1 By late 2006, the AQI-led 

Sunni insurgency killed over 100 U.S. soldiers each month.2 The AQI-Sunni group 

alliance seemed on the verge of defeating the U.S. coalition and successfully threatening 

the Iraqi government.  

Despite this momentum, the jihadist-LSAG alliance collapsed. A 2007 event 

known as “the Awakening” prompted the Sunni LSAG to flip allegiance from AQI to the 

U.S. coalition. From 2007 through 2010, the former Sunni LSAGs allied with the United 

States and made substantial gains to reclaim a power-sharing arrangement with Iraq’s 

Shia ruling class. Once again, despite these successes, in 2011, the U.S.-Sunni alliance 

also collapsed when the United States withdrew. With the insurgency largely under 

                                                           
1 Tanzim Qaidat al-Jihad fi Bilad al-Rafidayn, or “Organization of Jihad’ Base in Mesopotamia” became 
informally known as “al-Qaeda in Iraq,” established in October 2004 when Abu Musab al-Zarqawi merged 
his group Jama’at al Tawid wal-Jihad (“Group of Monotheism and Jihad”) under the AQ banner. This 
group is referred to as AQI. See Gilles Kepel and Jean-Pierre Milelli, Al Qaeda in its own Words 
(Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 2008); Brynjar Lia, Architect of Global Jihad: The Life of Al Qaeda 

Strategist Abu Mus’ab al-Suri (New York: Oxford University Press, 2014); Ali H. Soufan, The Black 

Banners: The Inside Story of 9/11 and the War Against Al Qaeda (New York: W.W. Norton and Company, 
2014); Fawaz A. Gerges, The Rise and Fall of Al Qaeda (Cambridge: Oxford University Press, 2011) and 
ISIS: A History (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 2014); Brian H. Fishman, The Master Plan: 

ISIS, Al-Qaeda, and the Jihadi Strategy for Final Victory, (London: Yale University Press, 2016). 
2 Stephen Biddle, Jeffery A. Friedman, and Jacob N. Shapiro, “Testing the Surge: Why Did Violence 
Decline in Iraq in 2007?” International Security 37, no. 1 (Summer 2012); see also IntelCenter, IntelCenter 

Terrorism Reference (TIR): Iraq, 2006-7 (Alexandria, VA: Tempest Publishing, 2008). 
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control and the U.S. forces drawn down, the Shia-dominated government reignited a 

sectarian campaign to crush Sunni political activism and purge Sunni security forces. 

From 2012 through 2014, local Sunni reformed, rearmed, and once again formed 

numerous LSAGs. For the second time in 15 years, the LSAGs made an alliance with an 

international jihadist franchise (IJF). AQI, since 2006, had transformed into a formation 

known as ISIS.3 The ISIS-LSAG alliance lasted from 2010 through 2017, when, once 

again, it disintegrated.  

This story of shifting alliances in Iraq highlights several important features of 

armed group alliances in this type of civil war. First, alliances in these conflicts witness 

international jihadists and state forces contending for control in areas crowded with a 

wide array of small and parochially oriented LSAGs. LSAG leaders often have limited 

aims that differ considerably from the jihadists and state forces that fight in their areas. 

Yet LSAGs, by virtue of their connection to local social networks, often have superior 

information collection capabilities than the more powerful jihadist and state forces. They 

form uneasy alliances seeking to fulfil their own objectives. While power and capability 

affect LSAG leaders’ calculations about whether to ally with certain actors, these alliance 

shifts from partner to partner are not mere reflections of military power but instead reflect 

a complex calculation composed of many factors.  

This story of differing logics of partnership among these categories of armed 

groups is common to recent civil wars in Syria, Yemen, Afghanistan, Mali, Somalia, and 

                                                           
3 Gerges, ISIS: A History, 2014; Jessica Stern and J.M. Berger, ISIS: The State of Terror (New York: 

HarperCollins, 2015); Michael Weiss and Hassan Hassan, ISIS: Inside the Army of Terror (New York: 
Regan Arts, 2015); Joby Warrick, Black Flags: The Rise of ISIS (New York: Anchor Books, 2015); Ali H. 
Soufan, Anatomy of Terror: From the Death of Bin Laden to the Rise of the Islamic State (New York: 
W.W. Norton and Company, 2017); Will McCants, The ISIS Apocalypse: The History, Strategy, and 

Doomsday Vision of the Islamic State (New York: St. Martin’s Press, 2015), 27-28; also, Fishman, The 

Master Plan, 2016.    
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other conflicts in which international jihadists fight state forces for control. These 

conflicts also feature state authorities that tolerate and often rely on non-state armed 

groups, “militias,” to exercise authority. Weak government control and shrinking 

government authority often generate more LSAGs. This is a very different kind of civil 

war than those where well-organized rebel forces challenge cohesive government forces 

across clear battle fronts, such as anti-colonial civil wars or recent civil wars in Sudan, 

Cambodia, Sri Lanka, or Nepal.4 The stark confrontation between rebel and state forces 

in those conflicts restrict the rebel’s alliance options. In more recent civil wars, the 

collapse of central state authority invites international jihadist groups. These international 

jihadist groups present partnering options for LSAGs unavailable to past, conventional 

civil war contestants. 

These different logics of partnership across these three categories of armed actors 

underlie the fragility of civil war alliances. This context exposes a gap that is not captured 

in the recent academic literature and raises additional questions: What explains the 

LSAG’s preferences in choosing alliance partners? Given the poor success rate of multi-

actor civil war alliances, why do the LSAGs join them? What separates the lasting 

multiparty civil war alliances from the short-lived ones?  

1.1 Existing Explanations  

The birth of international jihadists in 1988, the year al-Qaeda formed in Peshawar, 

Pakistan, as the Services Bureau, began one of the most distinctive trends in armed group 

                                                           
4 For classic conceptions of civil war actors and guerillas, see Max Boot, Invisible Armies: An Epic History 

of Guerilla Warfare from Ancient Times to the Present (New York: Livermore, 2013); Robert B. Asprey, 
War in the Shadows: The Guerilla in History, 2 Volumes (New York: William B. Morrow and Company, 
1994); G. Chalian, ed., Guerilla Strategies: An Historical Anthology from the Long March to Afghanistan 
(Berkeley: University of California Press, 1982); for more modern conception, see Mary Kaldor, New & 

Old Wars: Organized Violence in a Global Era, (Palo Alto: Stanford University Press, 1999); T.X. 
Hammes, The Sling and the Stone: On War in the 21st Century (St. Paul, MN: Zenith Press, 2006). 
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violence.5 Simultaneously, the uptick in democratic transitions in the 1990s increased 

insurgencies because transition-governance efficacy dropped, competition for political 

space increased, and freedom to gather created an environment for political violence.6     

With the surge in interest over jihadi groups and weak, transitioning states, we 

might have expected a surge in scholarly literature on sub-state, armed group alliances. It 

is still, however, an understudied phenomenon.  

There is a wealth of jihad literature, popular after the attacks of September 11, 

2001. These works typically address jihad history and motivation, jihadists’ interactions 

with other jihadists, jihadists’ rivalries, and recruitment in weak states.7 The sub-field is 

expanding, however, in response to ongoing conflicts, with recent attention to 

cooperation between international jihadists and local groups.8 But the sub-field remains 

neglected and undertheorized. Most of the theories used to understand sub-state alliances 

are based upon conceptions of state alliances. This state alliance literature provides some 

helpful frameworks to understand sub-state alliances, but it also suffers from shortfalls 

when applied to armed group alliances in civil wars.  

                                                           
5 Jason Burke, Al-Qaeda: The True Story of Radical Islam (London: I.B. Taurus, 2004), 3; Erik Melander, 
Therese Pettersson, and Lotta Themner, “Organized Violence, 1989-2015,” Journal of Peace Research 53, 
no. 5 (2016): 727-742. 
6 Erica Chenoweth, "Terrorism and Democracy." Annual Review of Political Science 16 (2013): 355-378. 
7 Virginie Collombier & Olivier Roy, eds., Tribes and Global Jihadism, (New York: Oxford University 
Press, 2018); Anthony Celso, Al- Qaeda’s Post 9/11 Devolution (New York: Bloomsbury Publishing, 
2014); Ben Hubbard, “Iraq and U.S. Find Some Potential Sunni Allies Have Already Been Lost,” The New 

York Times, November 15, 2014, accessed https://www.nytimes.com/2014/11/16/world/iraq-and-us-find-
some-potential-sunni-allies-have-already-been-lost.html; Martha L. Cottam and Joe W. Huseby, 
Confronting Al Qaeda: The Sunni Awakening and American Strategy in Al Anbar (Lanham, MD: Roman 
and Littlefield, 2016); Camille Tawil, Brothers in Arms: The Story of Al-Qa’ida and the Arab Jihadists 
(London: Saqi Books, 2010); Jean-Pierre Filiu, From Deep State to Islamic State: The Arab Counter 

Revolution and its Jihadi Legacy (New York: Oxford University Press, 2015). 
8 Assaf Moghadam, Nexus of Global Jihad: Understanding Cooperation among Terrorist Actors, (New 
York: Columbia University Press, 2017); David Kilcullen, Counterinsurgency (London: Oxford University 
Press, 2010); SITE Institute, Developing Trends in Terrorist’ Strategy, Tactics, Targeting, and Propaganda 
(Washington, DC: SITE institute, 2004), www.siteinstitute.org.  
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This work examines four bodies of literature on alliances to develop and refine 

theories about sub-state alliances in civil war. The first is the study of state alliances in 

international politics. The second is the literature that describes local, regional, and 

international armed groups and their behavior in the context of intrastate war. These are 

the armed groups indigenous to the state engaged in civil war. The third body of literature 

focuses on non-indigenous actors to the state engaged in civil war. The fourth body shifts 

away from groups contesting each other, or the state, and groups using violence to 

achieve ends. The fourth body deals with internal LSAG group organizational structure. 

This literature seeks to understand the factors that contribute to internal group cohesion. 

This literature is key because it explores the internal dynamics and the behaviors of 

groups in alliance. 

Taken together, these four bodies of literature assist the understanding of why 

armed groups of all types join alliances, and why, once allied, these unions prosper or 

perish.      

1.2.1 States and Alliances 

 Most of the early theorizing on civil war alliances developed from the 

scholarship on state alliances in the international system.9 In international politics, 

alliances are a universal component of relations between political units and remain a 

                                                           
9 Roger V. Dingeman, “Theories of, and Approaches to, Alliance Politics,” in Paul G. Lauren, ed., 
Diplomacy: New Approaches in History, Theory, and Policy (New York: Free Press, 1979); David Lalman 
and David Newman, “Alliance Formation and National Security,” International Interactions 16 (1991): 
239-254; James D. Morrow, “Alliances and Asymmetry: An Alternative to the Capability Aggregation 
Model of Alliances,” American Journal of Political Science 35, no. 4 (November 1991): 904-933; Jack S. 
Levy, “Alliance Formation and War Behavior: An Analysis of the Great Powers, 1495-1975,” Journal of 

Conflict Resolution 25, no. 4 (1981): 581-613; Mancur Olson and Richard Zeckhauser, “An Economic 
Theory of Alliances,” Review of Economics and Statistics 48, no. 3 (1965): 66-79; Glenn H. Snyder, “The 
Security Dilemma in Alliance Politics,” World Politics 36, no. 4 (1984): 461-95. 
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reoccurring feature.10 The field of international relations has long focused on concepts 

such as the balance of power and threat as states seek to aggregate their own security 

capability while distributing the overall security burden in the face of aggression.11 Waltz 

begins with the assumption that states seek alliances with other states to defend their 

interests. These interests can focus on maintaining a balance (defensive realism) or 

asserting hegemony (offensive realism). To predict the direction and timing of decisions 

of alliances, one would look to shifts in the wider anarchic political environment and the 

responses of states that have to fend for themselves. When applied to LSAGs, this search 

for security (or hegemony) would affect all groups, regardless of their ideological or 

social makeup. Thus, it is the pressures of anarchy and competition that shape alliances 

rather than the personal preferences of LSAG leaders or the content of their programs and 

promises to supporters. 

Critics of neorealism observe that the pursuits of self-interest can lead to sustained 

cooperation. Cooperation may become more durable as partners in an alliance adjust their 

expectations and build more channels of cooperation, as each seeks to reduce risks and 

maximize the gains of cooperation. Increased information flows allow more careful 

                                                           
10 Julien R. Friedman, “The Study of Alliances: A Review” in Friedman, Christopher Bladen, and Steven 
Rosen’s Alliances in International Politics (Boston: Allyn and Bacon, Inc., 1970), 7; see Ole Holsti, P. 
Terence Hopmann, and John D. Sullivan, Unity and Disintegration in International Alliances: Comparative 

Studies (New York: Wiley and Sons, 1973); Michael Don Ward, Research Gaps in Alliance Dynamics, 
Monograph Series in World Affairs 19, book 1 (Denver: University of Denver Graduate School of 
International Studies, 1982).  
11 Kenneth N. Waltz, The Theory of International Politics (Long Grove, IL: Waveland Press, 1979), 
chapters 6 and 8; also, Stephen Walt, Origin of Alliances (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1987); Glenn 
Snyder, Alliance Politics (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1997); Richard Neustadt, Alliance Politics 
(New York: Columbia University Press, 1970); George Liska, Nations in Alliance: The Limits of 

Interdependence (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University, 1962); Randal Schweller, “Bandwagoning for 
Profit: Bringing the Revisionist State Back In,” International Security 19, no.1) (Summer 1994). For 
political coalitions, see Avi Kober, Coalition Defection: The Dissolution of Arab Anti-Israeli Coalitions in 

War and Peace (West Port: Praeger, 2002); Theodore Caplow, Two Against One: Coalitions in Triad (New 
Jersey: Prentice Hall, 1968). 
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monitoring of partnerships, and ultimately empower, more than they constrain, members 

of the partnership.12 When applied to LSAGs, this approach would predict that 

ideologically like-minded groups might coalesce around a set of rules and norms. This 

proved true when anti-colonial rebels in the middle of the 20th century often cooperated 

with one another to advance common elements of their political programs and, in some 

cases, to coordinate international assistance. Attention to how armed groups solve these 

collective action problems is a common element in much of the literature on civil war and 

revolutionary violence, as scholars recognize that most individuals and groups have an 

incentive to act as free riders while others take on the substantial risks associated with 

actual fighting.13 

The concepts that govern alliances between states, however, do not graft cleanly 

to sub-state alliances. LSAG alliances lack the formal, legal structure that those who 

study international alliances identify as central elements—members’ interests in 

managing information sharing, monitoring partners, and reducing overall risk. There are 

no cooperative institutions to incentivize or bind non-state actor group behavior. This 

informality challenges traditional compliance and enforcement mechanisms and non-state 

groups typically resort to coercion and violence to maintain order.14 Though International 

Humanitarian Law applies to non-state armed groups, only limited “naming and 

                                                           
12 Robert Keohane, ed., Neorealism and Its Critics, (New York: Columbia University Press, 1986); 
Scheinmann, Gabriel Max. Flips and Flops: Alliance Defection in Great Power Competition. PhD diss., 
Georgetown University, 2017; Evan N. Resnick, “Hang Together or Hang Separately? Evaluating Rival 
Theories of Wartime Alliance Cohesion,” Security Studies 22, no. 4 (2013): 672-706.  
13 Gordon Tullock, “The Paradox of Revolution,” Public Choice 11 (September 1971); see also, Brett 
Ashley Leeds. “Comprehending Cooperation: Credible Commitments and International Relations.” PhD 
diss., Emory University, 1998; William Reno, Warfare in Independent Africa: New Approaches to African 

History (London: Cambridge University Press, 2011), 209-210. 
14 Stathis Kalyvas, The Logic of Violence in Civil War (New York: Cambridge University Press, 2006), 
105-113; also, Michaela Mattes, “Reputation, Symmetry, and Alliance Design,” International 

Organization 66 (Fall 2012): 679-707.   
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shaming” devices exist for insurgents, in part because it is the nature of armed insurgency 

to challenge the legal rules and accepted norms of the state. Moreover, insurgents and 

other non-state armed groups vary in their functions and purposes in complex civil wars, 

while states in the international system operate according to core basic principles, such as 

mutual recognition. This is true even among states of widely varied capacities and 

domestic political arrangements. 

Historically, some Cold War-era socialist insurgents operated in a quasi-state 

fashion, such as those who managed to maintain “united fronts” that exhibited some 

institutional structures that guided iterated interactions. Other insurgents, such as the 

Palestinian Liberation Organization (PLO), were able to gain international recognition as 

“sole legitimate representatives” of their bases of support, such that the PLO was 

included as an “observer entity” in the United Nations General Assembly while it was in 

conflict with Israel.15 But these alliances often reflected the agendas of external 

hegemons, such as the Soviet Union, and the promise of their financial and military 

assistance, which had the effect of reinforcing these armed groups’ incentives to act 

within the international state system.16 Plainly stated, state alliances are stickier than sub-

state alliances. Moreover, LSAGs lack realism’s “unitary actor assumption” that the 

grand theories use. LSAGs are nascent organizations without the historical depth of 

iterated interactions found in the relations between states. Indeed, some of the more 

prominent LSAGs claim that they fight to create a new order or radically reform an 

                                                           
15 United Nations General Assembly Resolution 3236, 22 Nov 1974, 

https://web.archive.org/web/20110925214133/http://domino.un.org:80/UNISPAL.NSF/0/025974039acfb17
1852560de00548bbe.  
16 Stathis Kalyvas and Laia Balcells, “International System and Technologies of Rebellion: How the End of 
the Cold War Shaped Internal Conflict,” American Political Science Review 104, no. 3 (August 2010): 415-
429. 
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existing one. Moreover, the task of creating these new armed organizations often means 

that individuals must set out to create their own institutional ordering structure, making 

these organizations more sensitive to individual leaders, the vicissitudes of agency and 

the urgencies of survival on a complex battlefield.       

LSAG alliances may also be understood through the structure-agency debate 

since, like states, the primacy of structure or agency can lead to social theory predictions 

on alliance duration.17 LSAGs, like states, vary widely in size, wealth, power, and form. 

LSAGs also have a primary mission to accomplish—the destruction or replacement of the 

state’s ruling government in some cases. In others, this mission is to protect a 

community. Yet LSAGs vary widely in their execution, owing to a variance in capability 

to accomplish missions. Moreover, LSAGs often face the immediacy of existential crisis, 

such as when they encounter effective resistance on the battlefield, constant threats of 

enemy infiltration, and the personal threats of death or exile in the event of defeat. These 

circumstances shift LSAGs toward agency over structure under conditions that states do 

not routinely share.  

 The result of state alliance literature for LSAG alliances is the language, 

frameworks, and models are helpful in establishing a baseline for alliance behavior and 

cooperation. They are useful for thinking about the variable impacts of structure. For 

example, neorealism provides a basis for constructing a set of hypotheses about the 

timing and durability of LSAG alliances based on shifting fortunes in a hostile 

                                                           
17 For the structure-agency debate, see Anthony Giddens, The Constitution of Society (Cambridge: Polity 
Press, 1984); for structure-agency as it applies to rebel organizations, see Diane L. Maye. “Switching Sides: 
Political Power, Alignment, and Alliances in Post-Saddam Iraq,” PhD diss., George Mason University, 
2015; and Maye, “Two Awakenings, One Process: Implications of the Sunni Realignment in Iraq, 2006- 
2007,” Special Operations Journal 4, no. 1 (2018): 1-14. 
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environment. Likewise, critics of neorealism provide the basis for constructing 

hypotheses that link LSAG alliances to patterns of iterated interactions, modified 

practices and expectations, and risk reduction. On a very basic level, that approach 

provides a way of thinking about LSAG alliances in a framework of solving Prisoner’s 

Dilemma cooperation problems and the possibility of mutually beneficial cooperation.  

Beyond this general sense, state theoretical models have limited utility. The 

context of armed struggle between states and LSAGs (and often a variety of intervening 

forces), the scale and intensity of armed struggle, often abbreviated time frames, and the 

organizational diversity of involved groups create very different structural contexts than 

those described in studies of international politics. LSAGs operate in an environment 

where competitors may hide amongst a civilian population and uncertainties about who 

may be an enemy and who is neutral may abound. Moreover, states and non-state actors 

differ in important ways in incentive, motivation, form, and function.18  

In sum, the state alliance literature provides an opportunity to build a non-state 

alliance research approach in which intrastate war, not state conflict, is the focus. In 

intrastate war, the means, methods, financing, and actors differ since they are organized 

around identity, grievance, poor governance, or criminality. They unfold differently than 

the state-centric, ideologically motivated conflicts that mobilize large formations for 

conventional military conflicts.19 Yet when two groups make an alliance to increase their 

                                                           
18 For example, both states and rebel groups exist under the realism’s balance of power and neorealism’s 
balance of threat conditions. Yet states and non-state actors have different tools for managing; see Waltz 
(1979) and Walt (1987).   
19 Peter G. Thompson, Armed Groups: The 21st Century Threat (London: Rowman and Littlefield, 2014), 
33; Kaldor, Old Wars and New, 1999. 
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chances of survival or winning, the incentive structure, whether state or non-state, will 

share similarities.       

1.2.2 Civil War Alliances, Indigenous Groups 

 The second category of relevant literature centers on the armed groups 

indigenous to the intrastate conflict. These include non-state actors that form armed 

groups to contest the state’s political rule. The goal of these armed groups is to influence 

the population and muster enough strength to challenge the government.20 Other actors in 

these conflicts are other indigenous LSAGs, commercial insurgents and organized 

criminal groups, and the auxiliary of passive supporters. This type of intrastate war has 

recently been described as irregular war, as this describes the nature of fighting. Irregular 

war features guerilla tactics, subversion, sabotage, terrorism, criminal activities, and 

insurgency.21 Irregular war possesses significant variation, ranging from elaborately 

planned operations to the absence of any patterned activity.22 Armed groups that fight 

typically do not use conventional direct military force to engage the enemy. These groups 

lack resources, including people, material, and a mass base from which to draw 

manpower and economic support.23 This often diminishes the importance of territorial 

                                                           
20 U.S. Department of Defense, Irregular War: Countering Irregular Threats, Joint Operating Concept (IW 

JOC) version 2.0, 9; see also Thompson, Armed Groups, 2014. 
21 For irregular war, see the U.S. Army Special Operations Command series, Assessing Revolutionary and 
Insurgent Strategies (ARIS): Casebook on Insurgency and Revolutionary Warfare, Volume I: 1933-1962 

and Volume II: 1962-2009, (2d ed), January 2013; Undergrounds in Insurgent, Revolutionary, and 

Resistance Warfare (2d ed); Human Factors Considerations of Undergrounds in Insurgencies (2d ed); and 
the Irregular Warfare Annotated Bibliography (USSOCOM); see also Kaldor, New & Old Wars, 1999; 
Bard E. O’Neill, Insurgency and Terrorism: From Revolution to the Apocalypse (Washington, DC: 
Potomac Books, 2005).  
22 Zachariah Cherian Mamphilly, Rebel Rulers: Insurgent Governance and Civilian Life During War 

(Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 2011).  
23 Barbara F. Walter, “The New New Civil Wars,” Annual Review of Political Science 20 (2017): 469-486; 

Thompson, Armed Groups, 2014; Lee J.M. Seymour, “Why Factions Switch Sides in Civil Wars: Rivalry, 
Patronage, and Realignment in Sudan,” International Security 39, no. 2 (Fall 2014): 92-131; Scott Gates, 
“Recruitment and Allegiance: The Microfoundations of Rebellion,” The Journal of Conflict Resolution 46, 
no. 1 (February 2002): 111-130; David E. Cunningham, “Veto Player and Civil War Duration,” American 
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occupation, since small armed groups cannot defend it against conventional militaries. 

Rather, ideological concerns, oppressive governance, lack of public good, identity, and 

religious conflicts rise to the surface.  

Abrahms claims what all sub-state militants may have in common is that their 

grievances exceed their capability to redress them.24 If true, it follows that groups merge 

and grow with a series of other belligerent actors to aggregate capability and increase 

their power. Abrahms continues, if rebel groups get strong (and have some luck), they 

will not be fighting the government, but leading it.25  

The next category of alliance literature, therefore, focuses on groups indigenous 

to the state and their intergroup cooperation. Fotini Christia’s study of alliance formation 

in multiparty civil wars explains rebel alliances as a result of rebel group calculations that 

joining a particular alliance offers the best chance of winning while maximizing 

members’ distributional benefits.26 Christia asserts that rebel groups will defect from an 

alliance under two circumstances: (1) the alliance is losing, or (2) the alliance is winning, 

but the group’s share of the spoils of victory is smaller relative to what it could get in 

another alliance.27 In Christia’s analysis, rooted in unidimensional assumptions shared 

                                                           
Journal of Political Science 50, no. 4 (October 2006): 875-892; Christopher Blattman and Edward Miquel, 
“Civil War,” Journal of Economic Literature 48, no. 10 (2010): 3-57; Roman D. Ortiz, “Insurgent 
Strategies in the Post Cold War: The Case of Revolutionary Armed Forces of Colombia,” Studies in 

Conflict and Terrorism 25, no. 2 (January 2011): 127-143; Caroline Kennedy and Clive Jones, “An 
introduction to civil wars,” Civil Wars 1, no. 1 (1998): 1-15; Paul Collier and Nicholas Sambanis, 
“Understanding Civil War: A New Agenda,” The Journal of Conflict Resolution 46, no. 1 (2002): 3-12; 
Kathleen Gallagher Cunningham, “Actor Fragmentation and Civil War Bargaining: How Internal Divisions 
Generate Conflict,” American Journal of Political Science 57, no. 3 (July 2013): 659-672. 
24 Max Abrahms, Rules for Rebels: The Science of Victory in Militant History (London: Oxford University 

Press, 2018). 
25 Abrahms, Rules for Rebels, 2018, 4. 
26 Fotini Christia, Alliance Formation in Civil Wars (London: Cambridge University Press, 2012). 
27 Christia, Alliance Formation, 36; based on William Riker’s idea of size principle, in The Theory of 

Political Coalitions (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1962), 33; also, Milos Popovic, “The Perils of 
Weak Organization: Explaining the Loyalty and Defection of Militant Organizations toward Pakistan,” 
Studies in Conflict and Terrorism 38 (2015): 919-937 
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with the neorealism literature, social considerations are excluded since rebels are rational 

power maximizers and coalitions form “irrespective of ideology.”28 Thus, rebel formation 

and defection is a series of bandwagoning and balancing driven by the relative 

distribution of power and expectations of victory.  

Christia’s power-based, inter-rebel alliance theory spawned several others. 

Pischedda also examines internal rebel organizations and disaggregates the alliance 

dynamics that are causal to alliance shifts and infighting. His argument claims that 

alliance fragmentation and defection are influenced by “windows of opportunity and 

vulnerability.” Windows of opportunity present themselves when the government 

presents a limited threat and rebel survival is therefore not threatened. This gives the 

rebel group the “opportunity” to challenge and conquer a rival group. The strong rebel 

group increases its membership and accrues its rival’s resources. Weak rebel groups that 

recognize that conquest is imminent face a “window of vulnerability” and will initiate a 

preemptive attack to prevent their own annihilation.29 Vulnerable groups will also seek to 

make hasty alliances to avoid eradication at the hands of the expansionist rebels. 

Pischedda contends this theory of inter-rebel war explains incentives for side-switching.           

Similarly, Woldemariam asserts that heterogeneous rebel groups’ form coalitions 

to ensure survival, their core imperative. Cooperation within rebel organizations depends 

on the perception that the continued participation in the organization is the best way to 

ensure their survival. As the rebels fight the government and experience victories and 

defeats, territorial gains and losses alter rebel incentives to cooperate with one another. In 

                                                           
28 Christia, Alliance Formation, 8-11 and 22; for a similar approach from an economist, see Syed Mansoob 
Murshed, Explaining Civil War: A Rational Choice Approach (Massachusetts: Edwin Elgar, 2010).  
29 Constantino Pischedda. “Wars Within Wars: Understanding Inter-Rebel Fighting.” PhD diss., Columbia 
University, 2015, 2-4. 
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settings where rebels are losing territory to the government, the collective rebel enterprise 

may no longer guarantee the rebels’ survival. This causes the rebels to fragment and 

regroup in alternative coalitions that restore their safety.30 Territorial stalemate between 

rebel groups and the government, however, promotes rebel cohesion and is the most 

sustainable basis for rebel organizational stability. In these investigations into the rebel 

cooperation problem, balances of power and rebel efforts to mitigate risk (and to pursue 

hegemony) drive scholars’ explanations of when and why alliances form and break apart. 

Their arguments do not place a great deal of importance on particular rebel groups’ 

ideological leanings or the specific social contexts in which they operate. In short, 

immediate context is much less important than the anarchic structure of competition. 

This civil war indigenous-group literature is valuable for its contribution to 

understanding the inner dynamics of sub-state armed group alliance building. It 

contributes by detailing threats and safeties dispensed by other groups and the incentives 

for alliance formation. The literature rests on the theoretical foundation that the best way 

for groups to increase their survival prospect is to increase their power. As Mearsheimer 

points out, the best survival insurance is to be much more powerful than all the others.31 

My research is not in competition with this idea, rather, it builds upon it. Forming a group 

and acquiring power is a proficient survival vehicle.  

                                                           
30 Michael H. Woldemariam. “Why Rebels Collide: Fractionalism and Fragmentation in African 
Insurgencies.” PhD diss., Princeton University, 2011; for other parochialist arguments, see Nicolas 
Sambanis, Jonah Schulhofer-Wohl, and Moses Shayo, “Parochialism as a Central Challenge in 
Counterinsurgency,” Science 336, no. 1, May 2012, 805; Reno, Warfare in Independent Africa, 209-210; 
John Chipman, “Managing the Politics of Parochialism,” Survival 35, no. 1 (1993); Kendrick Kuo and 
Harris Mylonas, "Nation-Building and the Role of Identity in Civil Wars," Ethnopolitics, 2019, pp. 1-21. 
31 John J. Mearsheimer, The Great Delusion: Liberal Dreams and International Realities (New Haven: 

Yale University Press, 2018), 41.  
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However, my research differs in two areas, one methodological and one 

theoretical.  

First, methodologically, the indigenous group literature considers only a subset of 

the overall alliance problem. By excluding the other actors on the battlefield, this 

literature limits itself to an important but small part of the problem. In the last Uppsala 

Conflict Data Program (UCDP) update, Melander, et al., reported that 25 of the 45 non-

state groups active in civil wars were coded as international jihadists.32 Further, the same 

report noted that intrastate conflict rose by 18 percent from 2014 to 2015 because of the 

phenomenon of transnational jihadist groups, namely the ISIS and AQ.33 The indigenous 

group literature would not consider this uptick and would ignore the key feature of civil 

wars in Iraq, Syria, Yemen, Libya, Niger, Nigeria, Mali, and many others. In short, in 

civil wars, indigenous-only research is a very narrow view. 

  Second, my research deviates theoretically from indigenous-only literature in 

two ways. Both center on the power-centric, rationality assumption embedded in the 

works.34 This assumption posits that the rebel groups develop a set of preferences that 

maximize their utility and find a strategy to achieve those preferences. This is a helpful 

simplifying assumption to the power-only models and allows them to work. In these 

models, the rebels “ally to win.” 

                                                           
32 Melander, et al., “Organized Violence, 1989-2015,” Journal of Peace Research (2016): 727-742; in 
2015, the Upsala Conflict Data Program recorded 50 intrastate conflicts, an uptick from 41 in 2014, 727. 
33 Melander, et al., 2016, 732. 
34 Christia, Alliance Formation in Civil Wars, 2014; Pischedda, “Wars Within Wars,” 2015; Woldemariam, 
“Why Rebels Collide,” 2011.  
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The first problem is theories based upon rationality are subject to indeterminacy 

since rationality doesn’t care what your preferences are, only that you have them.35 This 

confronts the falsifiability problem and makes prediction exceedingly difficult.36  

Consider the fighter with an armed group who belongs to a tribe and who 

considers making an alliance with an international jihadist group. Increasing the power of 

his group via the jihadist alliance is in his interest, so he should join. Rebelling against 

the paramount sheik will cause him to be tribe-sanctioned, so he should not join. 

However, increasing his armed group’s power will allow him to provide better for the 

tribe and to increase his standing in the tribal confederation, bypassing his paramount 

sheik, so he should join. However, joining an international jihadist group will bring him 

unwanted targeting from international and foreign forces, so he should not join. Having 

already received an offer from a jihadist organization, if he refuses now, he might be 

killed—so to avoid annihilation, he should join.  

In each turn of the decision game, rationality may be applied on both sides of the 

cost-benefit equation, never ruling out any possibility. This makes prediction exceedingly 

difficult.           

Second, recent scholarship suggests rationality and reason do not model how 

people make decisions. Levy states,  

It is ironic that just as rational choice has become the most influential 
paradigm in international relations and political science over the last 
decade, expected-utility theory has come under increasing attack by 

                                                           
35 James Dreier, “Rational preference: Decision theory as a theory of practical rationality,” Theory and 

Decision 4, no. 3 (May 1996): 249-276; James M. Joyce, The Foundations of Causal Decision Theory 
(New York: Cambridge University Press, 1999); for the classic work, see David Hume, Treatise of Human 

Nature. Originally published 1739, re-authored L.A. Selby-Bigge (ed.), 2d ed, revised by P.H. Nidditch, 
(Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1975); also, Donald P. Green and Ian Shapiro, Pathologies of Rational Choice 

Theory: A Critique of Applications in Political Science (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1994). 
36 Karl Popper, The Logic of Scientific Discovery (Abingdon-on-Thames: Routledge, 2002), a rewrite of the 
1959 original.  
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experimental and empirical evidence of systematic violations [of the] 
principle…”37  

 

Mearsheimer also states “reason does not rule the world and it has limited value in 

helping large numbers of individuals reach a consensus regarding their core 

preferences.”38 The power-only models explicitly discount social consideration, which 

weakens their application to empirical realities since human beings are social animals.39 

In sum, the indigenous-only group literature using rational actor theory works for 

its narrow scope but does not work for mine. These works argue rebels “ally to win” 

because they are mature enough to secure themselves against battlefield predators. The 

unit of analysis in this work, however, is the group that cannot secure itself, so it must 

“ally to survive.”  

One of the central themes of my research is the rational actor literature and civil 

war alliance conventional wisdom suffer from an oversimplification of the complex 

nature of contemporary civil wars. 

1.2.3 Civil War Alliances, Non-indigenous Groups  

The third tranche of literature that informs civil war alliance formation and 

defection theorizing is the literature on civil war actors that are not indigenous to the 

conflict.40 These include neighboring state armed groups, foreign interventionists, armed 

                                                           
37 Jack S. Levy, “Prospect Theory, Rational Choice, and International Relations,” International Studies 

Quarterly 41, no. 1 (March 1997): 87-112. 
38 Mearsheimer, The Great Delusion, 2018, 24. 
39Daniel Kahneman and Amos Tversky, “Prospect Theory: An Analysis of Decision under Risk,” 
Econometrica 47, no. 2 (March 1979): 263-292; also, Choices, Values and Frames (New York: Cambridge 
University Press, 2000); for the social psychological emotion-over-reason decision-making, see Jonathan 
Haidt and Greg Lukianoff, The Coddling of the American Mind: How Good Intentions and Bad Ideas are 

Setting a Generation Up for Failure (New York: Penguin Press, 2018). 
40 Barbara F. Walter, “The New New Civil Wars,” Annual Review of Political Science 20 (2017): 469-486; 

Lise Morje Howard, UN Peacekeeping in Civil War (London: Oxford University Press, 2008); Virginia 
Page Fortna, Does Peacekeeping Work? Shaping Belligerent’s Choices after Civil War (Princeton, NJ: 
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international peacekeepers, private military service providers, and international jihadist 

groups.41 The availability of alliance partners has become a core feature of modern civil 

war.   

For example, foreign-imposed regime change (FIRC) may find LSAGs partnered 

with FIRC forces against a hostile and threatening regime.42 This condition operated in 

the recent conflicts in Afghanistan, Iraq, Libya, and Syria. The evidence strongly 

suggests FIRC prolongs civil wars by destroying state infrastructure and political 

                                                           
Princeton University Press, 2008); Roy Licklider, The Consequences of Negotiated Settlements in Civil 

War, 1945-1993 (London: Cambridge University Press, 2013), 45-93; Daniel Byman, “Buddies or 
Burdens? Understanding the Al Qaeda Relationship with its Affiliate Organizations,” Security Studies 23, 
no. 3 (2014): 431-470; Brian J. Phillips, “Terrorist Group Cooperation and Longevity,” International 

Studies Quarterly 58 (2014): 336-347; Assaf Moghadam, “Marriage of Convenience: The Evolution of Iran 
and al-Qa’ida’s Tactical Cooperation,” CTC Sentinel (New York: West Point’s Combatting Terrorism 
Center, 2017), 12-18; Phillip Potter, “Balancing the Books: How Militant Organizations Compensate for 
Weaknesses with Alliances,” Brief, SMA Speaker Series, U.S. Joint Staff, J7, 2017, unpublished; Michael 
C. Horowitz and Phillip B.K. Potter, “Allying to Kill: Intergroup  Cooperation and the Consequences for 
Lethality,” Journal Of Conflict Resolution 58, no. 2 (2012): 199-225; David E. Cunningham, Kristian 
Skrede Gleditsch, Idean Salehyan, “Non-state actors in civil wars: a new data set,” Conflict Management 

and Peace Science 30 no. 5 (2013): 516-531.   
41 Roy Licklider, ed., Stop the Killing: How Civil Wars End (New York: New York University Press, 
1993); Halvard Buhaug and Jan Ketil Rod, “Local Determinants in African Civil Wars, 1970-2001,” 
Political Geography 23, no. 3 (2006): 315-335; James C. Murdoch and Todd Sandler, “Economic Growth, 
Civil Wars, and Spatial Spillovers,” Journal of Conflict Resolution 46, no. 1 (2002): 91-110; Peter Rudloff 
and Michael G. Finley, “The downstream effects of combatant fragmentation on civil war occurrence,” 
Journal of Peace Research 53, no. 1 (2016): 19-22;  also Finley and Rudloff, “Combatant Fragmentation 
and the Dynamics of Civil Wars,” British Journal of Political Science 42 (2012): 879-901; Nicholas 
Sambanis, “Do Ethnic and Nonethnic Civil Wars have the Same Causes?” The Journal of Conflict 

Resolution 45, no. 3 (June 2001): 259; Lars-Erik Cederman, “Beyond Fractionalization: Mapping 
Ethnicities onto Nationalist Insurgencies,” American Political Science Review 101, no. 1 (February 2007): 
173-185; James D. Fearon, “Why do Some Civil Wars Last so Much Longer than Others?” Journal of 

Peace Research 41, no. 3 (May 2004); Kristian Skrede Gleditsch, “Transnational Dimensions of Civil 
War,” Journal of Peace Research 44, no. 3 (May 2007): 293-309; Chaim Kauffman, “Possible and 
Impossible Solutions to Ethnic Civil Wars,” International Security 20, no. 4 (Spring 1996):136-175; Paul 
Collier, Anke Hoeffler, Mans Soderbom, “On the Duration of Civil War,” Journal of Peace Research (May 
2001); Nils Petter Gleditsch, Peter Wallensteen, Mikael Eriksson, “Armed Conflict 1946-2001: A New 
Data Set,” Journal of Peace Research (September 2001); James A. Russell, “Innovation in War: 
Counterinsurgency Operations in Anbar and Ninewa Provinces, 2005-2007,” Journal of Strategic Studies 
33, no. 4 (2010); David Kilcullen, Out of the Mountains: The Coming Age of the Urban Guerilla (London: 
Cambridge University Press, 2013); Chelsea Blake Johnson, “Rebels with a Cause: Power Sharing, 
Negotiated Settlements, and the Logic of Preemptive Defection,” PhD diss., University of California, 
Berkeley, 2015; Sabine Otto, “The Grass is Always Greener? Armed Group Side Switching in Civil Wars,” 
Journal of Conflict Resolution 1, no. 30 (2017): 1-30. 
42 Goran Peic and Dan Reiter, “Foreign-Imposed Regime Change, State Power and Civil War Onset, 1920-
2004,” British Journal of Political Science 41, no. 3 (July 2011). 
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institutions despite trying to democratize and stabilize.43 If LSAGs and FIRC forces have 

aligned interests, it opens the possibility for cooperation. LSAGs, who seek to challenge 

or overthrow the ruling government for territorial or political concessions, gain a new 

range of sympathetic allies. This alliance is the goal of irregular and unconventional 

warfare, which features military support to a foreign insurgency or resistance without the 

knowledge or consent of the host nation.44  

Conversely, states undergoing civil war may have foreign forces to assist the 

government with quelling the insurgency. This results in LSAGs and foreign forces 

fighting each other in an insurgency-counterinsurgency campaign.45 

There is also a sub-section of this literature that describes the international 

jihadists and their campaigns to reform state political systems into a universal Islamic 

authority and political system. International jihadist groups enter a geographic region 

                                                           
43 Alexander B. Downes, “Catastrophic Success: Foreign-Imposed Regime Change and Civil War,” 
unpublished paper, February 17, 2013; see also Downes and Jonathan Monten, “Forced to Be Free? Why 
Foreign-Imposed Regime Change Rarely Leads to Democratization,” International Security 37, no. 4 
(Spring 2013): 90–131; as well as William G. Nomikos’ critique, “Reevaluating Foreign-Imposed Regime 
Change,” International Security 38, no. 3 (Winter 2013-14): 184-195. 
44 U.S. Special Operations Command, Doctrine for Special Operations, USSOCOM Publication 1 (Tampa, 
FL: Headquarters, U.S. Special Operations Command, August 5, 2011); also, Paul J. Tompkins, Jr., Human 

Factors Considerations of Undergrounds in Insurgencies 2nd ed. (Fort Bragg, NC: U.S. Army Special 
Operations Command, January 25, 2013), https://www.soc.mil/ARIS/ARIS.html; and Undergrounds in 

Insurgent, Revolutionary, and Resistance Warfare 2 ed. (Fort Bragg, NC: Headquarters, U.S. Army Special 
Operations Command, January 15, 2013); see also Casebook on Insurgency and Revolutionary Warfare 

Volumes II: 1962-2009 (Fort Bragg, NC: Headquarters, U.S. Army Special Operations Command, April 27, 
2012); Linda Robinson, Masters of Chaos: The Secret History of Special Forces (New York: Public 
Affairs, 2004); and T.X. Hammes, “The Changing Character of War,” The International Journal of 

Security Affairs, no. 26 (Spring/Summer 2014); Nathan Freier, “Strategic Competition and Resistance in 
the 21st Century: Irregular, Catastrophic, Traditional, and Hybrid Challenges in Context,” Strategic Studies 

Institute (May 2007). 
45 Mao Tse Tung, On Guerrilla Warfare (Champaign: First Illinois paperback, 2002); Ernesto “CHE” 
Guevara, Guerilla Warfare (Melbourne: Ocean Press, 2006); Davis Galula, Counterinsurgency Warfare: 
Theory and Practice (Wesport: Praeger, 2006) updated from original 1964 edition; David H. Petraeus, et 
al., The U.S. Army-Marine Corps Counterinsurgency Manual (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 
2007); David Kilcullen, The Accidental Guerilla: Fighting a Small War in the Midst of a Big One (London: 
Oxford University Press, 2009); John A. Nagl, Learning to Eat Soup with a Knife: Counterinsurgency 

Lessons from Malaya and Vietnam (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2005); Gil Merom, How 

Democracies Lose Small Wars: State, Society, and the Failures of France in Algeria, Israel in Lebanon, 

and the United States in Vietnam (London: Cambridge University Press, 2003).   
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seeking to leverage their relationships with LSAGs to gain access to the province, 

community, or neighborhood. Mendelsohn asserts that jihadists advance a global 

caliphate vision and seek to expand the movement by using local rebel groups in either 

umbrella, franchising, or absorption models.46 Each model centers on jihadists’ 

organizational control and the extent to which the jihadists can impose authority while 

achieving expansion strategies.  

Moghadam simplifies this relationship as he contends AQ and ISIS make “high-

end” or “low-end” cooperative relationships with local groups. High-end relationships are 

formal, strategic alliances and mergers. These alliances are advantageous to the jihadist, 

who builds organizational strength and accomplishes broad objectives at the expense of 

the rebels, who sacrifice autonomy.47 Conversely, low-end cooperation describes tactical 

and transactional relationships that are advantageous to the LSAGs but limit the jihadist’s 

level of control—a good example of how asymmetries in the alliance relationship can go 

beyond simple considerations of different overall capabilities. 

The jihadist literature is the first set of these collections that address, from the 

jihadist’s perspective, the need to ally and the benefits of cooperation. This collection is 

mostly the story of brutality and coercion, as that is the jihadists’ tactic of control. It is 

relevant to my research in the latter phases of jihadist-LSAG cooperation and how, over 

time, these alliances fail. 

                                                           
46 Barak Mendelsohn, The Al-Qaeda Franchise: The Expansion of al-Qaeda and its Consequences 

(London: Oxford University Press, 2015), 7-8 and 32-33. 
47 Moghadam, Nexus of Global Jihad, 2017, 3-6 and 263; see also Moghadam and Brian Fishman, eds, 
Fault Lines in Global Jihad: Organizational, Strategic, and Ideological Fissures (New York: Routledge, 
2013) and specifically Brynjar Lia’s “Jihadis Divided Between Strategist and Doctrinaires,” 68; see also 
Will McCants, The ISIS Apocalypse: The History, Strategy, and Doomsday Vision of the Islamic State 
(New York: St Martin’s Press, 2015), 27-28; also, Brian H. Fishman, The Master Plan: ISIS, Al-Qaeda, 

and the Jihadi Strategy for Final Victory (London: Yale University Press, 2016), 216. 
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This literature spills over into the body of work that describes the composite 

nature of warfare between armed sovereigns and international jihadists. This collection 

names the phenomenon “hybrid war,” “three-block war,” “fourth generation war,” and 

the “conflict in the grey zone.”48 These works contribute to the growing literature that 

describes the complex, multivariable nature of the battlefield. The viewpoint is typically 

from the Western counterinsurgency perspective and leans on technology, strategy, and 

the mismatch between Western conventional doctrine and materiel when applied, or 

misapplied, to the small-war phenomenon. 

My work differs as I focus on the LSAG as the unit of analysis within the context 

of the larger partner competition for this group. LSAGs differ from terrorist and extremist 

organizations, like ISIS or AQ, because they are after political change in their region, but 

they do not have the reach to enact change beyond their locale. Extremist organizations, 

by contrast, have commitment to “uncontextual intergroup conflict.”49 Extremists change 

beliefs, feelings, and behaviors in directions that increasingly justify intergroup violence 

in defense of their group.50  

                                                           
48 Hammes, The Sling and the Stone, 1999; William S. Lind, Keith Nightingale, John F. Schmitt, Joseph W. 

Sutton and Gary I. Wilson, “The Changing Face of War: into the Fourth Generation,” Marine Corps 

Gazette (October 1989): 22-26; GEN Joseph Votel, “Understanding Terrorism Today and Tomorrow,” 
CTC Sentinel 8, no. 7 (July 2015): 2-5, https://ctc.usma.edu/app/uploads/2015/07/CTCSentinel-
Vol8Iss72.pdf; for a critique of the phenomenon, see Antulio Echevarria, Fourth-Generation War and 

Other Myths (Carlisle, PA: U.S. Army War College, Strategic Studies Institute, 2005). 
 
49 John M. Berger, Extremism (Cambridge: MIT Press, 2018); also, Berger, remarks, Terrorism and Social 
Media conference, Swansea University (South Wales, UK), 2019, accessed 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=VfYuJR2z24U. 
50 Assaf Moghadam, Ronit Berger, and Polina Beliakova. "Say Terrorist, Think Insurgent: Labeling and 

Analyzing Contemporary Terrorist Actors." Perspectives on Terrorism 8, no. 5 (2014): 2-17; Clark 

McCauley and Sophia Moskalenko. "Mechanisms of Political Radicalization: Pathways Toward 

Terrorism." Terrorism and Political Violence 20, no. 3 (2008): 415-433; also, McCauley and 

Moskalenko, Friction: How Radicalization Happens to Them and Us (Cambridge: Oxford University 

Press, 2011); also, Moskalenko and McCauley. "Measuring Political Mobilization: The Distinction 

Between Activism and Radicalism," Terrorism and Political Violence 21, no. 2 (2009): 239-260. 
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My work recognizes LSAGs use violence to achieve parochial aims; the most 

important is ensuring their own survival. The jihadist collections mentioned above each 

contribute in discrete areas, filling small areas of my story. These works do not specially 

address alliances, coalitions, and partnerships on the civil war battlefield. The existing 

body of civil war armed sovereign and IJF literature addresses neither the alliance 

formation and durability aspects nor the gap between jihadists with international aims in 

coalitions with rebels focused on local political control.  

1.2.4 Organizational Structure and Cohesion 

 The fourth body of literature that underpins a theory of armed groups in civil war 

alliances is the works that describe armed group’s internal structure, organization, and 

cohesion. This literature stands in contrast to the other literature that is agnostic to the 

groups’ structure but is concerned only with its choices about alliances being rationally 

driven calculations of survival and expansion. Armed groups interact within is their 

social environment in ways that shape and constrain alliance choices when faced with 

power-politics dimension of the environment.  

LSAGs develop cohesion in two directions: internally to the group and externally 

to the alliance. Internal cohesion prevents fragmentation of the group, which in turn may 

cause the group to disintegrate thereby defaulting on its alliance obligations. Ethnicity, 

religion, ideology, and insurgent strategy are forces that, when aligned, can result in 

intergroup cohesion.51 The level of internal cohesion that a group possesses can in turn 
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Politics 10, no. 2 (June 2012): 265–283, and “Shirts Today, Skins Tomorrow: Dual Contests and the 
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affect the alliance since cohesive LSAGs make attractive alliance partners. When internal 

group’s internal interests are unaligned, dissension and infighting can cause the group to 

fragment, and subsequently, fracture the alliance.  

Staniland’s work is an insightful explanation for the typologies of LSAGs and the 

organizational structure that becomes institutionalized.52 This, Staniland asserts, is a 

function of pre-war social basis. His typology of groups includes vanguard, integrated, 

parochial, and fragmented groups. These groups exploit horizontal and vertical ties either 

to make alliances and become stronger or to execute vanguard operations and consume 

groups in an umbrella model.53 The goal of these formations is to become an integrated 

group, possessing the highest form of cohesion and the flexibility to face all battlefield 

challenges. Thus, Staniland recognizes that there are distinct categories of LSAGs that 

differ in terms of their internal logics, aims, and comparative advantages across a range 

of capabilities. 

This conception is useful in theorizing about LSAG incentive and its cascading 

effect to the alliance formation and duration.  

Absent to these discussions are two factors. First, the nature of clandestine groups 

and the informality of LSAG alliance formation permit them to possess dual membership 

                                                           
Effects of Fragmentation in Self-Determination Disputes,” Journal of Conflict Resolution 56, no. 1 
(February 2012): 67-93; also Hanne Fjelde and Desirée Nilsson, “Rebels against Rebels: Explaining 
Violence between Rebel Groups,” Journal of Conflict Resolution 56, no. 4 (August 2012): 604–628; also, 
Paul Staniland, "Organizing Insurgency: Networks, Resources, and Rebellion in South Asia," International 

Security 37, no. 1 (Summer 2012) pp.142-77 and Networks of Rebellion: Explaining Insurgent Cohesion 

and Collapse (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 2014). 
52 Paul Staniland, Networks of Rebellion: Explaining Cohesion and Collapse (Ithaca: Cornell University 
Press, 2014); see also Reno, Warfare in Independent Africa, 2011; and Jasen J. Castillo, Endurance and 

War: The National Sources of Military Cohesion Palo Alto: Stanford University Press, 2014), 19. 
53 Staniland, Networks of Rebellion, 2014, 40-45; Moghadam, Nexus of Global Jihad, 2017; Reno, Warfare 

in Independent Africa, 2011.  
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in alliances and coalitions.54 This reduces the predictive value of how the group might 

behave in alliance if in the presence of a rival alliance. The Taliban in Afghanistan, for 

example, is not an LSAG because they are a “full-fledged” insurgency group. However, 

they are simultaneously a parochial group who only cares about the state of Afghanistan 

and has deep social ties to its members. Simultaneously, it is an integrated group, 

possessing all the cohesive embeddedness qualities Staniland prescribes. The Taliban has 

both allied and defected from alliances with AQ and ISIS.  

Likewise, al-Qaeda in the Arabian Peninsula (AQAP) is both a vanguard group 

and a fragmented group. They struggled with control of the Abyan tribes and the 

governance projects in Zinjibar and Mukullah from 2011 through 2013. It is also a 

fragmented group, since its group membership is largely tribal members who join and 

defect according to local conditions and pressures. Thus, Staniland’s conception 

describes both who groups are and what they do. It is difficult to predict a group’s 

behavior when the group straddles multiple types.  

The second problem occurs when groups acquire new members and face 

organizational growth. This quick accumulation of fighters can cause existing members 

in that organization to become frustrated that their upward mobility is blocked by the 

abundance of new talent.  Staniland’s assumption is that fighters want to advance in the 

organization. However, in many cases, fighters simply join these groups for personal 

protection or to pursue other opportunities on the side, such as using their access to 

weapons and other resources to help their families. Some foot soldiers are just cut out to 

                                                           
54 Staniland, Networks of Rebellion, 2014; also Jacob N. Shapiro, The Terrorist’s Dilemma: Managing 

Violent Covert Organizations (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 2015); Ken Sofer and Juliana 
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be foot soldiers. Others were farmers, shopkeepers, or university students before the war 

and hope to return to that life, using affiliation with the armed group to weather the storm 

of political instability and uncertainty. Thus, every fighter—indeed, the majority of 

fighters—does not have advanced ambitions to rise through the ranks to be the next 

Zarqawi. My LSAGs fall in this second category. LSAGs are not mature enough to take 

on complex tasks and missions. These goals come later after the group can grow and 

mature.   

In sum, cohesion dynamics are helpful as an independent variable since cohesion 

can be the driver of other organizational dynamics, including group effectiveness and 

attractiveness as an alliance partner.55 Since armed groups face lethal pressures from 

international jihadists, state sovereigns, local militias, or rival armed groups, organization 

structure and cohesion speak to which groups remain together and which split. 

1.3 Definitions 

This work focuses on LSAGs and their alliance choices in civil war. I use the term 

“LSAG” to denote an immature, small, local group that forms in response the 

government’s lack of public goods provision or government oppression. I use the term 

“rebel” interchangeably. I acknowledge this is problematic. The conventional literature 

uses the term rebel, which is correct when the local, non-state fighters engage in rebellion 

                                                           
55 Ethan Fritsch, “Insurgencies are Organizations Too: Organizational Structure and the Effectiveness of the 

Insurgent Strategy,” Peace & Conflict Review 6, no. 1 (2011); Emily K. Gade, Michael Gabbay, 
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from the incumbent state political governing bodies. However, should the rebel group 

switch sides and ally with the government against other actors on the battlefield, the 

group is no longer rebelling. Yet, its leadership and recruits may continue to believe that 

their organization continues to have a separate identity. Can group members who arm and 

fight a foreign-imposed regime be considered rebels in the eyes of the communities for 

which they fight? In this sense, the group is “rebelling” against invaders to the state, who 

themselves “rebelled” against the state regime they sought to destroy. This term becomes 

troublesome after multiple alliance formations and defections occur across the categories 

of state forces, LSAGs, and international jihadists, as happens in my conception of civil 

wars.  

I do not use the term “insurgent” for two reasons. First, this term describes a 

member of an insurgency or one who pursues insurgency. This implies the group can 

secure itself and has advanced to higher order goals, such as building logistic networks, 

producing print and media messaging, and undertaking complex operations. Insurgents, 

therefore, are members of groups that can secure themselves independent groups. LSAGs 

have not achieved self-security but are working towards it. LSAGs need capability, 

innovation, ideas, materiel, and “efficiencies from mentorship” from mature groups so 

they can develop into insurgents.56 

Second, the insurgents themselves do not refer to themselves as “insurgents,” but 

as “resistance fighters.”57 In this case, the LSAGs resisted against both a government they 

                                                           
56 Daniel Byman, "Buddies or Burdens? Understanding the Al Qaeda Relationship with its Affiliate 
Organizations," Security Studies 23, no. 3 (2014): 431-470; also, Byman, "Understanding proto-
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57 Interview, #IZ081217, 2007, from the author’s notes; interview, SOI (#IZ080220), 2007; also, interview, 
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considered illegitimate and the foreign forces that initiated the regime change. Current 

civil war fighters assert the term “insurgents” is a label produced by a third-party 

observer to the civil war.58 It suffers from actor-observer bias. Since this work’s unit of 

analysis is the group in which this actor is a member, this work respects the actor’s point 

of view regarding his own description.  

It is true fighters often use demonstrative rhetoric to describe themselves, as anti-

colonial rebels and separatists have called themselves “freedom fighters” throughout 

history.59 For the armed groups, naming is a form of framing.60 Therefore, insurgent is a 

term accepted in the broader scholarship, and, in this work, it denotes mature, self-

securing groups without engaging in political identity strategies.        

I define an alliance as a formal or informal relationship of ongoing security 

cooperation between militant organizations.61 These alliances operate in a civil war, 

which is defined as a politically organized, large-scale, sustained, physically violent 

conflict that occurs within a country principally among large groups of its inhabitants or 

citizens.62 A multiparty civil war is one that has three or more combatants, which may 

include any combination of domestic, international, regular, and irregular forces. Civil 

wars often begin with an insurgency, which is the organized use of subversion and 

                                                           
58 Author’s notes, #IZ081217, 2007; interview, #KPA180622, 2018. 
59 See India’s freedom fighter Bhagat Singh, in Christopher Moffa, “Experiments in Political Truth,” in 
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Warfare (New York: S&R Books, 1997); John K. Leung and Michael Y. M. Kau (eds), The Writings of 
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60 David Armitage, Civil Wars: A History in Ideas (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2018), 13. 
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violence by a group or movement that seeks to overthrow, or force change of a governing 

authority.”63  

Finally, as stated, this project’s unit of analysis is the LSAG. I define an LSAG 

without casting a number, since the number of fighters a group employs, small or large, 

does not reliably translate to group capability. The LSAG, therefore, is a unit that 

conducts military or paramilitary operations at the tactical level. Its actions, ends, or 

means are limited in duration and scope. The LSAG does not engage in higher-level 

operations, such as strategy, large-scale resourcing, or information campaigns. LSAGs 

also do not umbrella over smaller groups. The LSAG is attached to a specific 

geographical space, usually connected with political affinity, economic dependency, or 

social heritage. This distinguishes them from insurgents.  

Further, LSAGs seek to gain control of a population or territory over a protracted 

period. This distinguishes them from terrorist groups. Terrorists conduct episodic, 

spectacular attacks, usually against key terrain that is otherwise geographically 

unconnected, and in pursuit of changing specific government policies.64                  

1.4 The Argument 

This work makes two principal claims. First, LSAGs form alliances with other 

groups to insulate them from threats rather than to seek power. This is necessary to solve 

the LSAG’s short-term problem, but survival is not a foundation for a lasting 

relationship. Threat, not power, drives LSAG alliance formation.  
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Second, how long the alliance will last, and more importantly, how and why the 

alliance disintegrates, is a function of the LSAGs’ internal cohesion.     

This work posits that LSAGs choose partners and join in alliance for a myriad of 

reasons. These reasons can be envisioned on a continuum. On one end is survival. Armed 

groups join alliances to gain protection against annihilation at the hands of other 

predatory actors. LSAGs ally for instrumental reasons. For the LSAG, this is a 

consequential choice. Since survival hangs in the balance, LSAGs make this choice in 

haste. LSAGs engage in an adverse selection problem. That is, they must choose an ally 

that offers the best chance of securing them. Other considerations are secondary to 

security. LSAGs must pick a partner since picking no partner is worse than picking a bad 

partner. 

On the other end of the continuum is political opportunity and expansionism. 

LSAGs join alliances to gain political, economic, and social power that they may grow to 

become securely self-sufficient. Because insurgency is a dangerous business, groups still 

must maintain safeguards against betrayal from their alliance partners. Armed groups 

often do this through historical narratives, shared identity, and social networks.65   

The primary explanatory variable that drives alliance choices is threat. Threat 

perception is the expectation of risk or danger when one group has the capability or 

intention to inflict negative consequences on another group.66 Threat itself is probabilistic 
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66 Raymond Cohen, “Threat Perception in International Crisis,” Political Science Quarterly 93, no. 1 
(Spring 1978): 93-107. See also Walt, 1987; Waltz, 1979; and Robert Jervis, Perception and Misperception 

in International Relations (New Jersey: Princeton University Press, 1976); Roger D. Peterson, 
Understanding Ethnic Violence: Fear, Hatred, and Resentment in Twentieth-Century Eastern Europe 
(Massachusetts: Cambridge University Press, 2002).   



31 

 

as it may or may not happen. The perception of threat, therefore, is a collection of fears 

that reside in the cognitive domain over a past harm or future harm that an out-group 

inflicts on the in-group. This variable is dominant in the first phase, when LSAGs choose 

alliance partners.   

The second claim concerns alliance durability. Durability, or longevity, describes 

an alliance that can hold together under two conditions: internal division and infighting, 

and the external partner abrogating its alliance responsibility.67 A durable alliance avoids 

disintegration despite the internal and external pressures it may face.  

This work posits that alliance durability is a function of LSAG group cohesion. 

Group cohesion is the degree to which a group of individuals is perceived to be a single 

unit, as opposed to an aggregate of individuals.68 It is the total field of forces that act on 

members to remain in a group, united in pursuit of its instrumental objectives or for the 

satisfaction of the member needs.69 It features rich connections that allow members to 

stick together and remain unified.70 Cohesive armed groups will proceed on two separate 

logics. First, if the LSAG can ward off disruptive forces that seek to divide and fracture 
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it, then it will remain a cohesive entity and can satisfy its obligations to its alliance. In 

this instance, the LSAG will remain in a state of codependence with its alliance partner, 

performing its alliance obligations.  

The second logic is different. If the LSAG is cohesive, it can better evaluate 

battlefield events and assess its own “fit” in the alliance. Should the cohesive LSAG 

calculate there is better alliance available, it will defect as a group and join a rival 

alliance. Cohesive LSAGs can be more selective regarding their alliances, including 

decamping from one alliance and joining another that it estimates to be a better fit.  

Without internal group cohesion, however, the LSAG will not last in alliance. 

Low group cohesion will result in alliance fragmentation through two separate logics. 

First, the group may succumb to internally fracture through disagreement about strategy, 

goals, resources, or ideology.  The second logic is low-internal cohesion that may divide 

the group into factions. One or more of those factions may have designs on group 

leadership and stage an internal takeover.    

Either way, low cohesion causes armed groups to perform ineffectively and will in turn 

present flawed and defective partnership to the overall alliance.  

 In sum, LSAGs with cohesion have two possible outcomes: continue as a group in 

a codependent relationship or defect as a group from the alliance. Without cohesion, the 

LSAGs only possible outcome is alliance fragmentation. Group cohesion is aggregate of 

multiple inputs and will be discussed further in chapter 2.  

This project offers two contributions for changing the way scholars and 

practitioners think about civil wars and insurgencies. First, multiparty civil war is a 

complex, interactive phenomenon with a myriad of armed groups that have different 



33 

 

strengths, weaknesses, capabilities, and vulnerabilities. As such, groups will form 

alliances. It is unavoidable. Mature groups want to ally because of capability shortfalls 

they believe necessary to accomplish their objectives. Others, the focus of this work, 

must ally to protect themselves from threat. Weaker groups may not want to ally because 

the enterprise is risky. However, they find the prospect inescapable since other groups are 

allying and groups around them that get stronger increase the threat. Armed groups 

therefore suffer their own unique version of the spiral model.71  

Alliances breed counter-alliances, and the rapid balance of power shifts that 

follow make surviving a constant challenge. In some instances, such as in Somalia, some 

LSAGs hedge their bets to the extent of engaging in simultaneous alliances with partners 

on opposite sides of a conflict. These alliance partners infiltrate each other’s 

organizations and steal their members.72 Alliances of this sort are complex arrangements 

and play an important role in complex civil war battlefields. 

In the end, all groups have a compulsion to form or join an alliance because it’s 

the most expedient way to negate organizational shortfalls and satisfy survival needs. 

These alliances form, fragment, and dissolve according to logics that are very different 

from what the conventional literature describes.  
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Having an overwhelming desire to partner in multiparty civil wars is not the 

armed groups’ problem; it is their solution. The problem for armed groups is, given this 

compulsion to ally, that all the available partners are fundamentally flawed. Civil war 

actors forge alliances with partners by setting aside differences, privileging only a narrow 

set of shared interests they deem critical to their survival. Over time, this accommodation 

breaks down to fear of betrayal, hedging, untrustworthiness, and other attributes that are 

detrimental to a functioning alliance. This places the alliance at risk.  

In sum, all armed groups in multiparty civil war are compelled to ally. Further, all 

prospective alliance partners are critically flawed. Every alliance, therefore, is 

foredoomed. However, that does not mean every alliance will immediately fail. Some 

will endure because the partners exist in codependence. While codependence is harmful, 

it is better than being unpartnered. 

Sub-state alliances are analogous the 1992 academy award nominated film The 

Crying Game. In the film, an IRA terrorist honors his adversary’s deathbed request to 

look after his beloved in London. The terrorist falls in love with his enemy’s partner and 

tries to begin an honest life. The woman professes requites his love but reveals that she is 

transgender. The couple tries to unite in a series of dangerous and disastrous attempts. In 

the end, despite deep desire and extraordinary effort to solidify the union, the duo fails 

because each character is fundamentally flawed and cannot hold up his respective share 

of the partnership bargain. Neither character can escape his respective history or core 

nature.                

 The second original argument is armed groups in multiparty civil war that are 

compelled to form alliances are in competition for the LSAG. This is true because the 
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LSAGs have the information that all other armed groups need to be successful.73 Locals 

know the neighborhoods, the people, the power structures, the networks of connections, 

the geography, the regional needs, and the local issues. The locals know the history of the 

region, the reliability of people and institutions, and possess a functional intelligence 

network. Information, therefore, is the most valuable resource on the civil war battlefield 

to all the other actors on the field.  

 All the other armed actors have a vast and diverse range of tools to pursue their 

aims. They may have advanced technology, materiel, force projection platforms, 

strategies, ideology, state institutions, funding, and numerical superiority. However, only 

one actor in the battlespace has access to local information: the LSAG. Thus, the 

powerful armed actors in civil war engage in a competition to ally with the LSAGs. 

 This dynamic causes problems. Armed sovereigns and IJFs are deeply flawed 

alliance partners for the LSAGs. Likewise, the LSAGs are also imperfect partners. 

LSAGs have parochial concerns, have short time horizons, and tend to be instrumental in 

their relationships. They also may be uncontrollable, unethical, or brutal. But their value 

as an alliance partner gets artificially inflated because the LSAGs have superior local 

information that the more powerful armed actors need to achieve their aims.  

1.5 Scope 

This work focuses on the LSAG. It does not treat armed groups that can secure 

themselves. It does not cover mature insurgent groups that do not have a survival concern 

and can ally to win. This work focuses on the LSAGs who ally to survive.  
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Further, this work has two dependent variables: LSAG alliance choice and 

alliance durability. The first dependent variable, LSAG alliance choice, is important but 

not theoretically complex. However, it is necessary to determine the conditions under 

which the alliance was formed in order to predict how the alliance will fare. The second 

variable, alliance durability, is the variable of interest as it is a complex, interdependent 

phenomenon. 

This work focuses on civil war alliances between LSAGs, armed sovereigns, and 

IJFs. Every civil war has an armed sovereign (the state actors) and LSAGs (the non-state 

actors). My scope includes IJFs since, beginning with birth of AQ in 1988, they have 

proliferated in weak states.  

The unit of analysis is the LSAG. The LSAG looks to gain security by leveraging 

an alliance with a more powerful partner. Thus, this analysis only considers asymmetric-

power alliances. This work does not consider alliances between groups with equal power-

parity, as this condition is rare.74 Excluded from the analysis are alliances between groups 

that solely seek financial gain. LSAG alliances formed with commercial intentions do 

exist, because every intrastate group needs funding. However, this work focuses on 

alliances with political aims, not solely commercial ones. Therefore, LSAGs that engage 

in criminal enterprises may be included, but an LSAG’s relationship with a trucking 

company that regularly hauls its supplies is not an alliance of interest in this study.  

This analysis does not consider intergroup switching, or local groups that join or 

defect from rival or collaborating LSAGs. I address reciprocal infiltration of armed 

groups because it is an activity that occurs. It is ancillary, however, to the phenomenon of 
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interest: alliance formation and disintegration. Also, individual LSAG leader or foot-

soldier defections are noteworthy but are not central to this analysis, except where 

individual defections of leaders contribute to cohesion splits and group fragmentation.  

Lastly, the empirical chapters address Baghdad, Iraq, from 2003 to 2011. 

Variations within the Iraq cases are sufficient to demonstrate the logic of partnerships and 

the mechanism of alliance durability theorized in this study. Wartime Iraq is 

representative of other cases such as Syria, Libya, Yemen, and Somalia when LSAGs 

allied with asymmetric-power partners that include IJFs and armed sovereigns. I advance 

these outside-Iraq generalized claims in chapter 6 with shadow cases of Syria, Yemen, 

and Mali.  

1.6 Methodology 

Methodologically, this work combines three strategies to elucidate why armed 

groups select alliance partners and why they preserve or abandon those alliances. The 

first strategy unfolded over a decade ago when, as an observer-participant in a civil war, I 

stumbled upon an empirical observation, the puzzle, and developed a layman’s “theory of 

rebel alliances” in civil war. Years later, I received formal training in international 

relations, social, and cognitive theories that allowed me to deductively derive a theory of 

armed group alliance. Lastly, most recently, I traveled to interview the participants and 

witnesses to the events described in this work. This permitted a controlled oscillation 

between deductive and inductive reasoning, strengthening the causal inference. As in 

most social science, however, the findings are tentative, temporary, and incomplete. This 

is an imperfect but important first step in understanding multiparty civil war alliances 

between local, sovereign, and international participants.  
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The second strategy involved combining within-case and cross-case analysis.75 

Civil war alliance formation and defection occur both discretely between an armed group 

and its alliance partner and within the larger context of the broader conflict. These 

different conditions give different meaning to each observation. Therefore, on this level, I 

conduct within-case analysis as the Sunni insurgents in Baghdad allied and defected from 

AQ before joining the United States in another alliance that ultimately would not endure. 

These outcomes were the same, but they happened via different logics. I also conduct 

cross-case analysis to understand what factors strengthened and weakened these 

alliances.   

The third strategy involves theorizing the underlying mechanism of civil war 

alliances. The study of multiparty alliances in civil war was sometimes equifinal and 

sometimes multifinal. In other words, sometimes the three observations unfolded 

differently but ended in the same outcome. Other times, the three observations unfolded 

the same but ended in different outcomes. This occurred because the process of alliance 

formation and endurance is not linear, defies rational approach models, and is a complex, 

interactive, social phenomenon.  

This suggests a shift from the conventional civil war paradigm to a new one.76  

                                                           
75 Norman K. Denzin and Yvonne K. Lincoln, Strategies of Qualitative Inquiry (Thousand Oaks: Sage 

Publishers, 2008); John W. Creswell, Research Design: Qualitative, Quantitative, and Mixed Methods 

Approaches, 4th ed. (Thousand Oaks: Sage Publishers, 2014); also Creswell, Qualitative Inquiry and 

Research Design: Choosing Among the Five Traditions (Thousand Oaks: Sage Publishers, 1998); David 
Silverman, Doing Qualitative Research: A Practical Handbook, 2d ed. (Thousand Oaks: Sage Publishing, 
2005). 
76 Thomas S. Kuhn, The Structure of Scientific Revolutions 3d ed. (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 

1996).  
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Developing a new conception of civil war involves tracing the process from a 

group’s original conditions to an alliance’s final outcome.77 Process tracing permits 

identifying the intervening casual processes—the causal chain and the causal 

mechanism—between the independent and dependent variables.78 This mechanism, if it is 

present, engaged, and functions as theorized, may be generalized to other processes.79    

In a multiparty civil war, it is impossible to understand the facts and dynamics 

without looking at all the combatants and noncombatants. Therefore, this work features 

the data gathered from former fighters, insurgent leaders, and co-ethnic sympathizers 

who participated in and witnessed the events. Further, I interviewed civic leaders, 

government officials, former militiamen, U.S. military commanders, soldiers, and 

coalition interpreters. I examined historical records, government archival data, and 

various unclassified incident reports. It was necessary to triangulate to understand the 

facts and develop a coherent narrative summarizing the respective environments. The 

verbal accounts of the insurgent leaders are privileged over other accounts because I tried 

to capture the preferences, subjectivity, and meaning embedded in context of civil war. 

This work is ultimately about social groups making sense of their own group with respect 

to their environments and relative to other groups. First-hand accounts should be viewed 

with some skepticism for all the biases they confer. These biases include ideological 

justification for violence, confabulation, post-hoc reasoning, diminished responsibility, 

etymological fallacy, fundamental attribution error, reconstructing personal history in a 

                                                           
77 Derek Beach and Rasmus Braun Pederson, Process Tracing Methods: Foundations and Guidelines (Ann 
Arbor: University of Michigan Press, 2013); Andrew Bennett and Jeffery T. Checkel, Process Tracing: 

From Metaphor to Analytic Tool (London: Cambridge University Press, 2015).   
78 Bennett and Checkel, Process Tracing, 2015.  
79 Beach and Pederson, Process Tracing Methods, 2013. 
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favorable light, and others. To be clear, insurgents who did not end up on the winning 

side have an explicit incentive to tell an embroidered version of the truth. However, as 

Sageman notes, recollections are our only window into participants’ minds and cannot be 

completely discounted.80 Here, I have first-person accounts as data points to undergird 

the narrative.  

1.7 Strategy and Policy Relevance 

Military alliances, for LSAGs as well as states, have traditionally been regarded 

as an instrument of policy by which a group may augment capabilities.81 An LSAG who 

enters an alliance can reduce its external threat, acquire defense materiel while reducing 

expenditures, gain access to technology, and gain prestige. The practice has become so 

common, from 2014 to 2015, the total number of civil wars increased from 41 to 50, and 

conflicts between non-state actors rose from 61 to 70. For non-state conflicts, this is the 

highest number recorded in the 1989-2005 period. This uptick is driven almost 

completely by developments related to the expansion of ISIS.82 The global caliphate 

groups now account for over 55 percent of the non-state groups active in state-based 

armed conflicts and more than half of the deaths from organized violence.83 An increase 

in multiparty civil wars with international jihadist groups has ushered a response by state 

counterinsurgency forces. The introduction of jihadist groups and state forces into civil 

                                                           
80 Marc Sageman, Turning to Political Violence: The Emergence of Terrorism (Philadelphia: University of 
Pennsylvania Press, 2017), xix.  
81 Holsti, et al., 1973, 39; see also Sara Bjerg Moller “Fighting Friends: Institutional Cooperation and 
Military Effectiveness in Multinational War.” PhD diss., Colombia University, 2016). 
82 Erik Melander, Therese Pettersson, and Lotta Themner, “Organized Violence, 1989-2015,” Journal of 

Peace Research 53, no. 5 (2016): 727-742; in 2015, the Upsala Conflict Data Program recorded 50 
intrastate conflicts, an uptick from 41 in 2014, 727. 
83 UCDP attributed 66,000 of the 118,000 organized violence deaths in 2015 to ISIS or AQ and their 
associated groups; see also Melander, et al., 727. 



41 

 

wars provides more alliance partners available to the LSAG. This evidence backs the 

claim that LSAGs entering asymmetric alliances is a phenomenon that is on the rise.   

Second, international jihadist groups routinely pursue a vanguard strategy that co-

opts small LSAGs and allows access to regions and areas they normally couldn’t reach.84 

This dynamic is occurring across the Middle East and Africa. Understanding the 

mechanism of these alliances, how they unfold, evolve, and endure, may provide a more 

useful policy and strategy frame for counterinsurgency efforts. For example, the United 

States would like LSAG-jihadist alliances to be fragile and fracture. Understanding how 

LSAG-jihadist alliances result in fragmentation or defection may prevent FIRC efforts or 

large counterinsurgency troop deployments to accelerate alliance fracture. Conversely, 

the United States would like LSAG-U.S. alliances to be durable. Policymakers who 

understand the mechanism may be able to more precisely calculate success prior to 

alliance formation by knowing the benefits and perils associated with the process.85      

1.8 Dissertation Roadmap 

 The chapters that follow illustrate and develop the themes just discussed. Chapter 

2 presents a detailed theory of alliance durability with a discussion of the dependent and 

independent variables, and their measurement. Chapter 3 explores two LSAG alliances 

(AQI and the United States) in al-Ghazaliyah, Iraq, from 2005 to 2011, that resulted in 

defection and fragmentation, respectively. Chapter 4 details two observations of LSAG 

                                                           
84 Will McCants, The ISIS Apocalypse: The History, Strategy, and Doomsday Vision of the Islamic State 
(New York: St. Martin’s Press, 2015), 27-28; also, Brian H. Fishman, The Master Plan: ISIS, Al-Qaeda, 

and the Jihadi Strategy for Final Victory (London: Yale University Press, 2016), 216. 
85 For more on foreign-imposed regime change, see Peic and Reiter, 2011; see also Alexander B. Downes, 

“Forced to be Free? Why Foreign-Imposed Regime Change Rarely Leads to Democratization,” 
International Security 37, no.4 (Spring 2013); also, Alexander B. Downes, “Catastrophic Success? The 
Effectiveness of Foreign Imposed Regime Change,” American Political Science Association, 2009, 
accessed https://papers.ssrn.com/Sol3/papers.cfm?abstract_id=1449308   
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alliances in al-Ameriyah, Iraq, which resulted in defection and fragmentation. Chapter 5 

examines LSAG alliances in Abu Gharib that both resulted in fragmentation via a 

different logic. Chapter 6 considers generalized applications of the theory to cases outside 

Iraq. In doing so, it acknowledges this theory emerged from within-case variation but 

suggests it has application beyond Iraq. Chapter 6 considers an LSAG in Syria that 

survived for years in codependence before it fragmented. It also considers LSAGs in 

Yemen who defect and later fragment. Lastly, it considers a mature insurgent group that 

fragmented and later reformed to defect. Chapter 7 summarizes the evidence from the 

observations, details the findings, adjudicates the hypotheses, and concludes.  
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Chapter 2:  Armed Group Alliance Theory 

2.0 Introduction  

Why do armed groups form alliances? Why are some alliances short-lived, while 

others are more durable?  

The central argument here is that local, sub-state armed groups (LSAGs) form 

alliances with stronger armed groups to prevent their annihilation. The nature of the 

asymmetric power imbalance between LSAGs and numerically and materially superior 

partners means LSAGs must “ally to survive.” In allying to survive, LSAGs join alliances 

to gain protection and hedge against annihilation at the hands of other predatory actors. 

When threatened, LSAGs are compelled to ally because picking no partner is worse than 

picking a bad partner. LSAGs choose strong alliance partners from expediency to satisfy 

their immediate security needs. 

In a survival alliance, the LSAG develops a codependent relationship with its 

partner. The LSAG’s initial pledge to the alliance reveals itself as a conditional 

commitment that is predicated upon the LSAG’s external security. For a short time, the 

LSAG’s needs are met, and the alliance is stable. However, this status changes over time. 

Once survival is assured, the LSAG no longer has security myopia and begins to evaluate 

its partner using different compatibility criteria. It changes alliance expectations and 

begins to focus on other aims. The LSAG oscillates between cooperation and 

competition, balancing its own parochial goals with alliance goals and partner demands. 

This codependence fosters mutual mistrust, and the alliance endures but is unstable.1   

                                                           
1 Patrick Steen Pederson and Oliver J. Walther, “Things Fall Apart—Rebel Fragmentation in Syria’s Civil 
War (2011-2017),” OSF Reprints, June 2018. 
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LSAGs are unsophisticated groups, therefore allying with stronger partners is 

their only choice. Organizationally infirm, LSAGs struggle to overcome the coordination 

problem so the group can recruit, grow larger, and gain capability. The more fighters that 

join a group, the more likely a group can recruit new members and impose sanctions on 

those who do not join.2 Faced with immediate threat of annihilation or absorption by 

stronger groups, they are forced to ally.   

If the alliance continues and if the LSAG assumes responsibility for its own 

security, the alliance enters a second stage called “ally to win.” The second stage is 

governed by a different logic, which states that relative power distribution governs the 

alliance formation and duration.3 LSAGs graduate from small, local groups to larger, 

regional groups capable of protecting themselves. These larger groups change their 

alliance expectations and begin to focus on higher order goals. These goals include 

capability aggregation, recruiting, fundraising, and pursuing a campaign against the state 

or central governing body. Conventional literature suggests that groups in this stage ally 

based on relative power considerations.  

The central focus of this work concerns this first logic of allying to survive. In this 

stage, LSAGs must do two things. First, they must manage external threat. Second, they 

must manage their internal cohesion. If the LSAG’s external threat is low and its internal 

cohesion is high, the alliance can continue in a state of codependence. Any other 

combination of external threat and internal cohesion will cause the alliance to end. 

                                                           
2 Thompson, Armed Groups, 119. 
3 Christia, Alliance Formation in Civil War, 2012; Pischedda, Wars Within Wars, 2015; Woldemariam, 

Why Rebels Collide, 2017; Syed Mansoob Murshed, Explaining Civil War: A Rational Choice Approach 
(Massachusetts: Edward Elgar Publishing, 2010); also, Emily Kalah Gade, Michael Gabbay, Mohammed 
M. Hafez, and Zane Kelly, “Networks of Cooperation: Rebel Alliances in Fragmented Civil Wars,” Journal 

of Conflict Resolution 63, no. 9 (2019): 2071-2097. 
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This chapter proceeds in four parts. The first part addresses the conditions and the 

actors LSAGs face in civil war. The second part addresses dependent and independent 

variables. The third part explains how these variables combine to produce alliance 

outcomes. The fourth part addresses research design and case selection.  

2.1 Part One: The Conditions and the Actors 

 Civil war is anarchical in much the same way the international system is 

anarchical. Civil war erupts because the state lacks a widely accepted hegemonic 

authority. As noted in the first chapter, the condition of civil war denotes the contestation 

of an incumbent government authority by armed actors within that state. The reality of 

civil war is that the incumbent authority’s control is questioned, contested, or altogether 

absent. The state order devolves into multiplicity of armed actors contesting each other’s 

claim of authority in a context that lacks a mutually accepted central government or 

overriding authority.4 During this contest, multiple armed groups often arise to contend 

with one another while simultaneously challenging the incumbent government’s power. 

Thus, non-state armed groups in civil war interact with one another in ways similar to 

how states in the international system interact with one another—including the formation 

of alliances—as they operate in a Hobbesian state of nature absent a common authority 

that keeps them in awe.5 The state authority, which at some point had a legitimate 

governing body or recognized institution for civil control, struggles to consolidate and 

                                                           
4 Kenneth Oye, “Cooperation Under Anarchy,” World Politics 38 (October 1985): 226; Martin Wight, 
Power Politics (London: Harmondsworth, 1978); Frederick Dunn, “Research Note: The Scope of 
International Relations," World Politics1 (October 1948): 144, as quoted in Helen Milner’s “The 
Assumption of Anarchy in International Relations Theory: a Critique,” Review of International Studies 17, 
no. 1 (Jan 1991): 65-85.   
5 Milner, “The Assumption of Anarchy,” 1991, 70. 
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regain that control.6 In doing so, the government’s endeavor is in competition with non-

state actors that contest control or seek to exploit its absence.  

Non-state armed groups seek to establish, re-establish, or re-make political order 

congruent with their own interests. Most states reserve the right to “the monopoly of 

violence” that leads them to employ coercive measures to regain control.7 Within this 

context of the struggle for control, non-state armed groups may also use violence. The 

consequence of this condition of armed struggle, however, is that a state’s armed forces 

and LSAGs operate on a similar plane when it comes to deciding whether, and with 

which groups, to ally. This is not to say that LSAGs and government forces are the same. 

Governments often have access to foreign diplomatic and military support that LSAGs 

lack, and LSAGs may ultimately receive cross-border assistance and refuge in ways that 

are not available to state forces. Ultimately, however, the structural environment of 

LSAGs and governments is similar: they are compelled to at least consider alliances with 

other armed groups so that they can better fight their foes. This is particularly true in 

many multiparty conflict environments. For example, the government may cooperate 

with local, co-ethnic militias, and LSAGs may recruit or cooperate with locally organized 

community home guards. The concept of anarchy in the international system thus serves 

as a useful heuristic device for thinking about alliances of armed actors in an otherwise 

anarchical civil war environment, as is often found in recent and contemporary conflicts. 

2.1 The Actors  

                                                           
6 David Armitage, Civil Wars: A History of Ideas (London: Yale University Press, 2017); Caroline A. 
Hartzell and Matthew Hoddie; Crafting Peace: Power-Sharing Institutions and the Negotiated Settlement 

of Civil Wars (University Park: Penn State Press, 2007). 
7 Hans Morgenthau and Kenneth Thompson, Politics Among Nations, 6th ed (New York: McGraw-Hill, 
1985); Samuel P. Huntington, The Soldier and the State: The Theory and Politics of Civil-Military 

Relations (Cambridge: Belknap Press, 1957); Max Weber, “Politics as Vocation,” 1919, as quoted in David 
Owen and Tracy Strong, The Vocation Lectures (Illinois: Hackett Books, 2004). 
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Multiparty civil wars feature diverse players. These actors have remained 

relatively constant in the last half century although the names of the actors have changed. 

This work considers three broad categories of actors.  

The first category is LSAGs. They are local armed groups, domestic to the state, 

that seek to change, replace, or destroy the state’s political body. They lack the 

conventional military assets to challenge the state directly but use ungoverned space to 

foment insurgency and rebellion.  

The second category is official state militaries, the armed sovereigns. These 

armed groups act on behalf of the state and exist to secure state borders, repel invasions, 

ensure domestic stability, and support the actions of the state.8 They are overt forces that 

wear uniforms and remain under the command of the government. This category includes 

militaries from neighboring and foreign states. These forces deploy within a civil war 

either to assist the state engaged in civil conflict or to conduct foreign-imposed regime 

change.9   

The third, relatively new category is international jihadist organizations. 

Developed around 1998, these organizations seek to replace Middle Eastern governments 

with an archaic, traditionalist caliphate rule. They are transnational in nature, use 

terrorism and violence against civilians, and seek to remove the state political system.   

These three categories of actors interact in different ways, congruent with their 

interests, vulnerabilities, and goals. Their specific characteristics are differently 

empowered within the civil war environment. Given these differences in power 

asymmetries, the actors assess potential alliance partners in a manner that maximizes 

                                                           
8 Thompson, Armed Groups, 2014. 
9 Downes, “Catastrophic Success?” 2009; also, Downes, “Forced to Be Free?” 2013. 
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their ability to achieve their goals. This is not to say LSAG alliance formation is solely 

dominated by power maximization, minimum winning coalitions, and rational choice 

behavior. Recent scholarship on LSAG alliances and coalitions overstates this rationalist 

behavior.10 Civil war is an intensely ideological and emotional event for the armed actors 

as well as the unarmed population. Groups must consider diverse concerns and pressures 

as they make decisions about forming partnerships.  

2.1.1 Local, Sub-State Armed Groups 

LSAGs are autonomous actors that rely on the threat or use of force to achieve 

their objectives.11 These groups take many forms and arise for a variety of reasons. These 

reasons include pursuing civilian protection or predation, fighting domestic or foreign 

militaries, or battling other insurgency and counterinsurgency forces. Reasons may also 

include settling of scores from old conflicts and the self-interest of violent entrepreneurs 

who exploit disorder for personal gain.12  

Typically, armed groups threaten the state by creating instability. Instability 

drains state resources, weakening and challenging the legitimacy of the state’s regime.13 

Threats to legitimacy, stability, and civil society are not easily understood by states. 

LSAGs can inflict violence, seek to prolong conflict, invite state exhaustion, and provoke 

                                                           
10 Christia, Alliance Formation in Civil War, 2012; Pischedda, Wars Within Wars, 2015; Woldemariam 
Why Rebels Collide, 2017; Syed Mansoob Murshed, Explaining Civil War, 2010; Reed M Wood and Jacob 
D. Kathman, “Competing for the Crown: Interrebel Competition and Civilian Targeting in Civil War.” 
Political Research Quarterly 68, no.1 (2015): 167-79. Peter Rudloff and Michael G. Findley, “The 
Downstream Effects of Combatant 
Fragmentation on Civil War Recurrence.” Journal of Peace Research 51, no. 1 (2016): 19-32; Idean 
Salehyan, “The Delegation of War to Rebel Organizations.” Journal of Conflict Resolution 54, no. 3 
(2010): 493-515. For an alternative view, see Gade, et al., “Networks of Cooperation,” 2019.  
11 Thompson, Armed Groups, 2014. 
12 Nelson Kasfir, Georg Freks, and Niels Terpstra, “Introduction: Armed Groups and Multi-layered 
Governance,” Civil Wars 19, no. 3 (2017): 257-278.  
13 Thompson, Armed Groups, 2014, 9; The U.S. Army-Marine Corps Counterinsurgency Field Manual, 
2007, 3-34. 
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government overreaction.14 A single armed group can incorporate a variety of these 

interests and motives that initiates, for them, a low-cost conflict.  

LSAGs are rebels but can be differentiated from “insurgents” by the scale and 

nature of their actions. LSAGS are “typically small and weak” and fight what Byman, 

Kaválek, and others call a “proto-insurgency.” A proto-insurgency is composed of a small 

cadre of “true believers” who are strongly committed to “dramatic change in the political-

economic” of a region, though their “potential to make trouble” is limited.”15 The “main 

concern” of the movement, according to Kaválek, is survival because most insurgencies 

collapse at this proto-insurgency stage.16 Byman calls LSAGs “would-be insurgents” and 

describes their plight:  

Would-be insurgents must create a politically salient identity, harness a 
compelling cause, create an effective sanctuary, and defeat both violent 
and peaceful organizational rivals, all while evading the police and 
security services of the much more powerful state.17 

The “ultimate goal,” continues Byman, of the proto-insurgency is “to become a 

full-blown insurgency.”18  

LSAGs face two persistent and competing challenges. First, they must survive in 

an environment crowded with predatory actors. Second, they must grow to assume their 

own security. Only then, with independent security, can LSAGs advance to become what 

the conventional literature calls “insurgents,” pursuing political objectives, such as 

contesting the state ruling body.   

                                                           
14 O’Neill, Insurgency & Terrorism, 2005; The U.S. Army-Marine Corps Counterinsurgency Field Manual, 
2007. 
15 Kaválek, "From al-Qaeda in Iraq to Islamic State,” 2015; Byman, “Understanding Proto-Insurgencies,” 

2008.  
16 Kaválek, "From al-Qaeda in Iraq to Islamic State,” 2015. 
17 Byman, “Understanding Proto-Insurgencies,” 2008. 
18 Byman, “Understanding Proto-Insurgencies,” 2007; and Byman, “Understanding Proto-

Insurgencies,” 2008. 
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To survive, LSAGs need to overcome an internal coordination problem. That is, 

they must agree upon group goals and coordinate members to achieve those goals. Once 

the goals are set, LSAGs socialize their membership, animate their members, and manage 

their resources to achieve those coherent goals. When the goals are clear and 

management is adept, the group can cohere and sustain. Diluted goals or poor group 

management will cause unrest within the group and cause rivalries, infighting, or 

individual defection. This is the internal survival problem.  

The external survival problem comes when LSAGS interact with the actors and 

factors in their environment. First, the group must develop a relationship with the local 

population and the environment in which it thrives. LSAGs that adopt predatory policies 

or fail to provide the support to the population will foul its habitat, threatening loss of 

sanctuary, freedom of movement, and legitimacy.19 Second, survival involves fending off 

other armed groups. LSAGs face multiple actors who seek to destroy the group or bring it 

under alternate control. These include government forces, rival LSAGs, government-

aligned and sectarian militias, foreign insurgent forces, and foreign counterinsurgent 

forces.  

Given these multiple external factors and internal pressures to maintain 

coherence, LSAGs prioritize survival as their chief aim. The alliance is the LSAG’s 

primary survival vehicle.  

Once survival is assured, LSAGs may pursue higher order functions. These 

include “allying to win” activities. These activities include augmenting warfighting 

                                                           
19 Weinstein, Inside Rebellion, 2006; Kalyvas, The Logic of Violence in Civil War, 2006; Elisabeth Jean 
Wood, Insurgent Collective Action and Civil War in El Salvador (New York: Cambridge University Press, 
2003).  
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capability and establishing production of warfighting materiel, what Che Guevara called 

“the war industry.”20 It includes setting up a rentier economy, supporting the local 

population, or militarily contesting the central government. If LSAGs do not make 

military, political, economic, or informational progress, the organization withers.21 

Individuals within the group will seek opportunities in rival groups or become prey to the 

myriad of counterinsurgent forces seeking to eliminate them. Tactical battlefield success 

is the most popular method to increases the group’s effectiveness.22 Tactical success 

serves as a cost-discriminating signal of trustworthiness and competence.23 Battlefield 

“wins” increase reputation, popular support, and recruiting.  

For LSAGs, it is better to grow this capability autonomously than to become 

reliant on an alliance partner that may assert its own agenda and interests. However, the 

time it requires to access, acquire, or grow a capability is a perilous proposition given the 

number of adversaries the group may face. Gaining materiel, experience, recruits, and 

battlefield success is a time- and resource-consuming exercise, which is not always 

feasible, efficient, or possible. The LSAG’s alternate method of growing is “allying to 

win.” That is, LSAGs can gain capabilities through partnership and exchange instead of 

                                                           
20 Ernesto “Che” Guevara, Guerilla Warfare: A Method (Oregon: Normount Armament Company, 1966), 
chapter 3, part 6. 
21 Ben Connable and Martin C. Libicki, How Insurgencies End (Santa Monica: RAND, 2010); Kilcullen, 
Counterinsurgency, 2010; Macartan Humphreys and Jeremy M. Weinstein, “Who Fights? The 
Determinants of Participation in Civil War,” American Journal of Political Science 52, no. 2 (April 2008): 
436-455; Stathis N. Kalyvas, and Matthew Adam Kocher, “How ‘Free’ is Free Riding in Civil Wars? 
Violence, Insurgency, and the Collective Action Problem,” World Politics 59, no. 2 (January 2007): 177-
216. 
22 “Guide to the Analysis of Insurgency, 2012” U.S. Government, Washington, DC, 2012, accessed 
https://www.hsdl.org/?view&did=713599; Christopher Paul, Colin P. Clarke, and Beth Grill, Victory Has a 

Thousand Fathers: Sources of Success in Counterinsurgency (Santa Monica: RAND, 2010).   
23 Thomas Hegghammer, “The recruiter’s dilemma signaling and rebel recruitment tactics,” Journal of 

Peace Research 53, no. 1 (January 2013): 3-16; Anna O. Pechenkina and D. Scott Bennett, “Violent and 
Non-Violent Strategies of Counterinsurgency,” Journal of Artificial Societies and Social Simulation 20, no. 
4 (December 2016): 11. 
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gaining that capability over time with their own resources and effort. Thus, “allying to 

win” is a contest to increase an armed group’s relative power, popular in the existing civil 

war literature.24  

LSAGs, however, are small, local actors that privilege provincial concerns.25 

LSAGs typically have short time horizons and goals that reflect local or regional 

governance concerns. They do not necessarily subscribe to the abstract worldviews, 

esoteric ideas about world religious homogeneity, or economic and social ideologies.  

Lastly, this work recognizes the LSAG’s “size” question is still unspecified. This 

is so because the phenomenon described here relies on a power differential but not power 

in an absolute sense. This work, among others, describes the LSAGs as “small” because 

groups that do not have large numbers often are on the inferior side of the power 

equation. This is true in cases such as the Kurdistan Brigades, numbering less than 200, 

allied with Ansar al-Sunnah, an organization 10 times that size.26  

However, numbers can be misleading. In Syria, the Unity Brigade (Liwa al-

Tawhid) with over 3,000 members, dwarfed its parent, the Syrian Islamic Front vanguard, 

                                                           
24 Christia, Alliance Formation in Civil War, 2012; Pischedda, Wars Within Wars, 2015; Woldemariam 
Why Rebels Collide, 2017; Sara Bjerg Moller, “Alliances, Capability Aggregation, and Military 
Effectiveness,” unpublished paper, Institute for Security and Conflict Studies, The Elliott School of 
International Affairs, The George Washington University, November 18, 2013.  
25 James C. Scott, “Revolution in the Revolution: Peasants and Commissars,” Theory and Society, 7(1/2) 
(March 1979): 100; see also William Reno, Warfare in Independent Africa: New Approaches to African 

History (New York: Cambridge University Press, 2011), 206. 
26 Aymenn Jawad Al-Tamimi, “A Complete History of Jamaat Ansar al-Islam.” Blog, December 15, 2015; 
also, Al-Tamimi, “Jamaat Ansar al-Sunna,” Iraq Insurgent Profiles, October 22, 2014, accessed The 
Kurdistan Brigades: Al-Qaeda’s Kurdish Henchmen, Terrorism Focus 4 (14), Jamestown Foundation, May 
18, 2007, accessed https://jamestown.org/program/the-kurdistan-brigades-al-qaedas-kurdish-henchmen/.27 
Tom Cooper, Syrian Conflagration: The Civil War 2011-2013 (Dorchester: Helion & Company, 2015).  
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with only a few hundred members.27 In Fallujah, Iraq, the Sunni rebels numbered over 

5000, yet AQ’s cadre numbered less than 100 fighters.28  

Since defining an LSAG by numbers defies the crisp, conventional set, it is 

necessary to define it qualitatively by full, partial, or full non-membership.29 This 

continuum helps describe the unspecified threshold an LSAG must cross before it 

becomes a mature, insurgent group. This is demonstrated in Figure 2.1.30  

 

Figure 2.1 LSAGs vs. Full Blown Insurgents  

2.1.2 Armed Sovereigns  

                                                           
27 Tom Cooper, Syrian Conflagration: The Civil War 2011-2013 (Dorchester: Helion & Company, 2015).  
28 Kennedy Hickman, "Iraq War: Second Battle of Fallujah." ThoughtCo. Blog, March 25, 2018, accessed  
https://www.thoughtco.com/iraq-war-second-battle-of-fallujah-2360957; also, Joel D. Rayburn and Frank 
K. Sobchak, eds., The U.S. Army in Iraq, Volume II (Carlisle: U.S. Army War College Press, 2019).  
29 Ragin, Fuzzy Set Social Science, 2000, 6-7. 
30 Byman, “Understanding Proto-Insurgencies,” 2008; Jones, Waging Insurgent Warfare, 2017; Guevara, 
Guerilla Warfare, 1966; Roger Trinquier, Modern Warfare: a French View of Counterinsurgency (New 
York: Greenwood Publishing Group, 2006); Peterson, Understanding Ethnic Violence, 2002. 
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The armed sovereign is an actor in civil war that also takes many forms while 

constituting a distinct category. It is a group that gains its legitimacy from the 

international system. It is an armed force commissioned by a globally recognized state or 

supra-state body. The armed sovereign is classically understood as the forces loyal to the 

government under which it is fighting the internal war. It is commonly referred to as the 

government forces. The state government’s forces that fight armed groups in civil war are 

typically considered the primary armed sovereign in the conflict. This was the case in 

Colombia’s state military against the Revolutionary Armed Forces of Colombia (FARC) 

and in India’s state military against the Punjab insurgency. 

 However, sometimes there are multiple armed sovereigns on the battlefield. 

Armed sovereigns may also include neighboring state forces that assist or hinder the 

government forces or the LSAGs. They may include foreign state intervention forces, 

multinational or regional security forces, and international security forces. This presents a 

complexity not explicitly addressed in conventional explanations of civil war, which tend 

to be dyadic and focus on rebels versus the government. 

A foreign state may deploy forces to assist the domestic state undergoing conflict 

in effort to quell the insurgency, as was the case in the French occupation of Algeria and 

the British colonial wars. Conversely, a foreign state may deploy armed forces to assist 

the sub-state armed groups in attempt to exacerbate the insurgency, as was the case with 

U.S.-assisted rebels in Afghanistan and Nicaragua in the 1980s.31 States invading other 

states may introduce foreign-imposed regime-change (FIRC) forces. In other cases, a 

state may invite FIRC forces to serve as the state’s primary armed group until the 

                                                           
31 Daniel L. Byman, Peter Chalk, Bruce Hoffman, William Rosenau, and David Brannan, Trends in Outside 

Support for Insurgent Movements (Santa Monica: RAND, 2001), chapter 6. 
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domestic state-sponsored armed forces can be assembled. This was the case in 2001 when 

U.S. forces invaded Afghanistan and in the 2003 U.S. invasion of Iraq.  

Foreign armed sovereigns make attractive alliance collaborators to LSAGs 

because they have resources that other actors do not possess. Western democratic armed 

sovereigns, for example, typically have access to non-governmental and international 

governmental institutions. They may also have access to national, regional, and 

international bodies for health, financial, humanitarian, legal, financial, and 

information/media. Foreign armed sovereigns can utilize these channels to provide 

resources and political connections to their local allies. Assistance can be political and 

materiel that the armed sovereign can share selectively with local alliance partners. Sub-

state actors’ connection to a globally recognized sovereign also comes with an array of 

norms that can concurrently expand options and limit choices. For example, when 

fighting alone in asymmetric conflicts, most armed sovereigns acknowledge international 

laws of war to greater degrees than armed non-state actors. Thus, an alliance between 

these partners may bring constraints upon each partner’s behavior; these constraints often 

manifest into battlefield behavior.  

For example, armed sovereigns have a depth and breadth of resources not 

normally available to sub-state actors. Armed sovereigns also serve well as alliance 

partners because they must be careful about their reputations. If armed sovereigns visibly 

break commitments or employ duplicitous dealings in alliances, international audiences 

and third parties may question the armed sovereign’s reliability. Both democratic and 

autocratic armed sovereigns have an extra incentive to honor alliance commitments to 
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audience costs.32 Since armed sovereigns are actors on the regional and international 

level, reneging on commitments may win them a reputation for being an unreliable 

partner, which may reduce future alliance and partnership opportunities.   

 Armed sovereigns have a profound impact on civil wars since they may be 

motivated by local concerns, such as ideology, ethnicity, or religious sentiments. They 

also may be motivated by larger geopolitical concerns. To the sub-state actor, armed 

sovereigns may constitute allies, enemies, or transition between the two extremes.33 

Staniland theorizes the government has a relationship with insurgents that can be mapped 

on a spectrum.34 At one end of the spectrum is active collusion where government trades 

sanctuary, logistics, and protection for the insurgent’s intelligence. The intermediate 

value is passive coexistence, live-and-let-live bargains to minimize the extent which they 

fight. The opposite end of the spectrum is no cooperation marked by violent guerilla 

war.35 Armed sovereigns also seek to ally with LSAGs to solve their information-deficit 

problem.  

 Militias. A subset of armed sovereigns that deserve mention are militias. Militias 

are armed groups that arise in weak and failed states in the absence of central government 

legitimacy, and, as Thompson states, are both “a cause and symptom of state decay.”36 

                                                           
32 Jessica L. Weeks, “Autocratic Audience Costs: Regime Type and Signaling Resolve,” International 

Organizations 62, no. 1 (Winter 2008): 35-64; James Fearon, “Domestic Political Audiences and the 
Escalation of International Disputes,” American Political Science Review 88, no. 3 (September 1994); 
Michael Tomz, “Domestic Audience Costs in International Relations: An Experimental Approach,” 
International Organization 61, no. 4 (Autumn 2007), 821-840; for an alternative view, see Marc 
Trachtenberg, “Audience Costs: A Historical Analysis,” Security Studies 21, no. 3 (2012): 42. 
33 Byman, et al., Trends in Outside Support for Insurgent Movements, 2001.  
34 Paul S. Staniland, "States, Insurgents, and Wartime Political Orders," Perspectives on Politics 10, no. 2 
(2012): 243-264. 
35 Staniland, "States, Insurgents, and Wartime Political Orders," 2012, 249-250; also, Staniland, "Between a 
Rock and a Hard Place: Insurgent Fratricide, Ethnic Defection, and the Rise of Pro-State 
Paramilitaries," Journal of Conflict Resolution 56, no. 1 (2012): 16-40. 
36 Thompson, Armed Groups, 2014, chapter 4. 
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Militias typically form to protect their communities from a predatory government or other 

militias. Some militias work in concert with the government as unsanctioned government 

forces since militias are not bound by the constraining state military rules. Militias 

answer to an autonomous political authority and often defy good-evil convention by 

protecting communities, providing the people public goods, and supporting humanitarian 

goodwill, while simultaneously massacring rival groups and engaging in the drug trade.  

If the militia and state government have common enemies or shared interests, the 

militia may enjoy active or passive support from the government, as did the Autodefensas 

Unidas de Colombia (AUC), a Colombian right wing “paramilitary” militia. In Iraq, 

Muqtada al-Sadr’s Jaysh al-Madi (JAM) performed the Sunni ethnic cleansing with tacit 

approval of the Shia government, while cornering the gasoline, liquid propane gas, and 

real estate black markets for economic endowment. Some militias have a pro-government 

stance but do not cooperate with the government, as was the case in Syria, when Suqur 

al-Furat was instrumental in fighting the Islamic State of Iraq and Syria (ISIS) but refused 

to cooperate with the Assad regime.37 Other militias are independent organizations that 

seek to rule territory and enrich through predation against the people, in the way that 

“Warlord” Joseph Kony leads his Lord’s Resistance Army in Uganda.38  

 2.1.3 International Jihadists and the Franchises  

The International Jihadist Franchise (IJF) category includes religiously and 

ideologically extreme armed groups. IJFs subscribe to a broad international program of 

globalized insurgency that calls for the overthrow of an incumbent government authority. 

                                                           
37 Aymenn Jawad Al-Tamimi, “Suqur al-Furat: A Pro-Assad Sha'itat Tribal Militia,” Pundicity Blog, 

August 10, 2017, accessed http://www.aymennjawad.org/2017/08/suqur-al-furat-a-new-pro-assad-tribal-
militia. 
38 William Reno, Warlord Politics and African States (Boulder, CO: Lynne Rienner Publishers, 1998). 
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IJFs advocate replacing the governments with ancient, religious-ancestral traditionalist 

structures.39 Leaders of these franchises aim to create an alliance of local armed groups to 

support their larger project of overthrowing an entire political order and redefining the 

Muslim world’s relationship with the rest of global society.40  

Subordinate bodies to a core jihadist organization, IJFs generally come in two 

forms—those commissioned by the core, the original model, and those co-opted by the 

core, the evolutionary model. Both forms involve a junior partner pledging an oath of 

allegiance (bay’at) to the senior member or the overall core organization. The core 

organization sets the strategic and operational course through its ideological and political 

goals, while the junior partner, commissioned by the core, runs the franchise at a certain 

geographic locale.  

The original model, initiated from the inception of al-Qaeda (AQ) in 1998, existed 

until the death of AQ’s founder, Usama Bin Laden, in 2011. In this period, Bin Laden 

meticulously managed franchises through assigning core representatives to set up and run 

the IJFs. Franchises consisted of a trusted subordinate close to Bin Laden who would 

travel to the geographic region and grow the franchise by recruiting local individuals and 

groups. Several franchises began in this manner, including al-Qaeda in Saudi Arabia, al-

Qaeda in the Arabian Peninsula (AQAP), al-Qaeda in the Islamic Maghreb (AQIM), al-

Qaeda in Afghanistan/Pakistan (Khorasan), and al-Qaeda in Syria (Jabhat al-Nusra). 

These franchises were led by Bin Laden’s myrmidons: bodyguards, inner circle, or loyal 

                                                           
39 O’Neill, Insurgency & Terrorism, 2005. 
40 David Kilcullen, Accidental Guerrilla: Fighting Small Wars in the Midst of a Big One (Oxford 
University Press 2011), 12-14. 
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veterans of the Soviet-Afghan wars.41 This original franchise model is an AQ top-down 

strategy. 

Bin Laden often rejected groups he believed were corrupt, undisciplined, 

concerned with only parochial matters, or immature.42 Bin Laden initially refused to 

franchise the Armed Islamic Group (GIA) and its successor-splinter Salafist Group for 

Preaching and Combat (GSPC) because they were too brutal.43 Bin Laden established AQ 

in Europe and Egypt but delayed appointing emirs because he deemed the leadership 

candidates untrustworthy. Over time, and without leadership, those organizations 

subsequently failed to operationalize. Bin Laden refused al-Shabab in Somalia because 

they were provincial and concerned only with local politics rather than the global jihad. 

Bin Laden initially cooperated with Jemaah Islamiyah in Indonesia but later rejected 

them, as he believed them to be corrupt and concerned with commercialist motives.44 

After Bin Laden’s death in 2011, AQ’s new leader Ayman al-Zawahiri shifted 

strategy. He adopted the IJF evolutionary form and loosened the restriction on anointing 

franchises. This was in part because AQ was waning to U.S. and international military 

pressure, but also because in 2014 ISIS began competing for leadership of the global 

                                                           
41See Mohammed-Mahmoud Ould Mohamedou, Understanding Al Qaeda: Changing War and Global 

Politics (Northampton: Pluto Press, 2011); Mendelsohn, The Al-Qaeda Franchise, 2015.  
42 Ould Mohamedou, Understanding Al Qaeda, 2011; Michael W.S. Ryan, Decoding Al-Qaeda’s Strategy: 

The Deep Battle Against America (New York: Columbia University Press, 2013); McCants, The ISIS 

Apocalypse, 2015; Fishman, The Master Plan, 2016. 
43 Despite initial rejection, Bin Laden did make a GSPC faction a franchise in 2007. See Mendelsohn, The 

Al-Qaeda Franchise, 2015, chapter 7. 
44 Mendelsohn, The Al-Qaeda Franchise, 2015; Moghadam, Nexus of Global Jihad, 2017; Fishman, The 

Master Plan, 2016; Sidney Jones, “The changing nature of Jemaah Islamiyah,” Australian Journal of 

International Affairs, 59, no. 2 (2005): 169-178; Kamarulnizam Abdullah and Mohd Afandi Salleh, 
“Conceptualizing Jihad Among Southeast Aisa’s Radical Salafi Movements,” Journal for the Study of 

Religions and Ideologies 14, issue 42 (Winter 2015); Justin V. Hastings, “Geography, Globalization, and 
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“A Social Network Analysis of Jemaah Islamiyah: The Applications to Counterterrorism and Intelligence,” 
Studies in Conflict & Terrorism 29, no. 6 (2006): 559-575. 
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jihad movement.45 Zawahiri re-appointed an Algerian GSPC splinter group with 

franchise in West Africa and reformed them as AQIM.46 Zawahiri also granted franchises 

to AQ in the Indian subcontinent, Southeast Asia (Indonesia and the Philippines), and the 

Islamic Emirate of the Caucuses. Additionally, in 2012, Zawahiri appointed the 

previously rejected Somalia’s al-Shabab as AQ in East Africa. This second form of AQ 

franchising is a bottom-up strategy. 

To summarize, there are two types of IJFs. In the first type, a few loyal, trusted 

AQ core members travel to the geographic locale and build the organization with locals. 

This top-down model was prominent prior to 2011 under Bin Laden. In the second type, 

following Bin Laden’s death, core members invited already established armed groups, the 

bottom-up model.47 The way in which a franchise is developed, top-down or bottom-up, 

is important because it correlates to how a franchise adheres to core jihadist policies.  

    Al-Qaeda in Iraq was an exception. AQ tried to grow a franchise in Iraq, but it 

failed to yield results.48 Ahmad Fadeel al-Nazal al-Khalayleh, also known as Abu Musab 

                                                           
45 Moghadam, Nexus of Global Jihad, 2017; McCants, The ISIS Apocalypse, 2015; Fishman, The Master 

Plan, 2016, Ryan, Decoding Al Qaeda, 2013; Mendelsohn, The Al-Qaeda Franchise, 2015. For competing 
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(Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 2018); also, Brigham Young University, David M. Kennedy 
Center for International Relations, accessed http://praemon.org/isis-affiliates/, March 26, 2019. 
46 After much deliberation, AQIM first became a franchise in 2007 under Abu Musab Abdel Wadoud, AKA 
Abdelmalek Droukdel, an Afghan Arab who served with Bin Laden in the Soviet-Afghan wars and briefly 
served as emir to GSPC. Fitna, or internal dissension, prevented this group from full AQ acceptance. It was 
not until 2012 that Droukdel expelled military commander Mokhtar Belmokhtar for implementing Sharia 
too quickly in Mali, prompting the French invasion OPERATION SERVAL. AQIM, see National Counter 
Terrorism Center, Office of the Director of National Security (ODNI), 
https://www.dni.gov/nctc/groups/aqim.html. Also, see chapter 6.      
47 See the umbrella model, Mendelsohn, The Al Qaeda Franchise, 2015.  
48 Ra’id Khuraysat, or Abu Abdel Rahman al-Shami, a Jordanian, returned from Chechnya and settled in 
Iraqi Kurdistan in 1999. His group took several names, including the original Tahwid W’al Jihad (TWJ), or 
“Unity of the Flags,” in effort to unite the disparate jihad movements. This group became Jund al-Islam and 
later Ansar al Islam. After al Shami was killed by Kurdish PUK forces in 2001, Zarqawi became the de 

facto head of TWJ. See Jean Charles-Brisard, Zarqawi: The New Face of Al Qaeda (New York: Other 
Press, 2005), 77; also, Fishman, The Master Plan, 2015.  
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al-Zarqawi, had expressed interest in joining AQ in 1999 and again in 2002.49 By October 

15, 2004, after some negotiation, Zarqawi’s group was appointed a franchise. Zarqawi 

headed the AQ’s Tanzim Qaidat al-jihad fi Bilad al-Rafidayn, also known as al-Qaeda in 

Iraq (AQI) and Zarqawi was given the al-Qaeda title "Emir of al-Qaeda in the Country of 

Two Rivers."50  

In 2005, Zarqawi’s AQI launched a sectarian war strategy to “wake up” the Sunni 

community (umma) and garner Sunni participation in the growing Islamic Emirate. This 

was contrary to AQ’s vision of the global jihad campaign. AQ’s Zawahiri scolded 

Zarqawi for alienating Muslims in the famous 2005 intercepted letter.51  

This highlights the problems of franchises. The Bin Laden top-down model was 

slow and resource intensive. However, if the franchise flourished, it was typically loyal 

and obedient to the core. This was good for AQ’s brand.  

Zawahiri’s bottom-up model made franchises out of existing groups, which was 

faster and cost less. However, the core could never be sure about the franchise’s true 

intentions and obeisance. 
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AQ evolved to the IJF bottom-up model for two reasons. First, they were in 

rivalry with ISIS and other organizations for jihadi recruits. In 2008, ISIS formed and 

provided a more compelling option for Muslim recruits. Thus, AQ withered to jihad 

competition and needed to be less selective in anointing franchises. Second, the 

evolutionary model is more practical. Co-opting established groups presents a lower cost 

than building, funding, and training them systematically from a collection of individuals. 

AQ scaled up quicker and revived a dying brand.  

However, AQ’s latter evolutionary model has drawbacks. A preference 

divergence develops between the core and the franchise, which creates a first-tier 

principal-agent problem.52 This problem surfaces because the core issues orders from a 

central location but has difficulty supervising the implementation of those orders at the 

geographically separated franchise. Likewise, the franchise must accomplish core goals 

within the context of the area in which it operates. An IJF must enact rules and take 

measures required to deal with specific realities on the ground. Often, this puts IJFs at 

odds with the core’s jihadist policies, no matter how loyal they are to the core. This 

causes variation in the jihadist policies from the core to the franchise. AQ has suffered 

this first-tier principal-agent problem with all its franchises, most notably with AQI’s 

brutal campaign in Iraq and al-Nusra’s activities in Syria.53  

                                                           
52 For the principal-agent problem, see Jacob N. Shapiro, Terrorist’s Dilemma: Managing Violent Covert 
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Franchise, 2016, 168-193. For other franchise principal-agent problems, see Rukmini Callimachi’s series 



63 

 

A second-tier principal-agent problem develops when the franchise, in turn, 

becomes an umbrella for LSAGs.54 The IJF that serves as an umbrella group and co-opts 

existing LSAGs solved two fundamental IJF problems: local access and information. 

However, this second-tier principal-agent problem invites a myriad of other problems. 

The IJF’s challenge with LSAGs includes adverse selection problems, different priorities, 

local-level shirking, and costly monitoring.55  

The international jihadist core typically demands IJFs to pledge a formal and 

public oath of fealty (bay’at). Alliances between IJFs and LSAGs, however, are less 

formal. LSAGs that ally with IJFs are typically called “affiliates,” a term that suggests 

ideological compatibility, goal alignment, and tactical cooperation. However, as Byman 

points out, there is no single process of affiliation and the term broadly means 

subordinating one organization to another’s leadership while remaining organizationally 

distinct.56 This low-end form of tactical cooperation means the alliance partners pursue 

narrow common interests while maintaining respective autonomy.57 This exacerbates 

agency slack between the IJF and the LSAGs. 

The possible combinations of relationships can be formulated from combinations 

of actors in Figure 2.2. These possible relationships involve asymmetries that are 

captured in divergences of purpose. The IJF, for example, seeks to overturn the existing 
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state structure, which is far beyond the initial interests of the LSAGs group that simply 

seeks protection of a community or perhaps a new political order within the incumbent 

state. LSAGs ally ignoring these grander goals to gain their extant requirement: security.  

 

 

2.2 Picking Allies 

In a multiparty civil war, actors have alliance choices. Some actors, by the nature 

of their civil war environment, are flexible; others are not. The three dominant categories 

of actors in civil war possess specific sets of attributes that make each an attractive 

alliance partner. Similarly, each category possesses attributes that make it unappealing. 

Fig 

2.2 

 

 

 

 

 

Alliance Partner Purpose Example 

International Jihadist 

Franchise 

destroy & replace state 

political arrangement; 

direct violent campaign 

against armed sovereigns  

al-Qaeda Central, al-Qaeda in 

Iraq (AQI), al-Qaeda in Islamic 

Maghreb (AQIM), al-Qaeda in 

Arabian Peninsula (AQAP), 

ISIS/ISIS Wilayats, Jabhat al-

Nusra/Fatah al-Sham (Syria)  

 

Armed Sovereign  restore or preserve status 

quo or status quo 

antebellum, against foreign 

state actors, non-state 

actors, LSAGs, or jihadists   

Iraqi Army, Iraqi Police, U.S 

forces, U.S.-led coalition forces, 

NATO, Syrian Defense Force, 

Turkish Army (Syria) 

Local Sub-State 

Armed Group (LSAG) 

protect social/identity 

group, re-make local 

political orders; separatist 

ambitions, aggrandizement, 

commercialist motives   

Iraqi Sunni armed groups, Iraqi 

Shia militias, Ansar al Sunna 

(Iraq), Democratic Federation of 

Northern Syria, Free Syrian 

Army, Ansar al-Sharia (Libya, 

Yemen) 
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Given the propensity to seek allies in multiparty civil war, does armed actor behavior 

reflect a discernable pattern of preferences?58 Can civil war alliances be predicted?  

Predicting alliances is difficult because this framework for understanding the 

alliance choices is congruent with the literature on LSAG alliances and coalitions that 

posits there are no impossible alliances.59 This is true, but not for the conventional 

scholarship claims. The existing scholarship asserts that power interests drive LSAG 

coalitions irrespective of ideology.60 Yet interests change as a function of the battlefield 

conditions and variances in the civil war environment. One condition that changes 

interests is the threat of betrayal by an alliance partner. Actors in an alliance suffer from 

the commitment problem.61 Allying with the most powerful actor may reflect a group’s 

best strategy unless the alliance partner is apt to betray, and then it is a best strategy to 

avoid that alliance partner whose defection could threaten group survival. The family of 

“affinity theories” suggests allying with a partner who shares geographic, religious, 

identity, or ethnicity homogeneity is an inoculation against betrayal since affinity-based 

alliances provide a social sanctioning mechanism.62   
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This work asserts that LSAG alliances form primarily against something (threat) 

and only derivatively for something (outcomes and goals).63 Stated simply, under threat 

LSAGs ally to survive. When not under threat or when LSAGs have grown to assume 

their own security, LSAGs can ally to win. 

Christia and other rational actor authors assert LSAGs ally from cost-benefit 

calculations. The conventional literature says “as groups lose battle or come out of them 

victorious, other groups are confronted with survival choices whether to flock to alliances 

or abandon them.” 64 This idea suggests capability aggregation, victory, and winning are 

the goals65 This correctly describes “allying to win” without making that distinction. This 

work differentiates between “allying to win” and “allying to survive.” The assertion here 

is allying to win is epiphenomenal to allying to survive. Alliances form to solve the most 

immediate problem—avoiding annihilation. Survival is a “today” problem; winning is a 

“tomorrow” problem.  

Further, the conditions under which LSAG alliances hastily form negatively affect 

the durability of the alliance. LSAG alliances that form from expedient and 

instrumentalist motives may suffer alliance disintegration when civil war conditions 

change. These calculations occur across the divergent capabilities and interests of the 

different possible alliance partners within a fluctuating environment. Often, tensions and 

fractures occur within the specific partner memberships as the agendas of their partners 

become more salient. It is not always clear to alliance partners what effect alliances can 
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have, such as empowering certain kinds of members who disproportionately receive help 

from the alliance.  

Members of LSAGs who are particularly violent, for example, may find that they 

can play important roles in IJF alliances in work not sanctioned by the LSAG leaders.66 

Likewise, IJF leaders may discover that LSAGs have greater capacities to gather-and-

hide rather than gather-and-provide information to their IJF partners. These examples 

show how asymmetries in alliance partnerships across these three categories transcend 

multiple boundaries and can confound the simple utility maximization assumptions 

embedded in much of the existing literature. 

Each partner in the alliance has capabilities and restraints that contribute to this 

asymmetry. The unsteady nature of power differentials and asymmetric power 

relationships stands in contrast to an ideal alliance in which partners share mutually 

empowering comparative advantages.  

IJFs that are focused on utopian ideas and long-term outcomes reject basic norms 

associated with the global system of states, such as the assumption that international 

borders will define and limit their acquisition of power. Likewise, authoritarian armed 

sovereigns have a freedom to commit resources and act unburdened from bureaucracy or 

polity censure. On the other hand, liberal-democratic armed sovereigns have access to 

many resources of the international system, such as political legitimacy and material 

support from international organizations, such as the United Nations, and aid from non-

governmental organizations (NGOs) that have a legal right to transport material support 

across international borders.  

                                                           
66 Mia Bloom, “Constructing Expertise: Terrorist Recruitment and ‘Talent Spotting’ in the PIRA, Al 
Qaeda, and ISIS,” Studies in Conflict & Terrorism 40, no.7 (2017): 603-623. 
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In sum, all the possible alliance partners on the civil war battlefield are both 

empowered and constrained differently by structural conditions. Authoritarian armed 

sovereigns suffer a commitment problem inherent in their regime where power is 

consolidated in a single, non-transparent decision-making body. The regime also faces 

change through mass uprisings, coups, and other non-constitutional ways dictators lose 

office.67 Alliances with democratic armed sovereigns are constrained by audience costs 

from the voting polity who may punish elected leaders who form alliances with unsavory 

actors.68 Further, these leaders have domestic political considerations with opposition-

controlled legislatures or parliaments. Alliances enacted today may be abandoned 

tomorrow in a domestic political bargain.  

LSAGs possess intimate knowledge of the battlespace that may be beyond the 

grasp of IJFs and armed sovereigns; however, they possess limits on their capacities 

when seeking to exercise agency, and their members may prefer to act in their own 

parochial interests. Figure 2.3 below summarizes these basic divergent alliance partner 

characteristics that factor into alliance partner compatibility and alliance duration 

dynamics.  

                                                           
67 Milan W. Svolik, The Politics of Authoritarian Rule (Massachusetts: Cambridge University Press, 2012); 

Andreas Schedler, “The New Institutionalism in the Study of Authoritarian Regimes,” American Political 

Science Association, Toronto, Canada, September 2009; Barbara Geddes, “Why Parties and Elections in 
Authoritarian Regimes,” American Political Science Association, Washington, DC, September 2005.    
68 Michael Tomz, "Domestic Audience Costs in International Relations: An Experimental 
Approach." International Organization 61, no. 4 (2007): 821-840; Kenneth A. Schultz, "Looking for 
audience costs," Journal of Conflict Resolution 45, no. 1 (2001): 32-60; for authoritarian audience costs, 
see Jessica L. Weeks, "Autocratic Audience costs: Regime Type and Signaling Resolve." International 

Organization 62, no. 1 (2008): 35-64. 
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2.3 The Argument in Two Parts: Alliance Formation and Alliance Durability 
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The most widely held belief about alliances found in the extensive literature 

surveyed in chapter one is the proposition that alliances exist so groups can combine their 

capabilities to defend against a common external enemy.69 Sub-state alliances, however, 

work on a different logic. This study proposes a new model to understand and explain 

alliances in multiparty civil wars. This is necessary since the old models typically ignore 

the asymmetric power differentials, simplify multiparty civil wars into conflict dyads, 

and reduce civil wars to relative power contests.70 This work considers alliances from the 

LSAG’s perspective and, therefore, challenges older models by disaggregating civil war 

alliances in three ways.  

First, this work differentiates between symmetric and asymmetric power that each 

actor possesses. Stronger alliance partners ally with weaker partners by pursuing 

capability aggregation with locals and asserting control over the weaker groups.71 Weaker 

partners, on the other hand, ally to reduce an extant threat.  

Second, this work considers the LSAG’s other available alliance partners an 

intervening variable in power-only alliance conceptions. Alliances in the conventional 

literature focus on the conflict dyads but ignore the multiparty context under which these 

dyads exist. 

                                                           
69 Walt, The Origin of Alliances, 1987; Holsti, et al., Unity and Disintegration in International Alliances, 
1973, 88; Liska, Nations in Alliance, 1962. Patricia Weitsman, Dangerous Alliances: Proponents of Peace, 

Weapons of War (Palo Alto: Stanford University Press, 2004); Snyder, Alliance Politics, 1997; Kahan and 
Rappaport, Theories of Coalition Formation, 1984.    
70 Christia, Alliance Formation in Civil War, 2013; Cunningham, “Actor Fragmentation and Civil War 
Bargaining,” 2013; Walter, “The New New Civil Wars,” 2017; Thompson, Armed Groups, 2014; Seymour, 
“Why Factions Switch Sides in Civil Wars” 2014; Gates, “Recruitment and Allegiance” 2002; Collier, et 

al., “Understanding Civil War: A New Agenda,” 2002. 
71 Gade, et al., “Networks of Cooperation,” 2019, hypothesis 2 and 3, 2078-79. 
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Third, this work presents an alternative theory to power considerations. The 

LSAG, the weakest of the civil war actors, does not ally to aggregate capability or 

position itself in balancing coalitions for post-war spoils. LSAGs ally to survive. 

Focusing on LSAG as the unit of analysis, this work makes two principal claims.  

First, LSAGs seek alliances and choose partners to insulate them from threats. 

Allying to guard against a threat is an effective way to ensure group survival. LSAGs are 

compelled to join alliances because of civil war battlefield predators. Threat, therefore, 

will drive LSAGs to join an alliance for reasons of expediency rather than strategic 

reasons. Expediency is a poor initial condition for civil war alliance formation as it 

invites hasty partner selection.  

Second, the nature of the codependent relationship between partners makes civil 

war alliances inherently unstable. Each actor in a civil war is fundamentally flawed. Each 

favors personal interests over the interests of others. Simultaneously, each actor is both 

untrustworthy and suspicious of betrayal from others. All actors have a history of 

duplicity. All potential partners have different compositions, goals, resources, constraints, 

political pressures, parochial concerns, and time horizons.  

LSAGs collaborate in alliance by setting aside the differences and privileging 

only the narrow set of shared interests considered critical to survive. LSAGs “go along to 

get along.”  This accommodation, however, is fragile. Actors constantly return to their 

own interests, reappraise the costs, and reconsider mental accounting as other interests 

dominate.72 It follows that a relationship between two or more chronically flawed 

                                                           
72 For the concept of mental accounting, see Richard Thaler, "Mental Accounting and Consumer Choice," 

Marketing Science 27 (2008): 15–25; also, Thaler, The Psychology of Choice and the Assumptions of 

Economics, 1987. 
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partners is itself fundamentally defective and prone to disintegration. LSAGs face this 

adverse selection problem when choosing an alliance partner.73 IJFs and armed 

sovereigns share this adverse selection problem when choosing an LSAG.  

The nature of the changing battlefield conditions exacerbates these flaws. LSAGs 

with high cohesion can buttress against these disruptive conditions, solving their internal 

survival problem, but they still must contend with the external security problem. LSAGs 

that ally for security solve their external security problem, but they still must contend 

with their internal survival problem. LSAGs that can do both permit the alliance to 

endure in a state of codependence.  

2.4 Part One: Alliance Formation  

The first dependent variable under investigation in civil war alliances is the 

LSAG’s alliance formation. The LSAG’s alliance 

partner choices can be envisioned on continuum 

from no alliance, to a state of tactical cooperation 

but no alliance, to full alliance.  

On one end of the spectrum, the LSAG 

forms and operates without partners in the “go-it-alone” strategy. This position on the 

continuum is possible when the LSAG faces no external or immediate threat. The LSAG 

builds its organization, plans operations, and grows and graduates to higher order 

functions, such as acquiring technologies, recruiting through popular mobilization, and 

training or preparing for small battlefield operations.  

                                                           
73 Jonathan Filip Forney, "Who can we trust with a gun? Information networks and adverse selection in 
militia recruitment." Journal of Conflict Resolution 59, no. 5 (2015): 824-849; Weinstein, Inside Rebellion, 
2006. 
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Midway down the scale, the LSAG elects to gain the tactical cooperation of other 

groups. This is congruent with what Moghadam calls “low-end cooperation” and Bacon 

calls “communion of interests.”74 These arrangements are typically known as “marriages 

of convenience” because the partners ally for tactical, transitory, overlapping interests.75 

This is a low-risk strategy since groups can share information, technology, and materiel 

without incurring organizational risk. The cooperation is instrumental, transactional, and 

temporary. Mendelsohn says this cooperative arrangement rests on mutual interests and 

shared enemies but indicates dissimilar political agendas and ideological visions. He adds 

that it signals limited levels of trust and unwillingness to abandon claims for leadership 

for the sake of greater power that comes with a unified relationship.76 It does not tether 

the local group into alliance and, therefore, the group does not suffer “chain-gang” risk.77  

On the other end of the spectrum, the LSAG elects to join the alliance. An 

alliance is defined as a formal or informal relationships of ongoing security cooperation 

between militant organizations.78 It joins to either balance or bandwagon against a threat 

in a move that 

privileges its 

immediate 

survival over 

                                                           
74 Moghadam, Nexus of Global Jihad, 2017; Bacon, Why Terrorist Groups Form International Alliances, 
2018. 
75 Moghadam, Nexus of Global Jihad, 2017, 112.  
76 Mendelsohn, The al-Qaeda Franchise, 2016, 34-35. 
77 Waltz, The Theory of International Politics, 1979, 165-170; Glenn Snyder, Alliance Politics, 1997; 
Thomas J. Christensen and Jack Snyder, “Chain Gangs and Passed Bucks: Predicting Alliance Patterns in 
Multipolarity,” International Organization 44, no. 2 (1990): 137–168; Weitsman, Dangerous Alliances, 
2004, chapter 2.  
78 Christia, Alliance Formation in Civil Wars, 2012, although she refers to “two or more groups,” and I 
have substituted “militant organizations.”  
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abstract enticements, like affinity in religion, ethnicity, or ideology. This continuum is 

shown in Figure 2.4.  

Part one of the argument, LSAG alliance formation, suggests these groups choose 

partners to prevent annihilation at the hands of other predatory civil war actors.  

2.4.1 Threat  

 Threat is the explanatory variable that compels LSAGs to move across the 

spectrum (Figure 2.3) from no alliance through tactical cooperation to alliance.  

Threat is an inherently perceptual concept since it occurs in the collective mind of 

the group that interprets a harmful or dangerous experience.79 The literature does not 

agree on a single definition of threat. Walt contends threat is a combination of geographic 

proximity, offensive capability, and perceived bad intentions.80 Weitsman suggests threat 

is made up of many factors, including adversary size, proximity, capability, resources, 

and intentions. Rousseau, et al., defines threat more generally, citing fear from power 

asymmetries between groups.81 Congruently, Peterson asserts it is fear, not threat, that 

drives security-seeking behavior.82  

                                                           
79 George Thomas Kurian, “Threat Perception,” The Encyclopedia of Political Science (Washington, DC: 
CQ Press, 2011); Kenneth Waltz, The Theory of International Politics (Boston: McGraw-Hill, 1979); 
Stephen Walt, Origin of Alliances (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1987); Charles L. Glaser, Rational 

Theory of International Politics: The Logic of Competition and Cooperation (Princeton, NJ: Princeton 
University Press, 2010); Raymond Cohen, Threat Perception in International Crisis (Madison: University 
of Wisconsin, 1979); Robert Jervis, “Perceiving and Coping with Threat,” in The Psychology of 

Deterrence, eds., Richard Jervis, Ned Lebow, and Janice Gross Stein (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University 
Press, 1985); Klaus Knorr, “Threat Perception, in Historical Dimension of National Security Problems, ed. 
Knorr (Lawrence: University of Kansas, 1976); Darryl G. Press, Calculating Credibility: How Leaders 

Assess Military Threats (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 2005); Weitsman, Dangerous Alliances, 2004, 
33; Jill Stein, “Threat Perception in International Relations,” in The Oxford Book of Political Psychology, 
2d ed, 2013; Robert Jervis, Perceptions and Misperceptions in International Relation, 1976. 
80 Walt, Origin of Alliances, 4. 
81 David L. Rousseau and Rocio Garcia-Retamero. "Identity, power, and threat perception: A cross-national 
experimental study," Journal of Conflict Resolution 51, no. 5 (2007): 744-771. 
82  Roger D. Peterson, Understanding Ethnic Violence, 2002, 68.  
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Here, threat is defined as one actor having the capability and inclination to inflict 

harm on another.83 The LSAG’s threat perception, therefore, would be a group’s belief 

that an adversary has the means and intention to harm or kill individual members of the 

group or the entire group. This work theorizes the LSAG’s threat in civil war is 

comprised of three factors: lethality, penetration, and intentions.  

Lethality. Lethality is the first factor forming threat. Lethality is defined as an 

individual or group having an offensive capability sufficient to inflict harm or death. To 

the LSAG, this commonly means the adversary possesses materiel and armament for war 

making. This category includes point-weapons as firearms, which includes automatic and 

heavy weapons. It also includes area and mass-casualty weapons, such as missiles, 

bombs, and explosive devices.  

However, lethality more broadly defined encompasses offensive capability, which 

includes technological advancements, such as air force fighters and bombers, long-range 

artillery, and high-angle mortars. Offensive capability also includes advanced 

technological target acquisition, such as laser designators, infrared spotting, and painting 

and advanced optics for long-range sniper operations. Technological categories include 

armed, unmanned aerial vehicles, unmanned maritime vessels, and artificial intelligence 

target discrimination enhancers.  

Lethality is not limited to materiel. New, novel, and asymmetric tactics can be 

lethal technologies. For example, LSAGs are vulnerable to adversaries with mass fire 

effects. Likewise, swarming is a tactic used by advanced and primitive combatants. 

Somalian LSAGs engaged in maritime piracy and Malian LSAGs mounted on 

                                                           
83 Jill Stein, “Threat Perception,” 2013; Robert Jervis, Perceptions and Misperceptions in International 

Relation, 1976. 
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motorbikes use swarming technologies against government, commercial, civilian, and 

rival group convoys.84 In response, governments and private military organizations have 

developed aerial and maritime drone-swarming defenses.85  

Lastly, lethal threats can come in the form of specialized units. Adversaries that 

vertically envelop, by helicopter or airborne assault, units that train in limited visibility 

operations, urban combat, subterranean combat, or close-quarter tactics all make up lethal 

threats.  

The first factor comprising threat, then, is lethality, defined as an adversary’s 

offensive capability sufficient to inflict harm or death.   

Penetration. The second factor comprising threat is penetration. Penetration is 

defined as piercing, infiltrating, or saturating the group’s physical geography, airspace, or 

signal space. LSAGs need sanctuary—protected geographic and virtual space—to meet, 

plan, prepare, and launch tactical operations. Any disruption to that sanctuary is 

considered penetration.  

Penetration most commonly takes the form of IJFs or armed sovereign forces 

occupying or patrolling neighborhoods and towns. In 2003-04 in Iraq, the Iraqi 

government and U.S. forces built large bases close to town centers and used mobility 

                                                           
84 For Somalia pirates swarming, see “Somalia: Pirate Training, Swarm Tactics, And the Expansion Of 

Piracy Operations,” Blogpost Feral Judi, April 19, 2010, accessed https://feraljundi.com/somalia-pirate-
training-swarm-tactics-and-the-expansion-of-piracy-operations/; for Malian armed groups swarming, 
interview #M12161901, Force Commander, MINUSMA, December 16, 2019.   
85 “How drones could be game-changer in Somalia's fight against al-Shabab,” ABC News, December 8, 
2017, accessed https://www.cbsnews.com/news/how-drones-could-be-a-game-changer-for-somalias-fight-
against-al-shabab/; “Swarming & Smart: Aquatic Drones and Their Potential Military Applications,” 
Sputnik News, December 4, 2018, accessed, https://sputniknews.com/science/201804121063483612-
maritime-drones-robots-sea/; see also Zachary Fryer-Biggs, “Coming Soon to the Battlefield: Robots that 
can Kill,” The Atlantic, September 3, 2019, accessed 

https://www.theatlantic.com/technology/archive/2019/09/killer-robots-and-new-era-machine-driven-

warfare/597130/.   
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assets to commute and penetrate local communities.86 Later in 2007, the U.S. forces built 

joint security stations inside the neighborhoods (mohallahs) to separate the people from 

the LSAGs.87 In 2011 in Syria, jihadis and terrorists occupied houses in mohallahs to co-

opt, and later monitor and control, LSAGs.  

Adversaries need not be physically located inside the territory, however. 

Surveillance is also penetration. LSAG membership often includes double agents paid by 

the state, foreign forces, or rival groups for information about LSAG intentions and 

operations. The LSAG’s adversaries often pay locals for information. For example, in 

central Mali, an IJF paid a local woman to observe and report on new flocks of sheep so 

the IJF could extract a livestock tax.88  

Penetration by surveillance is not limited to informants, trackers, and spies. 

Surveillance extends into the airspace and signal space. Armed sovereigns sometimes 

employ high-altitude, unmanned aerial observation drones. These vehicles can provide 

persistent overhead coverage with exceptional fidelity and recording capability. The 

LSAG’s state adversaries may also employ signal intelligence collection on phone calls, 

messaging apps, and internet traffic. 

The second factor comprising threat, therefore, is penetration—the adversary’s 

ability to pierce the LSAG’s sanctuary by monitoring, listening, or observing activities 

and communications.   

Intention. The third factor toward threat is intention to commit harm or kill. 

Intentions are detailed in social physiological literature, which delineates between 

                                                           
86 Jason Lyall and Isaiah Wilson, "Rage against the Machines: Explaining Outcomes in Counterinsurgency 
Wars," International Organization 63, no. 1 (2009): 67-106. 
87 Rayburn, ed., The U.S. Army in Iraq, 2007-2011, Volume II, 2019. 
88 Interview #M12191901, 19 Dec 2019, Bamako. 
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theories of reasoned action and theories of planned behavior.89 Here, intention is defined 

as the inclination to perform a behavior that is completely under one's own volitional 

control.90 For this work, communicating a threat, that is, bodily harm or injury to an 

individual or group, binds motivation and planning with behaviors and acts. Intention has 

two parts: communication of future behavior and credibility of the claim. 

Communicating intention takes many forms on the civil war battlefield. It may 

come in video form, such as the video beheading of Nicholas Berg.91 Indeed, many 

international jihadists and their franchises, armed sovereigns, and LSAGs have Facebook, 

Twitter, and YouTube platforms from which they broadcast intention. ISIS used social 

media to broadcast many actions of the group—decapitation, immolation, burial, 

mutilation, stoning, roof-throwing, and car- or tank-squashing.92  

The United States, an armed sovereign in Iraq, also communicates intention 

through local and international press, as in the September 2004 Tal Afar operation when, 

prior to commencement, the commander of U.S. troops, Colonel H.R. McMaster, told the 

Sunni leaders, “If you don’t get your people out of here tomorrow, the blood is on your 

hands.”93  

                                                           
89 Icek Ajzen and Martin Fishbein. Understanding Attitudes and Predicting Social Behavior (New Jersey: 
Prentice Hall, 1980); Ajzen and Fishbein, "Attitude- Behavior Relations: A Theoretical Analysis and 
Review of Empirical Research," Psychological Bulletin 84 (1977): 888-918; debated by Allen E. Liska, "A 
Critical Examination of the Causal Structure of the Fishbein/Ajzen Attitude- Behavior Model," Social 

Psychology Quarterly 47 (1984): 61-74. 
90 Martin Fishbein and Mark Stasson, "The Role of Desires, Self-Predictions, and Perceived Control in the 
Prediction of Training Session Attendance," Journal of Applied Social Psychology 20 (1990): 173-98; 
Richard P. Bagozzi, "Attitudes, intentions, and behavior: A test of some key hypotheses," Journal of 

Personality and Social Psychology 41, no. 4 (1981): 607; also, Bagozzi, "The self-regulation of attitudes, 
intentions, and behavior," Social Psychology Quarterly (1992): 178-204. 
91 “American ‘Leftist’ Nick Berg’s Beheading (Warning: Graphic Images)” Blog, Bare Naked Islam, June 

27, 2009, https://barenakedislam.com/2009/06/27/american-leftist-nick-bergs-beheading-warning-graphic-
images/ 
92 Max Abrahms, Rules for Rebels, 2018, 6. 
93 Rayburn, et al., The U.S. Army in Iraq, Volume I, 2019, 451. 
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Written intentions may be delivered by primitive or advanced technology. The 

Taliban’s “night letters,” posted on schools, hospitals, and mosques, threatened death for 

Afghans who collaborated with Americans.94 Intentions may also come in more advanced 

electronic forms of social media, blogs, and interviews. For example, an armed 

sovereign, the Government of Iraq’s 6th Iraqi Army Division, released an interview 

during which one person stated, about holding 13-year-old Sunni prisoners who were 

being abused and underfed, “Hey, they are criminals, so we can treat them as dogs.”95 

Written intentions may arrive in letters, as in the April 2004 captured letters from 

Zarqawi to his AQ leaders:  

I have launched twenty-five operations up to this point, thanks be 
to God, including several among the heretics [Shia] and their 
leaders, the Americans, and their soldiers, and the police, soldiers, 
and forces of the coalition. God willing, others will follow.96 

 
Past actions and current behavior lend authority and credibility to intentions.97 

Thus, from the LSAG’s perspective, these written and spoken intentions are a credible 

signal that IJFs and armed sovereigns intend to carry out their explicit and implicit 

actions. Perceiving intention is not an automatic response to stimuli, but an active process 

of reality construction.98 Intention, therefore, is communicated inclination to perform 

behaviors by one’s own volitional control, and it is the third factor comprising threat.   

                                                           
94 Declan Walsh, “Night Letters from the Taliban threaten Afghan Democracy,” The Observer, September 
19, 2004; Rob Schultheis, Night Letters: Inside Wartime Afghanistan (New York: Crown Books, 1992). 
95 Joel Wing, ed., “How Iraqi Civil War Broke Out in Diayala Province, Interview with Former Interrogator 
Richard Buchanan,” Blog Musings on Iraq, July 28, 2014, accessed 
http://musingsoniraq.blogspot.com/2014/07/how-iraqs-civil-war-broke-out-in-diyala.html.   
96 Zarqawi letter to Usama Bin Laden, April 2004, after the beheading of Nick Berg, in Gilles and Milelli, 
Al Qaeda in its Own Words (Harvard: Belknap Press, 2008), 261 and notes on 347. 
97 Darryl G. Press, Calculating Credibility, 2005; also, Yaacov Y.I. Vertzberger, The World in their Minds: 

Information Processing, Cognition, and Perception in Foreign Policy Decision Making (Palo Alto: 
Stanford University Press, 1990), 10; Hayden V. White, The Content of the Form: Narrative Discourse and 

the Historical Representation (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 1987), 25.  
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Measuring Threat. Threat is composed of one or more actors with the capability 

and inclination to inflict harm on another. The three factors necessary to make up a threat 

are lethality, penetration, and intention. Threat perception is the idea that one actor 

recognizes and understands he is the potential victim of harm inflicted by another.99 

However, since LSAG threat perception is a group information-processing event, 

measuring threat can contain wide variation.  

Compounding this problem is the structural nature of information flows at the 

LSAG’s micro-level. LSAGs typically lack a central mechanism for information, 

exacerbated by Shapiro’s dilemma in which groups assume risk when they gather or 

collectively communicate.100 LSAGs are vulnerable to speculation, innuendo, and 

hyperbole.101 Without a forum to gain the truth and dispel chatter, rumor becomes 

contagion. This is amplified by group-level perception, a collective assembly of 

constructed fears belonging to individual group members, each of whom has imported his 

own motivated and cognitive biases.102 In turn, this drives collective trajectories to justify 

action to preserve themselves or their group by eliminating the perceived threat.103  

This suggests threat may be measured on a continuum. Threat is coded as high, 

medium or low, but traverses on a continuum crossing a threshold from one side to the 
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99 Stein, “Threat Perception in International Relations,” 2013; Kurian, “Threat Perception,” 2011.  
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other. Figure 2.4 shows this dynamic. Beginning from the left, singular instances of 

lethality, penetration, or intention are low threat. The LSAG perceives a dirty signal. 

Moving right, the combinations form of lethality-penetration, intention-lethality, and 

penetration-intention. These combinations constitute low threat but are trending towards 

high threat. Examples include Taliban night letters in which a warning note posted to a 

mosque shows intention and penetration. This presents medium threat. However, if a 

bomb explodes by the mosque the next day, all three factors are present, and threat 

crosses the threshold to high.  

Figure 2.5 demonstrates this set theoretic relationship.104 A combination of all 

three factors is required to cross the high-threat threshold, but factors alone, or in pairs, 

are insufficient to substantiate high threat.  

  This works measures threat perception using a participant’s observations about 

frequency of violence and level of brutality, as well as the available data on violence in 

the respective towns.105  
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Defining threat as high or low, underpinned by its constitutive parts, helps analyze 

the LSAG’s alliance choices. Political actors define themselves in comparison to their 

out-group, and their alliance choices, therefore, acquire meaning in the context of that 

behavior.106 Under threat, LSAGs are compelled to ally quickly, choose alliance partners 

from expediency, and suffer the adverse selection problem. Selecting an alliance partner 

driven by threat response and risk-avoidance is myopic and shortsighted and ignores 

other compatibility criteria, such as social and relational factors.107 However, security and 

survival take precedence over capability aggregation concerns, ideological preferences, 

or any notion of winning and post-war spoils.108 Choices under these conditions influence 

the durability of the alliance, which is covered in the next section.     

2.5  Part Two: Alliance Outcomes  

The second dependent variable is the outcome of LSAG alliances. This variable is 

dichotomous: alliance continues or ends. 

                                                           
University of New York Press, 1992); for incident reports, see The IntelCenter, Terrorism Incident 

Reference (TIR): Iraq:2006 and 2007 (Alexandria, VA: The Intel Center Press, 2011). 
106 Marc Sageman, Misunderstanding Terrorism (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 2017), 

118-119; Gurr, Why Men Rebel, 1970, 186-191. 
107 Jefferey L. Cummings and Steven R. Holmberg, “Best Fit Alliance Partners: The Use of Critical 
Success Factors in Comprehensive Partner Selection,” Long Range Planning 45, issues 2-3 (April-June 
2012), 136-159. 
108 Walt makes this same point when discussing states, The Origins of Alliances, 1987, 38. 
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Describing the variation that leads to these outcomes, however, is more complex. 

If alliances continue, they endure in a state of codependence. If alliances end, they 

terminate in one of four outcomes: absorption, independence, fragmentation, or defection. 

Figure 2.6 shows this concept. 

2.5.1 Alliance Continues: Codependence  

In the first occurrence, a weak partner allies with a strong partner. The 

relationship between partners is imperfect, owing to the conditions under which the 

alliance formed. This partnership state is codependence. In this case, albeit dysfunctional, 

the alliance can survive. Codependence occurs when the junior partner remains in 

alliance with its powerful partner despite the compatibility flaws, partner disagreement, 

or alliance costs. The LSAG pursues its self-interested behavior but not at the expense of 

breaking the alliance because the security penalties are high.109 Codependence is the 

highest relationship form an alliance can achieve— 

                                                           
109 For the security-autonomy trade off, see Gade, et al., “Networks of Rebellion,” 2019; this concept is 
described for states in John J. Mearsheimer, The Tragedy of Great Power Politics (New York: W.W. 
Norton & Company, 2001), chapter 2. 
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with the actors keeping individual autonomy. Codependence is a relative status between 

harmonious partnership and fracture. 

Codependence is most stable when a subordinated group achieves equilibrium 

with its stronger alliance partner. This is when a junior partner leverages its unique 

capabilities in pursuit of alliance goals while maintaining its parochial goals. It does this, 

however, in ways that do not threaten the senior partner. Junior partners typically remain 

faithful when the alliance gains are greater than the losses, the alliance directives do not 

impinge on the group’s provincial goals, and the battlefield risks are not disproportionate 

within the alliance. Failure to satisfy these conditions erodes the LSAG’s fidelity, and 

codependence will be placed in jeopardy. 

The term codependence suggests the alliance is fragile, reflecting the conflicting 

priorities and preference divergence, yet held together by critical risk interests. 

Codependence is marked by hedging, risk shifting, and infirm commitment.110 In a state 

of codependence the alliance will be tenuous but viable. Under these conditions, the 

LSAG may begin to build internal security capability in hopes of one day assuming its 

own security. If successful, it can advance from an LSAG to a larger formation. It may 

then change its strategy from “allying to survive” to “allying to win.”  

2.5.2.1  Alliance Ends: Absorption 

If the alliance is perfectly harmonious, the groups’ goals, tactics, and political 

ends are aligned, and the groups become integrated.111 We might expect the LSAG to be 

absorbed by the stronger partner.112 In this instance, the alliance ends because the LSAG 

                                                           
110 Cummings and Holmberg, “Best-Fit Alliance Partners,” 2012, 1-4. 
111 For integrated groups, see Staniland, Networks of Rebellion, 2014, 6-7. 
112 For absorption, see Mendelsohn, The Al-Qaeda Franchise, 2015. 
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ceases to be an autonomous group. The LSAG becomes consumed by an IJF and 

becomes part of the franchise. AQ and ISIS franchises in Iraq, Libya, Niger, Nigeria, 

Syria, and Yemen routinely absorb LSAGs.113  

Similarly, we might also see the armed group aligned with an armed sovereign 

become part of the state’s security apparatus, as we saw in Afghanistan and Iraq with the 

Afghan Local Police (ALP) and Sons of Iraq initiatives. In these instances, the partners 

are no longer in alliance since the junior partner relinquished its identity to join the 

stronger partner.114 Since the LSAG relinquishes its autonomy and is thus unable to join 

an alliance, absorption is outside the scope of this study. 

2.5.2.2  Alliance Ends: Independence 

The second alliance outcome is independence. Independence occurs when the 

weak partner gains recruits, materiel, and other capabilities, allowing it to advance from 

“weak partner” status. If the junior partner achieves power-parity with its alliance 

partners, it no longer relies on its partner for security. An LSAG that grows and gains the 

ability to protect itself matures to become what Byman calls, “full blown insurgents.”115 

                                                           
113 For Iraq, see Thomas Ricks, Fiasco: The American Military Adventure in Iraq (New York: Penguin 
Books, 2006); Joel D. Rayburn and Frank K. Sobchak, eds., The U.S. Army in Iraq, Volume I (Carlisle: 
U.S. Army War College Press, 2019); Michael R. Gordon and Bernard E. Trainor, Cobra II: The Inside 

Story of the Invasion and Occupation of Iraq (New York: Pantheon Books, 2006). For Syria, see Charles R. 
Lister, The Syrian Jihad: Al-Qaeda, the Islamic State and the Evolution of an Insurgency (London: Oxford 
University Press, 2016); Christopher Phillips, The Battle for Syria: International Rivalry in the New Middle 

East (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2016). For Libya, see Alison Pargeter, Libya: The Rise and Fall 

of Qadaffi (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2012); for Yemen, see Gregory D. Johnsen, The Last 

Refuge: Yemen, Al-Qaeda, and America’s War in Arabia (New York: W.W. Norton & Company, 2013); 
Steven W. Day, Regionalism and Rebellion in Yemen: A Troubled National Union (New York: Cambridge 
University Press, 2012).     
114 For ALP, see Robert Hulslander and Jake Spivey. "Village Stability Operations and Afghan Local 
Police." Prism 3, no. 3 (2012): 125-138; also, Mark Moyar, Village Stability Operations and the Afghan 

Local Police. no. JSOU-14-7 (Tampa: Joint Special Operations University Press, 2014); for Iraq SOI, see 
Emma Sky, The Unraveling: High Hopes and Missed Opportunities in Iraq (New York: Public Affairs 
Books, 2015); also, Linda Robinson, Tell Me How This Ends: General David Petraeus and the Search for a 

Way out of Iraq (New York: Public Affairs Books, 2008). 
115 Byman, “Understanding Proto-Insurgencies,” 2008. 
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It may emancipate, strike out on its own, and pursue group goals and objectives. In this 

instance, the alliance ends, but the group may continue to pursue tactical cooperation 

with its former alliance partner in a relationship described by the continuum in Figure 

2.4.116 This condition is outside the scope of this work since the asymmetric power 

differential disappears and since the group, no longer an LSAG, matures to a point it no 

longer needs to ally to survive.   

In 2017 in Syria, Nour e-Din a-Zinki (NDZ) achieved independence in eastern 

Aleppo. The group formed in 2011 and fought with success through December 2016, 

when it contributed to the victorious Idlib campaign. The group grew from 2011 through 

2016 by allying and side-switching at least five times.117 During this time, it graduated 

from LSAG status. NDZ absorbed smaller groups and grew to supply its own security. In 

January 2017, Nour e-Din a-Zinki joined al-Qaeda-linked Hay’at Tahrir a-Sham (HTS) in 

a rebel alliance to rule the province. It later defected from the jihadist alliance, citing 

different goals and HTS-alliance mismanagement. NDZ struck back out on its own 

receiving support from Saudi Arabia and the United States.118 Already able to provide its 

own security when it joined the HTS, it allied to win. When the alliance goals were not 

aligned, it sought independence because survival was not its chief concern. Receiving 

financial assistance from two armed sovereigns, it continued in independence.  

2.5.2.3  Alliance Ends: Fragmentation  

                                                           
116 Moghadam, Nexus of Global Jihad, 2017; Mendelsohn, The Al Qaeda Franchise, 2016; Byman, 
“Buddies or Budens?” 2014, 434. 
117 International Crisis Group, “Rigged Cars and Barrel Bombs: Alleppo and the State of the Syrian War,” 2 
September 2015, accessed, "Rigged Cars and Barrel Bombs: Aleppo and the State of the Syrian War." 
118 Aron Lund, “The Mujahideen Army of Aleppo,” Carnegie Middle East Center, April 8, 2014, accessed 
https://carnegie-mec.org/diwan/55275?lang=en; Walid Al Nofal and Tariq Adely, “Nour-e-Din al Zinki 
defects from HTS citing unwillingness to end rebel infighting,” Syria Direct, blog, accessed, 
https://syriadirect.org/news/nour-e-din-a-zinki-defects-from-hts-citing-unwillingness-to-end-rebel-
infighting/  
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The third way an alliance ends is fragmentation. Fragmentation occurs when the 

junior partner becomes operationally ineffective and can no longer perform its function. 

This occurs when the LSAG experiences internal division and infighting and 

subsequently ceases to be an effective group. It may also occur if the group suffers 

decimation and can no longer fulfill its alliance obligation because it is combat 

ineffective.  

There are two primary drivers of internal divisions that often work in 

combination. The first involves discord directed at the group’s leadership. The second 

concerns defection of key individuals.  

The first, a challenge to the group’s leadership, occurs when group members or 

internal factions disagree with the group’s direction and goals. This is evident when 

group members or factions vocally or physically disagree with the insurgency’s approach 

or strategy.119  

Sub-groups or factions that experience direction and goal mismatch often also 

have an ambitious sense they can “do it better” and possess group leadership 

aspirations.120 Individuals or sub-factions who vie for advancement or promotion cause 

tension with the incumbent leadership since their authority is being challenged or 

threatened. If the advancement is not possible or blocked, the faction with aspirations 

may seek a hostile takeover of the group or leave the group to seek leadership 

opportunity elsewhere. Faction leadership takeovers, or internal coups, are the primary 

                                                           
119 Long Ha, “End-states vs. Directions: Goals as Objectives vs. Compass Points,” master’s thesis, The 
Ohio State University, 2016. 
120 Edward N. Luttwak, Coup D’Etats: A Practical Handbook, 2d ed. (Cambridge: Harvard University 
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Good Politics (New York: Public Affairs Books, 2012).  



88 

 

cause of infighting.121 In 2006, for example, AQI muscled in on the Iraqi tribal-run 

border economic rents.122 Later, AQI became brutal against tribe and LSAG members. 

This caused LSAG members to pressure the group leadership to confront and manage the 

alliance partner. This tension caused some sub-groups to leave their main group or tribe. 

Another internal leadership challenge comes when the group members are 

unsatisfied with a group’s level of action or tactical-action frequency. Men of words 

pioneer insurgency, but men of action execute it.123 Insurgent soldiers sometimes perform 

their own acts unsanctioned by the group because they feel their group is not active 

enough. This is true of the youth who are restless, the aggrieved who seek revenge, and 

the greedy who seek booty.124 This second internal division mechanism is often revealed 

when group leadership is patiently waiting for a strategic opportunity, wherein the 

fighters act impetuously, indiscriminately, or in pursuit of action, glory, or gain.   

                                                           
121 Charles W Mahoney, "Splinters and Schisms: Rebel Group Fragmentation and the Durability of 
insurgencies," Terrorism and Political Violence (2017): 1-20; Eric S. Mosinger, "Brothers or others in 
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(2018): 62-77; Hanne Fjelde and Desiree Nilsson, "The Rise of Rebel Contenders: Barriers to Entry and 
Fragmentation in Civil Wars," Journal of Peace Research 55, no. 5 (2018): 551-565; Wendy Pearlman and 
Kathleen Gallagher Cunningham, "Nonstate Actors, Fragmentation, and Conflict Processes," Journal of 

Conflict Resolution 56, no. 1 (2012): 3-15; Woldemariam, "Why Rebels Collide,” 2011.  
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Perspectives: Strategic and Operational Views of Al Qaeda and Associated Movements (Annapolis: Naval 
Institute Press, 2008); Devin R. Springer, James L. Regens, and David .N. Edger, Islamic Radicalism and 

Global Jihad (Washington, DC: Georgetown University Press, 2009); Douglas A. Ollivant, "Countering the 
New Orthodoxy: Reinterpreting Counterinsurgency in Iraq," National Security Studies Program Policy 

Paper 2, 2011. 
123 Eric Hoffer, The True Believer: Thoughts on the Nature of Mass Movements (New York: Harper and 
Row, 1951), 147. 
124 Jean-Francois Ratelle and Emil Aslan Souleimanov, “Retaliation in Rebellion: The Missing Link to 
Explaining Insurgent Violence in Dagestan,” Terrorism and Political Violence 29, no. 4 (2017): 573-592; 
Joseph Okwesili Nkwede and M. E. David Nwogbaga, “Insurgency and the Crisis of Sustainable Socio-
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4 (2017): 703-717; Kalyvas, The Logic of Violence in Civil War, 2006, see chapter 6, The Logic of 
Indiscriminate Violence; Mahoney, “Splinters and Schisms,” 2017.  
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Another challenge to group leadership comes through government concessions or 

incentives for peace. If the government offers amnesty or demilitarization and 

reintegration incentives, group factions may pressure the group’s leadership to accept. 

These offers often come after long wars of attrition and exhaustion, as occurred in 2017 

with Colombia’s Revolutionary Armed Forces (FARC), which began its insurgency in 

1964.125 

The second way internal divisions are created is when group members, for a host 

of reasons discussed, defect as individuals. The nature of clandestine organizations is that 

if one person defects, the whole organization is vulnerable to that person’s subsequent 

actions.126 This creates an incentive for group leadership to promote group solidarity and 

punish individual defectors. Punishing defectors sometimes backfires since it might 

incentivize more individuals to quit or might invite defectors to join rival groups, expose 

group tactics and personnel, and target the old group.127 Therefore, multiple individual 

defections, or defections of key group personnel, do not cause a group to fragment. 

However, defections introduce organizational jeopardy as identities, methods, and 

locations may be exposed. Also, these internal LSAG divisions, if they become clear to 

the stronger alliance partner, cause mistrust through information and credibility 

problems.128  

                                                           
125 Bilal Y. Saab and Alexandra W. Taylor, "Criminality and Armed Groups: A Comparative Study of 
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The last way an LSAG fragments is when the organization ceases to be a group 

by external circumstance. Battlefield losses, for example, through armed sovereign 

policing or rival group fighting, may render the group combat ineffective. Likewise, if the 

government changes policy or politically accommodates the group, the group may 

consider this a victory and deactivate.  

Group decimation, deactivation, or political settlement means the alliance 

fragments. If the group fractures or ceases to be a unit, it is not capable of honoring its 

alliance responsibilities.129  

2.5.2.4  Alliance Ends: Defection  

 The last manner an alliance ends is by group defection. Defection occurs when the 

LSAG in alliance remains a cohesive group and withdraws or ceases to be part of the 

alliance on its own accord. Here, defection is defined as “side-switching” or leaving its 

current alliance to re-align and join another group.  

Defection is possible when the LSAG is unhappy in its current alliance but is not 

powerful enough to emancipate in independence. Dissatisfaction may occur through 

several logics, including partner resentment, unequal risk distribution, resource shortfalls, 

or partner coercion. We would expect that if a junior partner could strike out on its own, 

it would. If it cannot and it suffers security concerns, we expect the LSAG to defect from 

its current arrangement into a new alliance.  
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Side-switching defection is only possible when there is another partner available 

with whom to form an alliance. Often the side-switch is from an IJF to an armed 

sovereign, as the Taureg tribes in Mali defected in 2013 from AQIM to join the French 

interventionists and fight their former partners, the jihadists. However, occasionally 

defection cuts the other way. In 2013 in Syria, the moderate Islamist armed group Liwa 

Owais al-Qorani fought with the Syrian Democratic Forces (SDF) against the Syrian 

regime near Raqqa. Once ISIS seized Raqqa, Liwa Owais al-Qorani defected from the 

SDF and joined the ISIS alliance.130   

If an LSAG defects from an alliance but there is no available partner for side-

switching, we often see the LSAG defection evolve into fragmentation. The alliance ends 

without a balancing, rival alliance to join.          

2.5.3  Alliance Ends: Summation 

In sum, the LSAG’s participation in an alliance to address its security concerns 

can end in one of four ways. First, the LSAG can align with the stronger alliance partner 

in multiple areas, and it becomes absorbed by the stronger partner. It ceases to be in 

alliance because the LSAG is no longer an autonomous group. Second, the LSAG can 

gain in capability, graduate from the “small” category, and strike out on its own in a bid 

for independence. Third, the LSAG can suffer internal strife causing it to fracture and 

cease to be a group through infighting and internal division. It may also cease to be a 

                                                           
130 Noteworthy, less than a year later, ISIS brutality forced the fracture of Liwa Owais al-Qorani, who 
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group through an external circumstance, as government policy change or battlefield loses. 

If the LSAG ceases to be a group, it cannot meet its responsibilities and fragments the 

alliance. Fourth, the LSAG is unsatisfied with its partner or position in the alliance. If 

there is another partner available, it will defect from the alliance and join another in a 

case of side-switching. 

Taken together, the alliance outcome’s range of observable behaviors is shown in 

Figure 2.7. 
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2.5.4  Alliance Continues/Ends: Explanatory Variables for  

2.5.4.1  LSAG’s Threat 

 LSAGs in alliance experience threat similar to how they experienced threat prior 

to the alliance. High threat is still defined as the necessary and sufficient conditions 

brought on by the combination of lethality, penetration, and intention. In alliance, LSAGs 

have the expectation that the stronger alliance partner will protect them from predation by 

external actors. If the stronger partner does not honor its alliance responsibility and the 

LSAG experiences high threat, the alliance will end. 

 However, if the stronger alliance partner is able to protect the LSAG from high 

threat, then the alliance continues. The partnership endures in a state of codependence 

and, thus, functions in an unstable equilibrium. While protected from threat, the LSAG 

seeks to accomplish its parochial goals, manage its territory, and build capability so it 

may one day provide its own security.  

  Threat, then, is a primary variable influencing whether alliances endure or end. 

Threat alone, however, cannot account for the variation in the way alliances continue or 

terminate. For this, another explanatory variable is necessary.  

2.5.4.2  LSAG’s Group Cohesion 
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Internal group cohesion is the second variable moderating the variation in alliance 

outcomes. Whether a group continues in alliance in a state of codependence, or the 

alliance ends by fragmentation or defection, is also influenced by the internal group 

cohesion.  

Cohesion is a group coping mechanism to ward off internal and external forces 

that act to divide the group.131 It is a measure of commitment and desire to remain loyal 

to the group.132 This is forged, in part, through existing social relationships and activity 

that group members share. Whether the LSAG alliance continues or ends is a function of 

the LSAG’s internal cohesion. Thus, group cohesion is the explanatory variable that 

moderates the second dependent variable: alliance durability.  

In behavioral and social sciences, definitions of cohesion vary. Mudrack noted, 

“No definition of cohesion has become a generally accepted standard, and no uniformity 

has characterized the measurement or the operationalization of the construct.”133 Siebold 

added, “There is little consensus concerning the who, what, when, where, how, and why 

of cohesion.”134 It appears cohesion is endogenous to other ongoing group dynamics, 

such as motivation, morale, leadership variables, and time.135 Social scientists have 

                                                           
131 Guy L. Siebold, “The Evolution of Measurement of Cohesion,” Military Psychology 11, no. 1 (1999): 1-
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(2004): 409-425.   
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questioned whether task motivation, cohesion, satisfaction, and performance are 

interrelated in a circular fashion.136 As Siebold aptly states, 

Motivation may influence cohesion, which may influence performance, 
which may influence satisfaction and motivation, which may influence 
cohesion, and so on, in ascending or descending spirals depending on 
whether the influence is positive or negative.137

  
 

Cohesion is a fuzzy concept. However, Dion et al., counters, “The concept of 

cohesion is too important for understanding groups to discard it.”138   

In civil war alliances, there are two sets of civil war relationships that feature 

cohesion: alliance cohesion (vertical) and alliance members’ internal cohesion 

(horizontal). Alliance cohesion is the extent to which the members of an alliance 

resemble a unitary actor in wartime activities.139 Scholarship on alliance cohesion 

generally agrees that cohesion is determined by the degree in which interests overlap, the 

degree of partner cooperation in coordinating military activity, and the extent to which 

partners share resources.140 If the alliance formed against a common threat, for example, 

the cohesion will be correlated with performance in meeting that threat.141  
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The second type, and the focus of this work, is the lower-tier, internal group 

horizontal cohesion. Internal group cohesion is defined as the degree to which members 

of the group remain in the group while contributing to the group’s welfare and advancing 

group objectives.142 Plainly stated, it is the tendency of groups to stick together in pursuit 

of common goals.143 Members maintain strong connections and relational bonds with 

each other despite threat and other forces that encourage disintegration.144   

2.5.4.2.1  Measuring Variation  

 Internal group cohesion is the second variable which governs alliance durability. 

This study treats cohesion as a dichotomous variable: groups have high cohesion or low 

cohesion.  

Groups with high internal cohesion are resilient to inside and outside pressures 

that seek to break them. They withstand pressure, threat and defeat and can provide a 

stabilizing presence in the alliance. Groups with high cohesion may serve as valuable 

alliance partners since they tend to be reliable. On the other hand, groups with high 

cohesion may also be detrimental to the alliance. Underlying disagreements with the 

strong alliance partners over collective interests and ways to achieve them could invite 

defection. If the small group resents the stronger partner’s monitoring and enforcement 

                                                           
142 Neal Gross and William E. Martin, "On Group Cohesiveness," American Journal of Sociology 57, no. 6 
(May 1952): 546-564.; Emile Durkheim, Suicide: A Study in Sociology (New York: Free Press, 1897), 
trans. 1951 by J. A. Spaulding & G. Simpson, ed., G. Simpson; Dorwin Cartwright, “The nature of group 
cohesiveness,” in Dorwin Cartwright & Alvin Zander, eds., Group Dynamics, 3d ed (New York: Harper 
and Row, 1968), 91-109. 
143 Albert V. Carron, “Cohesiveness in sport groups: Interpretation and considerations,” Journal of Sport 

Psychology 4 (1882): 123-138. As quoted in Guy L. Siebold, “The Evolution of the Measurement of 
Cohesion,” Military Cohesion 11, no.1 (1999): 5-25. 
144Siebold, “The Evolution of the Measurement of Cohesion,” 1999; Shils and Janowitz, “Cohesion and 
Disintegration in the Wehrmacht in World War II,” 1948, 280-315. Jasen J. Castillo, Endurance and War, 
2014, chapter 2; Charles H. Cooley, Social Organization (New York: Shocken, 1909).  
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actions, constraining behavior or coercive measures, its internal cohesion can serve to 

embolden it to leave the alliance. The result is defection from the alliance.               

 Groups with low internal cohesion are prone to inter-rebel rivalry, competition for 

internal leadership, infighting, and dissension. Low cohesion groups can crack, splinter, 

and cease to be a united group. One study concluded that splintering and internal fracture 

occurred in almost half of all civil wars since 1989.145 This, in turn, causes the alliance to 

fragment.     

2.5.4.2.2  Measuring Cohesion 

Cohesion is an important dimension of alliance behavior, but it is hard to 

operationalize. Measurement technologies vary. Scholars and practitioners have used 

unstructured and structured observation, categorization with comparative statistics, 

electronic surveillance to record observations, and participant questionnaires.146 This 

study uses archival documents, primary source historical narratives, participant-observer 

notes, and primary actor interviews. Collected more than a decade ago, the data 

represents practitioner observations of LSAGs in civil war.  Second, over 115 interviews 

conducted across the globe distilled and interpreted actions, behaviors, and discussions of 

that time. These interviews included commanders and soldiers from the domestic armed 

sovereign and from the foreign-imposed regime-change force, including cultural advisors 

and interpreters who facilitated alliance formation negotiations. It includes interviews 

with local elites, tribal and religious elders, war criminals, and residents from the 

respective towns during the focus period. Lastly, this work features interviews with 

                                                           
145 Finley and Rudloff, “Combat Fragmentation and the Dynamics of Civil Wars,” 2010; Bakke, et al., “A 
Plague of Initials,” 2012.  
146 Siebold, “The Evolution of the Measurement of Cohesion,” 1999; Staniland, Networks of Rebellion, 
2014. 
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LSAG commanders and foot soldiers who participated in, and often propelled, events on 

the ground.   

Conceptualizing cohesion on a continuum is necessary because it is a social 

concept that changes according to many environmental, contextual, and personal forces. 

Therefore, measuring it as a behavioral conception follows established practice.147 This 

continuum is in Figure 2.8. 

 

In the center of the cohesion continuum is a threshold line. On either side of the 

threshold line are group type classifications. These group types aid the dichotomous 

coding of full membership or non-membership in the high- and low-cohesion scale. The 

classifications, intimacy groups, task groups, social groups, and loose associations are 

based on social psychological and behavioral science scholarship.148 Here, these 

                                                           
147 See Siebold’s detailed treatise on measuring cohesion for the Army Research Institute, “The Evolution 
of the Measurement of Cohesion,” 1999; also see Castillo’s measurement of cohesion, Endurance and War, 
2014, chapter 2; also Weitsman’s behavioral cohesion measurement in her work on state’s alliance 
cohesion, Dangerous Alliances, 2004, 35. The exception is Staniland’s Networks of Rebellion, 2014 which 
provides a social-institutional explanation for insurgent groups’ cohesion, although Staniland still uses 
behavioral indicators to measure change, see part 1, chapters 1-3. 
148 Brian Lickel, David L. Hamilton, and Steven J. Sherman, “Elements of a Lay theory of groups: Types of 
Groups, relational styles, and the perception of group entitativity,” Personality and Social Psychology 

Review 5 no. 2 (2001): 129-140; Noah E. Friedkin, “Social Cohesion,” Annual Review of Sociology 30 
(2004): 409-425; 
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classifications are not intended to be rigid or fixed since the groups in civil war are 

themselves fluid and changing. Nevertheless, a brief discussion of the categories is 

necessary to explain the coding decisions.  

Intimate groups are groups with the highest cohesion. Typically, intimate groups 

have earned their cohesion through shared hardship, like tactical engagements or 

battlefield bravery. Intimate groups generally endure over long periods because of deep 

bonds based upon respect. They possess formal mechanisms to accept and incorporate 

new members. They share common goals and outlooks. Group members are 

interdependent, possess high levels of interaction, and are relatively small. The group has 

low permeability, since membership is earned, not awarded. Since trust among the 

members is vital to the group’s well-being, the group is generally homogenous and shares 

one or more social characteristics, such as language, ethnicity, religion, or tribe. They 

may also have shared past experiences, as former members of the military unit. Staniland 

refers to these formations as “integrated groups,” and they possess the highest internal 

cohesion.149  

In practical terms, intimate groups appear in situations that feature high levels of 

fighter commitment. Examples of intimate groups include the Paris militias that recruited 

from a single neighborhood during the 1871 Paris Commune uprising, compared to 

                                                           
Joel Anthony Thurston. “Exploring Group Perception: The relationship between the perception of 
entitativity and the assessments of cohesion.” PhD diss., University of California, Santa Barbara, 2012; and 
Oddvar Skjaeveland, Tommy Garling, and John Gunnar Maeland, “A Multi-dimensional Measure of 
Neighboring,” American Journal of Community Psychology 24, no. 3 (June 1996). Adam Boessen, et al., 
“Networks, Space, and Resident’s’ Perception of Cohesion,” American Journal of Community Psychology 
53 (February 2014): 447-461; James A. Vela-McConnel, “Who is my Neighbor? Social Affinity in the 
Modern World,” PhD diss., Boston College, 1997; Andrew Norton and Arjan de Haan, “Social Cohesion: 
Theoretical Debates and Practical Applications with Respect to Jobs,” World Development Report, 
Washington, DC, 2013. 
149 Staniland, Networks of Rebellions, 2014, 6-7. 
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militias that drew members from across Paris that lacked cohesion and served as a 

revolving door for groups in alliance.150 Likewise, during the 1980s in Lebanon when 

Israeli attacks destroyed the formal Palestinian militant organizations, the remaining 

groups rallied in “strong, trust-based relationships” groups for the remainder of the 

conflict.151  

LSAGs often incorporate and benefit from familial and community social bonds. 

This dynamic may explain local recruiting success. IJFs sometimes try to replicate this 

social bond through Islamic arranged nuptials and “marrying into the tribes.”152 This IJF 

tactic for boosting internal cohesion and managing alliances with other groups through 

the contrived manipulation of familial social relationships has met with mixed results.       

The second category is task groups. Task groups have high levels of cohesion 

since individual members subordinate their own concerns to the group for the discrete 

period the task is actively accomplished. Task groups are typically small, have high 

interaction, and share common goals.153 Task groups are usually hierarchical, with 

deference paid to those in the group who have experience with the task. Task groups have 

high interaction among members in execution of the group’s goals. Task groups admit 

members who have skill that contributes to the task and is averse to free riders. Thus, the 

group has low permeability. Task groups are typically heterogeneous since contributing 

to the task is the paramount endeavor and those that can aid the task are permitted. Task 

                                                           
150 Roger Gould, “Multiple Networks and Mobilization in the Paris Commune, 1871,” American 

Sociological Review 56, no. 3 (December 1991): 716-729. 
151 Sarah Parkinson, “Organizing Rebellion: Rethinking High Risk Mobilization and Social Networks in 
War,” American Political Science Review 107, no. 3 (August 2013), 419. 
152 Lawrence Wright, The Looming Tower: Al Qaeda and the Road to 9/11 (New York: Alfred Knopf, 
2006); Jason Burke, Al Qaeda: The True Story of Radical Islam (New York: I.B. Tauris, 2004); Charles L. 
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groups do not endure; they are cohesive for the duration of the task but dissolve when 

there is no task to give the group purpose. If the task group lives beyond its task, it suffers 

from low cohesion and may eventually disintegrate. Examples of task groups are the 

September 11, 2001 hijackers and the African al-Mouribitoun rebels who seized the 

Tigantourine gas facility near Amenas, Algeria, in 2013. These groups did grow and 

develop in shared neighborhoods and networks prior to assembling for their discrete 

mission.   

The third category is social groups. Social groups are affinity groups that have 

long duration, are typically large, and feature group member similarity. There is low 

interaction between members, however, because the group is large. Beyond shared social 

characteristics such as sectarian or ethnic identity, however, there is no deep bond. 

Permeability is low since the members must have the proper social markers and those 

who lack them are excluded. These group categories are important for armed groups to 

the extent that members’ shared-reference group eases intragroup cooperation by 

providing coordinating points through shared identity. Shared identity can lower the costs 

of learning about a fellow member, and if this identity deepens or hardens, fence-sitting 

potential recruits may be pressured into joining. In this way, the salience and intensity of 

the third category of social cohesion can be endogenous to the conflict.154 Social group 

cohesion is coded as low because there is no special membership event, action, or 

behavior around which the group adheres. 

The last category is loose associations. Loose associations are large, short 

duration groups that have high permeability since the requirement for membership is low. 
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Loose associations are heterogeneous, do not share common goals and outlooks, have 

low interaction among members, and feature low cohesion since there is no unifying 

event to foster cohesion. Typically, the supporters of civil war, those who are not fighters 

but provide logistic and material support, are loose associations.155 These are often called 

“the auxiliaries.” The auxiliaries are facilitators and fence-sitters who favor or do not 

oppose the LSAG but are not core members. They have no devotion or loyalty to the 

LSAG.  

Measuring cohesion, a task already discussed as defying scholarly consensus, 

requires trade-offs. Here, using the four broad categories to inform the dichotomous 

coding helps substantiate casual inference in the qualitative case studies. In other words, 

cohesion is a complex phenomenon, and showing exactly how it changes a dependent 

variable is difficult. Thus, defining cohesion in specific terms collected in broad 

categories better assists the connection between the behavioral observations and degree in 

which cohesion is driving change.156    

Here, internal group cohesion is dichotomous, high or low, according to the 

group’s testimonies, attributes, and actions.                            

 2.6  LSAG Alliance Formation and Durability Theory 

An LSAG on the civil war battlefield experiences a level of threat. If there is low 

threat, the LSAG may engage in tactical cooperation but may elect to shun alliances. 

However, the nature of the civil war battlefield is such that there are many strong, 

                                                           
155 Nathan Bos, ed., Human Factors Considerations of Undergrounds and Insurgencies, 2d ed (Fort Bragg, 
NC: The U.S. Army Special Operations Command, 2013). 
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predatory actors. These include armed sovereigns from the host state, foreign states, or 

international organizations. There may also exist militias that act in concert, cooperation, 

or shared alignment through a communion of interests with the state armed sovereign. 

Civil war predators also include IJFs that seek to pursue a global insurgency, replacing 

“apostate” regimes with a caliphate. Finally, there are other LSAGs. The civil war 

battlefield is a dangerous place, and the LSAG is compelled to ally to survive and protect 

itself from the myriad of stronger groups. The overwhelming need for an alliance, and the 

urgency in which LSAGs must partner, invites rapid, ill-conceived selection from a set of 

chronically defective partners. LSAGs pick partners to survive, and they pick poor 

partners because they are myopic about their security concerns.  

If the LSAG suffers from high external threat, it will enter a hasty, expedient 

alliance with a stronger partner that can prevent its extinction.  

Once the alliance is formed, the durability of the alliance is moderated by the 

LSAG’s external threat and internal cohesion. LSAGs with high external threat and high 

internal cohesion will defect from the alliance. The alliance ends, but the high internal 

cohesion of the LSAG permits it to re-ally with another partner, if one is available. The 

LSAG re-allies to address its continuing security concerns. The LSAG will enter any 

subsequent alliance in the same instrumentalist fashion as the last, with survival as the 

chief aim.  

LSAG’s that experience low external threat and high internal cohesion can remain 

in alliance indefinitely in a state of codependence. In this state, the LSAG accomplishes 

its own objectives and the minimum threshold of alliance obligations to keep the alliance 

alive. LSAGs with high cohesion “manage” the inadequacies of this imperfect 
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relationship, because being imperfectly allied is better than being alone. They stay in the 

alliance long past when rational choice models suggest partners will leave.157 The goal 

for the LSAG is to build capability to safeguard itself. If the LSAG is able to build a 

security capability innate in its organization, it graduates from the local, small status that 

made it dependent upon others for its security. In this case, the group positions itself to 

embark on the second phase, allying to achieve higher order functions. This self-securing 

group may emancipate to develop economic opportunities, may increase its power, and 

may “ally to win” via capability aggregation. This second phase is addressed by the 

alliance formation for power considerations.158 

If the LSAG possesses low cohesion, the alliance will end though fragmentation. 

Low cohesion under high threat will result in group fracture, and the alliance will end 

through fragmentation. Low cohesion and low threat will also result in the LSAG 

fracturing through infighting and internal rivalry.  

These outcomes are depicted in Figure 2.9.  
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106 

 

 

2.7 Hypotheses 

The “allying to survive” theory yields the following hypotheses: 

H1: LSAGs whose survival is threatened will join an alliance from expediency 

rather than ideology, affinity, or power considerations  

 
Once in alliance, the LSAGs’ levels of external threat and internal cohesion will 

determine the durability of the alliance: 

 

H2: LSAGs with high internal cohesion and high external threat will defect from 

the alliance and “side-switch,” if another partner is available  

 
H3: LSAGs with high internal cohesion and low external threat will continue in 

the alliance in a state of codependence  

  
H4: LSAGs with low internal cohesion will fragment from the alliance from 

security concerns or infighting 

   

2.8 Research Design and Case Selection    

By relaxing the “allying to win” assumption, a different picture of civil war 

alliance formation and durability emerges. This opens up a view on the period before 

insurgents become insurgents. It highlights that many of the insurgent groups we study 

are result of the selection effect or survivorship bias. Nearly all of the insurgent groups 

we study successfully negotiated the LSAG phase, formed and joined alliances, and 

matured to be violent armed groups worthy of our attention. This study highlights that 

many armed groups engaged in the maturation process but perished along the way. 

The bulk of this work provides an empirical test of my argument about rebel 

alliance formation and durability. To prove the plausibility of the theory, I present several 

case studies. Case studies offer leverage on concepts that are difficult to measure, such as 
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cohesion and threat.159 Three case studies from the Iraq War serve two purposes: two 

cases are methodological, and one case is practical.  

First, methodologically, scholars generally agree civil war dynamics are best 

understood when they are disaggregated.160 However, some of these same studies 

examine the “meso-level,” defined as a bridge between local elites and national-level 

elites.161 The accuracy of estimating casual inference at this level may be in question 

because local and national-level elites are themselves an aggregate of persons with 

superior intellectual, economic, or social status. This may reduce our accuracy instead of 

improving it. 

Conversely, while comparing old-to-new civil wars, Kalyvas asserted 

ethnographic research on civil wars can show “how incomplete or biased information 

taints our interpretation.162 This is true in the collection of Iraq cases. Having served in 

the U.S. military in Ghazaliyah, Iraq, from 2007 to 2008, I was in a unique position to see 

one LSAG-IJF alliance end and one LSAG-armed sovereign alliance begin from the 

“micro-level.” Privileged to return to Iraq several times with research teams, I gained 

more clarity on facts as I gained more micro-level details. The case narratives, therefore, 

include many details that help form a richer picture of the conditions and context under 

which the rebel groups make decisions. Observations at the micro-level give researchers 
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a stronger chance to, as King, et al., said, take “what we could see to make claims about 

what we could not see.”163 The cases contain contextual data that allows the reader to 

judge first-hand accounts with a sense of the conditions under which they happened.164 

Thus, the cases are data-rich, which is appropriate given that process tracing requires a 

great deal of data.165 

The second reason Iraq cases are important is because the cases resemble 

conditions in current policy problems.166 Anywhere there is a weak state with multiple 

armed actors contesting a central rule, we will find alliances, defections, re-alignments, 

side-switching, and fragmentation. Updating scholars and policymakers on the casual 

logics of armed group alliances might improve the debate. 

Further, the Iraq cases provide within-case variance. The three towns observed—

Ghazaliyah, Ameriyah, and Abu Gharib—are geographically contiguous. They have the 

same basic flow of events. The story is that the LSAGs joined the AQI alliance, defected 

from the AQI alliance, joined the U.S. alliance, and then fragmented from the U.S. 

alliance. This cursory view suggests the cases have no variation worthy of scientific 

inquiry.  

Disaggregating to the micro-level, however, revealed profound variations within 

the cases. First, for example, of the three LSAGs observed in Iraq, one LSAG had deep 

tribal roots while two did not. Second, the three groups withstood various levels of Iraqi 

government violence. The LSAG outside the Baghdad city limits experienced the most 

                                                           
163 King, et al., Designing Social Inquiry, 1994, 55. 
164 Clifford Geertz, "Thick Description: Toward an Interpretive Theory of Culture," in Timothy Oakes and 
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violence, followed by the LSAG closest to the heart of the capital. By contrast, the IJFs 

were most brutal to the LSAG closest to the city center, followed by the LSAG outside 

Baghdad. Third, one LSAG remained hopeful for over a year that the U.S. alliance could 

restore the Sunni to a place of prominence in a power-sharing Iraqi government. Another 

group held this belief for only months, while the third never believed at all, holding a 

pragmatic approach and recognizing the alliance as instrument for post-occupation power 

grabs. Fourth, one group fragmented because it suffered infighting and imploded; others 

fragmented because external threat forced the group members to flee. 

The cases selected, therefore, have within-case variation and across-case 

variation, even though the outcomes are equifinal (see Figure 2.8).167  

 Examining the phenomenon at the micro-level, however, does have drawbacks. 

Interviewing former LSAG commanders, fighters, interpreters, civilians, and U.S. 

servicemen for reliable information is questionable since they have an incentive to 

misrepresent, placing themselves central to acts of heroism. They may also bias accounts 

of decisions and motivations congruent with the U.S. researchers who are conducting the 

interviews. Still, documenting events as participants testify about them is non-pareil, 

especially when triangulating those accounts through multiple actors who experienced the 

same event in the same area and period.  

Making and breaking alliances is complex and context dependent; process tracing 

the independent variables to the outcome has several advantages. First, it can intensely 

assess a few variables along several qualitative dimensions and trace them through the 

cases to determine if they are affecting the dependent variable consistent with the 
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theory.168 Using the King, et al., technique of increasing observations, each Iraq case 

holds two observations. This doubles the empirical tests, an accepted methodological 

technique when causal inference is limited by a small n.169  

The fourth empirical chapter, Chapter 6, buttresses the generalizability problem. 

This chapter introduces the phenomenon of interest, rebel alliance formation and 

durability, in three shadow cases outside Iraq. Here, two observations within each of the 

cases in Syria, Yemen, and Mali elevate the conceptualization as a class of events about 

which meaningful generalizations may be made.170 These observations, like the Iraq 

observations, demonstrate two observations within each of the three cases. Here, the 

Yemen case has the same conditions as the Iraq cases. The Syria and Mali cases, 

however, begin with mature groups, having graduated from LSAG status, in the 

conventional “allying to win” logic. However, they conform to the theory despite being 

larger, more mature groups than the LSAGs because they experience the same power 

differential on a grander scale. This suggests the power differential, not group size, is the 

condition that engages the mechanism of alliance durability. Despite this different “start 

condition,” over time, predation on the civil war battlefield reverts the groups into allying 

to survive logic detailed in this study. 
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Syria, Yemen, and Mali cases complement the more detailed Iraq cases and help 

substantiate that under the correct conditions, the LSAG’s “allying to survive” 

phenomenon is present, engaged, and functions as theorized. The overview is shown in 

Figure 2.10. 

     Observation 

Alliance   Partner 

#1

Alliance 

Formation Codependence Variables

Alliance 

Outcome 

Alliance 

Partner #2

Alliance 

Formation Codependence Variables Allaince Outcome

14 mos

5 mos

7 mos

7 mos

25 mos

5 mos
Threat: LO 

Cohesion: LO
Fragmentation (infighting)

Fragmentation (infighting)

Fragmentation (survival)

Fragmentation (infighting)

Fragmenation (survival)

Threat: LO 

Cohesion: LO

Threat: HI 

Cohesion: LO

Threat: HI 

Cohesion: LO

Threat: LO 

Cohesion: LO 

Threat: HI 

Cohesion: LO

Fragmentation (survival)

40 mos

32 mos

28 mos

30 mos

14 Mos

1920 BDE            

(Abu Gharib, Iraq)

Sunni JAI      

(Ameriyah, Iraq)

 Sunni Resistance 

(Gazaliyah, Iraq)

Win

Threat

AQI

AQI

AQI

Al-Nusrah Front

Ansar al-Sharia

Threat

Threat

Threat

Threat: HI 

Cohesion: 

LO

Threat

Threat

Win

MNLA                

(north/east Mali)

Popular 

Committee     

(Ja'ar, Yemen)

Jund al-Asqsa      

(Idlib, Syria)

Win
Ansar Dine 

/AQIM/MUJAO

French/Gov 

Mali

Yemeni 

Gov/So 

Bdes/U.S.

Fragmentation 

(survival)

Defection 

Codependence

7 Mos

Fatah al-Sham 

(al-Nusrah) 

Threat

Threat

Threat

Threat: LO 

Cohesion: HI

Threat: HI 

Cohesion: HI

Fragmentation 

(survival)

Defection

Defection
Threat: HI 

Cohesion: HI

Threat: HI 

Cohesion: HI

Threat: HI 

Cohesion: 

LO

U.S.

U.S.
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Chapter 3:  Ghazaliyah, 2004–2009 

3.0  Introduction 

The civil war in al-Ghazaliyah, northwest Baghdad, Iraq, deified conventional 

civil war definitions. Standard civil war models are dyadic, pitting rebels against the 

government, or rebels against other rebels. These models can be correct, but they often 

simplify a complex, interdependent phenomenon into a rational choice story.1 Scholars 

that isolate discrete features of civil wars ignore the broader framework. These 

simplifications may falsely lead readers to believe civil wars may be improved in silver-

bullet, single-shot solutions. This is misleading. The dyadic rebel-on-rebel struggles or 

government-versus-rebels, for example, ignore that civil wars are multiparty affairs. 

Since 1998, the rise of Islamic extremism and Salafist jihadis has changed the way civil 

wars in the Middle East, Asia, and Africa are fought, yet our scholarship about these wars 

has not changed.  

Every civil war that is a multiparty event will feature alliances.2 These alliances, 

however, are not fashioned like interstate alliances. They use a different logic than our 

current conception of rational actor-model sub-state alliances. Our current models 

suggest partners with mutual interests join in alliance because their own resources are not 

enough to allow them to win. In other words, partners join each other because capability 
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aggregation is the best shortcut for winning.3 Other rebel concerns include presenting a 

credible threat to the government or ruling body to invoke government concessions or 

settlement framework. Insurgent organizations ally to conduct an exhaustion campaign to 

deplete the government’s or foreign intervention forces’ resources and political will. 

Rebels also look to build local wartime economies, taking advantage of resource rents 

and economic endowments to pay their foot-soldiers and fund the insurgency. One author 

suggests insurgents strategically ally to scuttle peace overtures and extend conflict 

duration.4 These are strategies in which the rebels “ally to win.”  

This is not the only strategy. Before groups can ally to win, they must survive. 

Armed rebel formations on the civil war battlefield are vulnerable to a myriad of civil 

war predators. State armed forces, government-aligned militias, foreign intervention 

soldiers, international jihadis and terrorists, and rival ethnic or national insurgent groups 

are among the threats that will co-opt or destroy small rebel start-ups.5 Small rebel 

groups’ threats increase with asymmetric capabilities and different interests. Pischedda 

asserts some of the most vicious fighting is between rebel groups, when one sees the 

potential to eliminate weaker rivals at a low cost or when co-ethnics see each other as 

                                                           
3 James D. Morrow, "Alliances and Asymmetry: An Alternative to the Capability Aggregation Model of 
Alliances" American Journal of Political Science (1991): 904-933; Halvard Buhaug, Scott Gates, and Päivi 
Lujala, "Geography, Rebel Capability, and the Duration of Civil Conflict," Journal of Conflict 

Resolution 53, no. 4 (2009): 544-569; Halvard Buhaug, "Relative Capability and Rebel Objective in Civil 
War," Journal of Peace Research 43, no. 6 (2006): 691-708; David E. Cunningham, Kristian Skrede 
Gleditsch, and Idean Salehyan, "It Takes Two: A Dyadic Analysis of Civil War Duration and 
Outcome," Journal of Conflict Resolution 53, no. 4 (2009): 570-597; Christopher Butler and Scott Gates, 
"Asymmetry, Parity, and (Civil) War: Can International Theories of Power Help Us Understand Civil 
War?" International Interactions 35, no. 3 (2009): 330-340.  
4 Sean M. Zeigler, "Competitive Alliances and Civil War Recurrence," International Studies Quarterly 60, 
no. 1 (2016): 24-37. 
5 Costantino Pischedda. “Wars Within Wars: Understanding Rebel Fighting.” PhD diss., Columbia 
University, 2015. 
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threats competing for the same community’s resources and manpower.6 This research 

focuses on the “allying to win” antecedent: allying to survive.  

If local, sub-state armed groups (LSAGs) had the relative power to survive, they 

might not join alliances because trusting partners is fraught with risk. However, we 

frequently observe groups ally with other groups to prevent their annihilation and ensure 

survivability. Once LSAGs ally, they become threats to smaller groups who risk inter-

rebel rivalry and takeovers.7 Survival alliances, in this way, can create contagion, a rebel 

group security dilemma. That is, proliferation of alliance formation creates a cascade of 

alliances because solo groups suddenly appear exposed and vulnerable. This cascade is 

not triggered by the yearning to win but by the desire to stave off destruction.  

Once allied, LSAGs can cease concentrating on the immediacy of their survival 

and can focus on other long-range aims. They can grow capability and size. They can 

plan and execute complex operations. They may pursue higher order goals, such as 

expelling foreign-imposed regime forces, defending against government armed forces, or 

eliminating sectarian militias. 

                                                           
6 Pischedda, 2015; Michael Woldemariam, "Why Rebels Collide: Factionalism and Fragmentation in 
African Insurgencies," 2011; also, Woldemariam, "Battlefield Outcomes and Rebel Cohesion: Lessons 
from the Eritrean Independence War," Terrorism and Political Violence 28, no. 1 (2016): 135-156. 
7 Sean M. Zeigler. “In the Shadow of Rivalry: Rebel Alliances and Civil War.” PhD diss., Duke University, 
2013; Matthew Fuhrmann and Jaroslav Tir, “Territorial Dimensions of Enduring Internal Rivalries,” 
Conflict Management and Peace Science 26, no. 4 (2009); Idean Salehyan, “No Shelter Here: Rebel 
Sanctuaries and International Conflict,” The Journal of Politics 70, no. 1 (January 2008); Pischedda, “Wars 
Within Wars: Understanding Rebel Fighting,” 2015; Havard Mokleiv Nygard and Michael Weintraub, 
“Bargaining Between Rebel Groups and the Option of Violence,” Terrorism and Political Violence 27, no. 
5 (2015); Mohammed M. Hafez, “Fratricidal Rebels: Ideological Extremity and Warring Factionalism in 
Civil Wars,” Terrorism and Political Violence (2017); Karl R. DeRouen and Jacob Bercovitch, “Enduring 
Internal Rivalries: A New Framework for the Study of Civil War,” Journal of Peace Research 45, no. 1 
(January 1, 2008). 
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This chapter focuses on the LSAGs in Ghazaliyah, Iraq, and the alliances they 

formed. The assertion here is LSAGs in the civil war environment enter alliances to 

survive threats.  

The LSAGs in al-Ghazaliyah, “the Resistance,” typified an armed group working 

in Baghdad and throughout broader Iraq. The ethno-religious Sunni Arab group formed 

to protect the vulnerable Sunni population after the fall of Saddam and the loss of Sunni 

status. Humanitarian crises and future economic concerns loomed since De-

Ba’athification removed prospects for people to return to former professions and trades. 

Ghazaliyah’s LSAGs formed to protect its population. As a result, LSAGs fought 

multiple enemies and faced numerous lethal, unsynchronized threats. The LSAGs 

coalesced around a small set of goals and resisted the temptation to alter, expand, or 

change the group’s goals. The Resistance’s core leadership remained constant, while the 

group and sub-groups expanded and contracted congruent with local conditions. 

Maintaining healthy membership in the group was a constant and demanding task, 

combatting defections, disillusionment, and battlefield losses to the civil war predators.  

At some point, consistent with other groups in other regions, the Resistance 

recognized they could not survive without an alliance partner. They allied with an 

international jihadist franchise (IJF), al-Qaeda in Iraq (AQI), from 2004 to 2007. They 

later allied with an armed sovereign, the U.S. coalition, from 2007 to 2009.  

The Ghazaliyah LSAG alliances did not last, which is not surprising. This is 

because the LSAGs suffer from a version of the time-consistency problem: LSAGs enter 

alliances under a specific set of conditions, but the complex, interdependent nature of the 

civil war battlespace means those conditions will change. Initially, LSAGs ally to receive 
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threat relief and protection from predators. Yet over time, with survival assured, LSAGs 

begin to privilege their own priorities over alliance priorities. If the LSAGs ally with a 

stronger partner, which is almost always the case, the partner may begin to use the 

LSAGs to achieve their grand objectives. The LSAGs, then, remain in alliance and 

develop a codependence with their alliance partner marked by deception, mistrust, and 

manipulation. This defies rational explanations of civil war alliances that assume partners 

cooperate to achieve mutual interests. However, at this stage, the partners experience 

preference divergence based upon their own parochial needs outside the alliance aims, 

and the LSAGs exist in a state of codependence. LSAGs may wish to leave the alliance 

but feel they cannot. On the modern civil war battlefield, remaining partnered with an 

unaccommodating, pernicious ally is often better than being alone. Leaving an alliance 

invites the old set of dangers, fears, and consequences.8   

   The duration of the alliance and the method in which the alliance falters are 

functions of the LSAGs’ external threat and internal cohesion. First, LSAGs ally to 

ameliorate threat, but, if threat is not reduced, they must seek other accommodation. 

Second, groups with high cohesion can stay together in codependent relationships and 

reap the rewards of the narrow set of mutually beneficial interests. In other cases, LSAGs 

with high cohesion can defect as a group and as a new alliance. Groups with low 

cohesion will not remain in a codependent state. They will, instead, fragment along two 

logics. Low cohesion groups that suffer from high threat will fragment in effort to save 

                                                           
8 Seden Akcinaroglu and Elizabeth Radziszewshi, “Expectation, Rivalries, and Civil War Duration,” 
International Interaction 31, no. 4 (2005); Reed M. Wood and Jacob D. Kathman, “Competing for the 
Crown: Inter-rebel Competition and Civilian Targeting in Civil War,” Political Research Quarterly 68, no. 
1 (January 5, 2015).  
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themselves. Low cohesion groups that enjoy low threat may, in time, fragment through 

internal rivalries and infighting.      

3.1  Geography and Environment  

Al-Ghazaliyah is in northwest Baghdad and has approximately 100,000 

inhabitants. Prior to 2003, Ghazaliyah was an affluent Sunni community for retired army 

officers, judges, and Ba’ath party loyalists. Baghdad’s mayor lived in Ghazaliyah and 

remained there after being deposed. After the fall of the regime in 2003, Ghazaliyah 

remained central to Sunni politics.9 It is the location of the Um al-Qura mosque, where, 

on January 6, 1991, Saddam Hussein issued the famous challenge to his people on the 

precipice of war with the U.S.-led coalition in the First Gulf War. In a ceremony at the 

mosque celebrating the 70th anniversary of the “modern” Iraqi Army, Saddam claimed, 

“The battle in which you are locked today is the mother of all battles… our rendezvous 

with victory is very near, God willing.” The mosque has come to be known as the 

“Mother of All Battles mosque,” or colloquially, the “MOAB mosque.”10 

Travelers leaving Baghdad International Airport (BIAP) on Highway 1 traverse 

six kilometers, passing through al-Ameriyah and al-Khadra, before entering Ghazaliyah, 

the penultimate town on Highway 1 before departing Baghdad. Highway 1, known to the 

U.S. soldiers as “Route Tampa,” is Iraq’s main north-south thoroughfare and connects 

Baghdad to Taji, Samarra, Tikrit, and, eventually, Mosul.  

                                                           
9 Patrick J. McDonnell, “Iraq militants’ advance casts shadow over Baghdad neighborhood,” Los Angeles 

Times, July 8, 2014, accessed http://www.latimes.com/world/middleeast/la-fg-iraq-ghazaliya-20140708-
story.html   
10 John Lee Anderson, “Inside the Surge: The American military finds new allies, but at what cost?” The 

New Yorker, November 19, 2007, accessed https://www.newyorker.com/magazine/2007/11/19/inside-the-
surge; MOAB as “Mother of All Battles” is not to be confused with the 5,000-pound Guided Bombs Units 
(GBUs) colloquially called “Mother of All Bombs.”   
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Ghazaliyah is bordered to the south by east-west Highway 97, the thoroughfare 

into the Mansour district and the center of Baghdad. The U.S. coalition called this 

highway “Route Sword.” To the west on Highway 97, skirting Ghazaliyah’s southern 

boundary, is the town of Abu Gharib. West of Abu Gharib, travelers on Highway 97 

journey to Al Fallujah, al-Ramadi, and on to the western Anbar Province. 

North of Ghazaliyah, and the last of the Baghdad suburban towns, is al-Shula. 

Shula, nicknamed “Sadr City West,” is a small enclave of Shia Iraqis. Shula housed the 

Jayesh Al-Mahdi (JAM) army headquarters, controlling Baghdad terrain west of the 

Tigris River.11 Shula is separated from Ghazaliyah by a creek bridged in three places. The 

Highway 1 four-lane overpass in the east has exits on each side of the overpass. Two 

miles west of the overpass, along the east-west creek, is the Ghazaliyah-Shula two-and-a-

half-lane bridge. Ghazaliyah Main is the north-south road that bisects the town; it 

terminates in the north-central edge of town on a two-lane car bridge with a small 

passenger sidewalk for foot traffic. This bridge connects north-central Ghazaliyah with 

south-central Shula. Two more miles at the west end of Ghazaliyah in the farmers’ fields, 

in Bakriyyah village, is a small, wooden, one-lane bridge for horse and donkey carts 

moving farmer’s vegetables to Ghazaliyah-Shula markets. Shula was the center of the 

spring 2008 Shia uprising in west Baghdad. This uprising, featuring JAM attacks on U.S. 

and government forces country wide, was an offensive in response to Nouri al-Malaki’s 

crackdown on Shia militias in 2008.12    

                                                           
11 David Kilcullen, Accidental Guerilla: Fighting Small Wars in the Midst of a Big One (New York: Oxford 
University Press, 2009), 115.  
12Peter Graff, “U.S., Iraqis face test at battle of Creek Road,” Reuters, April 3, 2008, accessed  
https://www.reuters.com/article/us-iraq-creek/u-s-iraqi-troops-face-test-at-battle-of-creek-road-
idUSL0228881320080403; also, Michael R. Gordon and General Bernard E. Trainor, The Endgame: The 

Inside Story of the Struggle for Iraq, from George W. Bush to Barack Obama (New York: Random House, 
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Ghazaliyah encompasses 12 square miles, only 30 percent of which is densely 

populated. The western part of town is Bakriyyah village farmlands. The eastern part of 

town houses the MOAB mosque and a large undeveloped area spanning 4 square miles. 

Old maps and overhead photos show a large body of water next to the mosque. Built for 

the aesthetics of the mosque and reverent Sunni Muslims, this man-made lake dried up in 

the mid-1990s as sanctions tightened and the regime could no longer afford the luxuries 

of prayer pools.  

After the 2003 invasion and fall of Baghdad, Ghazaliyah was the center of 

Ba’athist resistance and became the epicenter of Saddam’s fedayeen, “the faithful.” The 

MOAB mosque personified the Ba’ath regime and, given its proximity to the Shia 

stronghold of Shula, it also became the center of Sunni-Shia sectarian fighting. By late 

2003, the newly empowered Shia militia armed gunmen (sakake) conducted daily attacks 

on the Sunni population. JAM from Shula terrorized Ghazaliyah’s Sunni inhabitants 

causing many to flee.13 JAM’s Shia leaders created counterfeit land deeds and rented the 

houses to the Shia population, serving both as a revenue-generating scheme and a 

demographics change to favor their constituents called “ethnic stacking.” 

By the summer of 2004, the Americans in Iraq were “dead in the water,” 

remarked one counterinsurgency expert.14 A U.S. National Security Council staffer in 

Baghdad that summer observed, “Ghazaliyah was the best example of a clearly failing 

                                                           
2012), 212-215; see also, Thomas E. Ricks, The Gamble: General David Petraeus and the American 

Military Adventure in Iraq 2006-2008 (New York: Penguin Press, 2009), 129.  
13 Ricks, The Gamble, 2009, 165-172. 
14 Andrew Krepinevich, as quoted in Ricks, The Gamble, 2009, 49.  



120 

 

strategy…we go in, we report metrics, we leave, and violence in Ghazaliyah hits an all-

time high.”15 

By 2005, Ghazaliyah was split horizontally Sunni-Shia. The Shia occupied the 

neighborhoods, or mohallahs, in north Ghazaliyah, and the Sunni consolidated and 

defended their enclave in the south.16 North Ghazaliyah became the Baghdad body-dump 

for the internecine fighting.17 In response to this threat, the Sunni “Resistance,” an 

umbrella group for many nationalist and Ba’athists groups, headquartered and operated in 

north Ghazaliyah.  

In the southwest corner of Ghazaliyah’s population centers and mohollahs lies 

Bakriyyah, a small, rural village largely composed of poor, flimsy shanties that house 

farmers. The Bakriyyah village opens into farms and fields that connect to Abu Gharib 

and stretch west toward Anbar. The locals say that the Bakriyyah farms were once owned 

and operated by Qusay Hussein, Saddam’s loyal son. A set of concrete buildings on the 

edge of the village, which served as communal silos and crop storage areas, ultimately 

became Qusay’s headquarters for the Baghdad unit of Saddam’s Republican Guard. 

Qusay commanded that Republican Guard formation until he deserted in March 2003 

faced with a U.S. coalition attack.  

From 2004 through most of 2006, many of the Resistance leaders met freely in 

Bakriyyah village. The village complex held secret cache holes, tunnels, and trenches, 

and one farmhouse featured a hidden entrance to a basement. The Republican Guard’s 

                                                           
15 Brett McGurk, NSC staffer, as quoted in Ricks, The Gamble, 2009, 49. 
16 Linda Robinson, Tell Me How This Ends: General David Petraeus and the Search for the New Way Out 

of Iraq (New York: Perseus Books, 2008), 16 and 88.  
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motor-pool vehicle park was now a tractor-trailer park co-located with a gas station on 

east-west Highway 97. By 2006, the Shia government no longer supported the gas 

station, but travelers could still buy fuel there from one of any 15 Iraqi roadside 

entrepreneurs selling petrol in plastic milk jugs.  

The United States did not occupy this area and only infrequently patrolled it. In 

late 2006, the U.S. forces arrived and occupied Ghazaliyah, Ameriyah, and Abu Gharib, 

the three towns on Highway 97.18 After 2006, the Resistance met less frequently and 

more covertly to avoid detection. 

In 2006, the damage caused by the civil war was devastating. “That was an ‘Oh 

My God’ moment,” remarked the U.S. general in charge of the war. “The damage done 

by the sectarian violence [turned] these places into ghost towns. When I left in 2005, 

these were prosperous, fairly high rent areas. Now there were no shops open, there were 

weeds, trash, and bombed out hulks.” He added, “We reached a point where you were not 

allowed to drive [there] unless you were in a tracked vehicle—tanks or Bradley.”19    

3.2  The Actors 

3.2.1  LSAGs 

In early 2004, many of the former Sunni army officers, Ba’athists, and 

nationalists were spread throughout northern Baghdad from Abu Gharib in the west to al-

Adhamiyah in the east. Barely a year after the U.S. Coalition Provisional Authority’s 

Paul Bremer enacted the De-Baathification program, former Saddam loyalists had 

evidence that they would not, under a U.S. occupation, return to power and their rightful 

                                                           
18 This area was finally occupied by Danger Brigade, 1st Brigade 1st Infantry Division; Interview, BG (ret) 
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World (New York: Nation Books, 2010), 255.  
19 Petraeus, as quotes in Ricks, The Gamble, 2009, 129. 
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seat as rulers of Iraq.20 There were many disparate groups of resisters, but, by April 2004, 

they consolidated their forces and organized. They initially staged from Adhamiyah’s 

Sunni Abu Hanifa mosque. Once Adhamiyah turned majority Shia and the Sunnis were 

threatened, the Sunni rebels collected in southern Ghazaliyah. The Sunni LSAG, a 

collection of disparate groups, collectively called themselves “The Resistance.”  

The Resistance had four main groups. The smallest, but the most influential, 

group was the 1920s Revolutionary Brigade, which took its name from the early 20th-

century Ottoman army battle against British occupation. The 1920s Revolutionary 

Brigade served as the first flag under which many individual and Sunni groups collected. 

It originated in Fallujah and operated west of Ghazaliyah, in the town of Abu Gharib. 

Sheik Harith al-Dhari, grandson to Sheik al-Dhari who led the eponymous tribal revolt 

against the British in 1920, directed the group from Jordan. Harith’s half-brother, Thahir, 

and his eldest son, Muthanna, led the 1920s Revolutionary Brigade from Fallujah. 

The 1920s Revolutionary Brigade was tribal-based; thus, it was rife with internal 

division and conflict. It could not agree upon leadership or goals and split into factions: 

Jihad (later Hamas in Iraq) and Fatah. The Fatah group later reclaimed its original name, 

the 1920s Revolutionary Brigade. The 1920s Revolutionary Brigade would survive in 

Baghdad and elsewhere as a loose umbrella and revolving door for Sunni resistance 

groups. The chief contribution of the 1920s Revolutionary Brigade in later years was the 

intellectual and political functions of insurgency. In Ghazaliyah, the faction was made up 

of older men. The fighting and tactics fell to other, younger, more aggressive groups. The 

leader of the 1920s Revolutionary Brigade in Ghazaliyah was a retired Iraqi Air Force 

                                                           
20 Former SOI commander, in discussion with author, #KPA180622, 2018.  
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Major General (MG) named Abu Hamid. Too old to fight, MG Abu Hamid’s contribution 

was establishing the foundation of the Resistance’s policy. He was also influential in 

organizational leadership, supplying strategic direction and adjudicating disputes. MG 

Abu Hamid had another member of the 1920s Revolutionary Brigade, a former Iraqi 

Army Signal Corps Major, Abu Ayad, providing messaging and communications.21    

     Hamas in Iraq (HII) was the largest group in the Resistance. It also had 

revolving membership, as consolidation was difficult owing to its opaque group goals. It 

emerged as a splinter from the 1920s Revolutionary Brigades, which HII complained was 

“all talk” and insufficiently acted against the occupiers. The group’s name was inspired 

by the Palestinian Sunni Islamic group. Secular members constantly quarreled with the 

religious members. Sunnis in Iraq shared the Palestinian plight, evicted from their 

homeland and subjected to oppression by an invading group. Palestinian Hamas leverages 

Islam as a mobilizing feature and is fundamentalist, which caused many Iraqi Resistance 

members in Ghazaliyah to seek other groups. To many, this was a nationalist fight and 

not exclusively an Islamic one.22   

The second-largest group was Jayesh al-Rashideen (JAR), or “Army of the 

Elders.” Despite being named for the Prophet Mohammed’s advisors, JAR was largely 

secular. For this reason, it attracted many members of the disbanded Iraqi Army. In 

Ghazaliyah, JAR was distinguished by two features. First, the group had technical 

expertise. The leader of JAR was Abu Bakr, a retired Army Lieutenant Colonel who 

commanded artillery in the war with Iran and the First Gulf War. JAR members, 
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discussion with author, #IZ080315, 2008. 
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therefore, were experts on the improvised explosive device (IED), mortar, rockets, and 

explosives. It attracted many of Ghazaliyah’s Sunni youth as well, since the old Iraqi 

Army veterans acted as mentors adopting a didactic approach with the youth. The youth 

also perceived, correctly, that they could gain a technical skill and resistance tradecraft 

from JAR.23  

From 2003 to 2004, the Sunni groups in north Baghdad suffered disunity and 

rivalry (fitna). Abu Bakr was head of security at the Abu Hanifa mosque. This put him in 

the position to establish security and vetting procedures for the mosque. Since Abu 

Hanifa mosque was a Sunni mosque, it was also a recruiting haven for Sunni fighters. 

When the Resistance consolidated in southern Ghazaliyah in spring 2004, Abu Bakr 

came with 30 vetted men. He was asked to lead the JAR, which he refused multiple 

times, serving the group as the chief of staff, employment seeker, and security vetting 

officer. Later, in 2006, he accepted the position as Omarah al Fasil, or “prince of the 

platoon.” In Ghazaliyah, JAR controlled mohallahs 681, 685, and the southern section 

along Highway 97.   

 The two “maneuver” groups, HII and JAR, generally took direction and worked 

well with the 1920s Revolutionary Brigade. They recognized the need for “consolidating 

the flags.”24 For over a year, infighting, intergroup rivalries, and individual efforts 

prevented a unified Sunni effort and kept the Sunni insurgent divided and ineffectual.   

The fourth group was Jayesh al Islami fil Iraq, or the Islamic Army in Iraq (JAI). 

This group also had many members of the former Iraqi Army, particularly those who 

leaned ideologically Islamic. Thus, the group was nationalistic with moderate but devout 
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Islamic principles. A former member of JAI in Ghazaliyah emphasized the group worked 

with the 1920s Revolutionary Brigade but was not subordinate to it.25 The JAI served as 

its own umbrella to Sunni groups in Tikrit and Baquba. Thus, JAI was less eager to 

subordinate in Baghdad but cooperated to achieve unity of Sunni effort.26 JAI controlled 

mohallah 656 and the northern third of Ghazaliyah. Given the proximity to Shula and the 

Shia sukake in the area, JAI received occasional help from HII.   

An omarah commanded 50-80 men. These men were not all fighters, but some 

men were charged with logistics, communication, and special skills. They also included 

trusted but unskilled men who could organize mohallah surveillance. 

3.2.2  Armed Sovereigns 

The Resistance faced two lethal armed sovereigns: The Government of Iraq’s 

state security forces and the U.S. coalition’s foreign-intervention forces. Each actor had 

different capabilities and goals. 

Iraqi Armed Forces. The Government of Iraq’s (GOI) security forces existed in 

the battlespace to eliminate state-imposed order to the region. There were two security 

formations, the Iraqi Army (IA) and the Iraqi police (IP). The IA unit stationed in nearby 

Kadhimiyah with responsibility for Ghazaliyah was the 4th Battalion, 2d Brigade, 6th Iraqi 

Infantry Division.27 This IA unit had a series of commanders from 2003 through 2007. 

Some commanders were vehemently sectarian; others were only moderately so, but they 

existed in a context where Baghdad Operational Command defined their missions as 
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destroying the Sunni resistance and restoring order to the region. The IA Battalion had 

over 600 soldiers conducting patrols in Ghazaliyah, as well as manning checkpoints at all 

the major highways leading into Ghazaliyah. The 4th IA Battalion also manned 

checkpoints along Ghazaliyah Main.  

Three checkpoints along Ghazaliyah’s Main Street played three key roles. First, 

there was a checkpoint that controlled the southern entrance to Ghazaliyah. This 

checkpoint was located on the Ghazaliyah-Ameriyah border and halted all traffic coming 

from the Mansour district. Second, the IA manned a checkpoint halfway up Main Street 

that was on the Sunni-Shia dividing line. It was also opposite the liquid propane gas 

(LPG) factory, making it impossible for Sunni to get their authorized LPG ration without 

passing through the checkpoint and facing the sectarian IA. Third, the IA manned a 

checkpoint at the north end of Main Street at the entrance to al-Shula. This checkpoint 

served to isolate Shula from Ghazaliyah. However, the IA also used the access control to 

allow the Shia militias (sakake) from Shula to gain access to Ghazaliyah from the north.  

The IP were a second arm of the state’s armed security force. The police were 

also a Shia sectarian force. They were rumored to be infiltrated with Shia sakake 

militiamen and were a threat to the Sunni population. Even the IA distrusted the IP, 

whom the IA considered an arm of the sakake militia more than a legitimate Iraqi 

security force.28  

Fortunately for the Sunni population and the LSAGs, the IP were not a competent 

force capable of complex investigative and policing operations. The IP responded to calls 

and walk-in reports of violence in the suburb. The IP station in Ghazaliyah was located at 

                                                           
28 Iraqi Colonel, in discussions with author, #JRP18041802, 2018. 



127 

 

the north end of Main Street near the Shula border. This provided the IP two advantages. 

First, the location north in Ghazaliyah gave the IP geographic and operational access to 

Shula. The IP also benefited from the Shia sakake desire to enter Ghazaliyah and often 

traded bribes for access.29 Second, if there were crimes in Ghazaliyah directed against the 

Sunni, they could not come to the IP station to report them. It was too dangerous. Sunni 

men who reported injustices to IP in person were detained, arrested, and often 

ransomed.30 Sunni women were often more effective in reporting crimes to the IP. They 

were more vulnerable, and there were reported abuses, but the Muslim culture has norms 

prohibiting crimes against women, which strangely, made women more effective 

interlocutors when Sunni reported their grievances to the IP.31 This risk dissuaded Sunni 

from reporting anything to the IP, and the Sunni suffered injustices silently. 

The Shia Militias. The Shia militias formed another important actor in the 

battlespace. These groups were not state-sanctioned forces although they shared interests 

with the state armed sovereigns. The Shia militias sought reprisal attacks against former 

regime loyalists immediately following the fall of the regime.32 This led to a relationship 

of cooperation with the state armed sovereign and the military arm, the GOI’s IA. 

Although the militias also contested the state leadership and sought to replace it with a 

governing body more sympathetic to its aims.33 They also frequently fought each other 

for influence and power in the anarchical, post-Saddam Iraq.  

                                                           
29 Former cultural advisor, in discussions with author, #KP180601, 2018. 
30 Former cultural advisor, in discussions with author, #KP160603, 2016; cultural advisor, in discussions 
with author, #KP180601, 2018; former U.S. Commander, in discussions with author, #KP160424, 2016; 
former U.S. Commander, in discussions with author, #KP170809, 2017. 
31 Former U.S. Commander, in discussions with author, #KP170809, 2017; cultural advisor, in discussions 
with author, #KP170118. 
32 Joel D. Rayburn and Frank K. Sobchak, eds., The U.S. Army in the Iraq War, Volume I, Invasion, 

Insurgency, Civil War, 2003-2006 (Carlisle, PA: U.S. Army War College Press, 2019), 125. 
33 Ibid.  
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There were two primary Shia militias in Baghdad—JAM, or the Mahdi Army, and 

the Badr Brigade.  

JAM, led by Muqtada al-Sadr, was a large, sub-state armed group that operated 

throughout Iraq. JAM was considered one of the deadliest groups in Iraq between 2003 

and 2008.34 After 2008, it continued to oppose the U.S. invasion and the former Ba’athist 

elements but reified into a political organization against the Maliki government. It was 

renamed the Promise Day Brigades in 2008, in part to distance itself from the tarnished 

reputation it earned in sectarian conflict.35 Later, in 2014, it reflagged again to the Peace 

Brigades and mobilized to fight ISIS, which assisted its transformation from illegal 

criminal organization to Shia community public servant.36     

JAM was active from its headquarters in Shula, using it as a base to prosecute its 

private war against the United States and the Sunni. The Sunni LSAGs called JAM’s 

death squads sakake, which is slang for armed gunman, thug, or violent perpetrator. JAM 

boasted over 100,000 members, working locally in northern Baghdad but also extending 

down the corridor to the south through Nasiriyah to Basra.37  

                                                           
34 Stanford University, "Mahdi Army," Mapping Militant Organizations, last modified May 2019, accessed 
September 2019, https://cisac.fsi.stanford.edu/mappingmilitants/profiles/mahdi-army. 
35 Ibid. 
36 In May 2018, Iraq held its parliamentary election in which the “Alliance towards Reform” party 
(Saairun), won 54 seats, the largest single share in the 329-member parliament. The Saairun is Shia 
Islamist Sadrists, and they claim Muqtada al Sadr as their leader. See Jane Araf, “After Muqtada al-Sadr’s 
Surprise Win, Iraq’s Political Leaders Try to Form a Government,” NPR, May 26, 2018, accessed   

https://www.npr.org/sections/parallels/2018/05/26/614433787/after-muqtada-al-sadrs-surprise-win-iraqs-
political-leaders-try-to-form-governme.   
37 Vali Nasr, The Shia Revival: How Conflicts with Islam will Shape the Future (New York: W.W. Norton, 
2006); Norman Cigar, Iraq’s Shia Warlords and their Militias: Political and Security Challenges and 

Options (Carlisle, PA: U.S. War College Press, 2015); Nicholas Krohley, The Death of the Mehdi Army: 

The Rise, Fall, and Revival of Iraq’s Most Powerful Militia (London: Oxford University Press, 2015).  
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The Badr Brigade, formally known as the “Badr Organization of Reconstruction 

and Development” was formed in 1983 by Hadi al-Amri.38 The organization was formed 

during the Iran-Iraq war as the military arm of the Supreme Council for the Islamic 

Revolution in Iraq (SCIRI). It remained in exile in Iran since the 1991 Shiite uprising 

against Saddam. The Badr Brigade is considered “Iran’s oldest proxy in Iraq” because of 

its financial and military support from Tehran.39 The Badr Brigade did not have a large 

presence near Ghazaliyah or northwest Baghdad but primarily provoked JAM through 

rivalry and outbidding, accelerating its operations and increasing its control.40   

The U.S.-Coalition. The U.S. coalition in northwest Baghdad continually had a 

brigade-sized element (3,500 soldiers) in the area. They were not stationed there but 

frequently conducted security patrols. In late spring of 2005, the U.S.-planned retrograde 

began, leaving a battalion-sized unit (800 soldiers) in the area. The unit commander 

stationed his headquarters in Ameriyah and had regular, though infrequent, contact with 

the people of Ghazaliyah. It was not until late 2006 during the surge that the United 

States stationed a unit in Baghdad with Ghazaliyah as its center sector. Three battalion-

sized units rotated through in the next two years, focused exclusively on Ghazaliyah. 

However, by 2009, the U.S. returned to 2005-level forces, stationing one battalion on 

Ghazaliyah responsible for all Kahdra: Shula, Ameriyah, Jihad, Jamaa, and into Mansour.   

3.2.3  International Jihadist Franchise 

                                                           
38 Stanford University, “Badr Organization of Reconstruction and Development,” Mapping Militant 

Organizations, last modified March 2019, accessed 
https://cisac.fsi.stanford.edu/mappingmilitants/profiles/badr-organization-reconstruction-and-development. 
39 Lionel Beheenor, “Iraq’s Militia Groups,” Council on Foreign Relations, October 26, 2006, accessed 
https://www.cfr.org/backgrounder/iraqs-militia-groups; Stanford University, “Badr Organization of 
Reconstruction and Development,” March 2019. 
40 Author’s TOA notes, 2007. 
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AQI arrived in Ghazaliyah in early 2005. They came from the north, transiting 

through al-Fallujah and Abu Gharib, where the AQI franchise was flourishing after the 

October 2004 bayat Zarqawi pledged to Bin Laden. AQI was beginning to serve as 

vanguard for local groups. One AQI member in Ghazaliyah came from Nineveh, having 

been paid by Ansar al-Sunnah to attack U.S. coalition forces in Kirkuk in 2005.41 The IJF 

found Ghazaliyah inhospitable, and most IJF members settled in Ameriyah with a larger 

AQI contingent.  

Eyewitnesses claim there were 50 AQI militants in Ghazaliyah. This number 

seems small compared to Ameriyah, which hosted hundreds, and nearby Abu Gharib, 

which facilitated even more and served as a transit point outside Baghdad. However, the 

Sunni Resistance in Ghazaliyah formed and organized early after the U.S. invasion. 

Therefore, AQI executed its “vanguard strategy” by leading many locals with only a few 

loyalists.42  

There were, however, four notable members of AQI who integrated into the 

Resistance. The first was an Iraqi from Mosul called Mahmud Abu Adan. He was called 

“the one with the ear.” His ear had been blown off or severed in a firefight. What 

remained was a gnarled, awkward, distinguishing feature. Abu Adan “The Ear” had come 

from Mosul as a member of Tawhid wal Jihad (TWJ). He became an omarah of a 

Bakriyyah platoon.  

                                                           
41 Former SOI, in discussions with author, #KP170616, 2017. 
42 Barak Mendelsohn, The Al-Qaeda Franchise: The Expansion of al-Qaeda and Its Consequences 
(London: Oxford University Press, 2016); Daveed Gartenstein-Ross and Nathaniel Barr, “How Al-Qaeda 
Works: The Jihadist Group’s Evolving Organizational Design,” The Hudson Institute, June 1, 2018, 
accessed https://www.hudson.org/research/14365-how-al-qaeda-works-the-jihadist-group-s-evolving-
organizational-design; Headquarters, Dept of the Army and Marine Corps, FM 3-24/3.-33.5, 

Counterinsurgency Field Manual, Washington, DC, 2006, I-26.  
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 The second AQI member was Abu Barat al-Libi. He also became an omarah of a 

Bakriyyah platoon. He also brought funds but was more reserved about advertising. Abu 

Barat al-Libi was a member of TWJ. He was a foreigner, from Libya, although he had 

spent some time in Kurdistan. It was rumored, but not confirmed, he had served with 

Ansar al-Sunnah in Chamchamal, Taza Kharmatu, and Tuz Khurma.43 These cities were 

east and southeast of Kirkuk, between Kirkuk and Kurdistan. They featured ethnically 

mixed population enclaves: Sunni and Shia Arab, Kurdish, and Turkmen. This mix of 

ethnicities and nationalities would permit Ansar al-Sunnah, and Abu Barat al-Libi, to 

blend into the population.      

 The third AQI member to enter Ghazaliyah in 2006 was Abu Aisha. Though he 

was less well known, Abu Aisha was allowed to join Jaiysh al Islami. He petitioned to 

join JAR, but Omarah Abu Bakr refused him, fearful of the AQI members and suspicious 

that Abu Aisha wanted access to JAR’s members to recruit for the AQI Bakriyyah 

platoons. While Abu Aisha was willing to pay the tithe to enter JAR, Abu Bakr refused 

him. Abu Aisha joined JAI instead.  

Abu Aisha self-identified as AQI, but, for many months, he never arrived in the 

platoon meetings with the other AQI members. The AQI members would travel and 

arrive in Bakriyyah together but would never enter the meetings together.44 The 

Resistance, however, suspected that Abu Aisha was living with the other AQI members 

in Ameriyah. After a few months, the charade was dropped. The Resistance assumed, 

                                                           
43 Former SOI, in discussions with author, #KP170616, 2017. 
44 Former SOI, in discussions with author, #KP170616, 2017. 
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based upon this facade, AQI was wary of the Resistance in Bakriyyah but grew more 

comfortable over time.45    

 The fourth member of AQI in Ghazaliyah was Qais al-Abedi, who was a member 

of TWJ from the north, most recently around the Fallujah area. Al-Abedi was a 

quarrelsome member. He was not an omarah himself, and it was not clear to which 

Bakriyyah platoon he belonged. He was, however, consistently present with the AQI 

Bakriyyah Omarahs Abu Adnan “The Ear” and Abu Barat al Libi. Qais al-Abedi was 

more devoutly religious than the other AQI members and served as a religious influence 

in the Bakriyyah omarah meetings. Initially in the meetings, this religious influence was 

welcome. It was slightly out of place since the Resistance, as whole, was secular. These 

practices included ablutions, or cleansing, and the recitation of “Bismillah, ir-Rahman ir-

Raheem” prior to the opening of the meetings.46 The Resistance had not performed these 

religious rituals in the past, but they commenced, led by al-Abedi.     

3.3 Alliance 1:  LSAGs-AQI, 2004-2007 

 The LSAGs in Ghazaliyah in late 2004 faced a myriad of threats. These included 

the state armed sovereign, the IA and IP, trying to consolidate power and social position 

in the new post-Saddam Iraq. Whether state-driven sectarianism or individual units 

exacting revenge from decades of harsh Sunni rule, the Shia security forces threatened 

the Sunni. Threats included the state’s militias, unconstrained by political considerations 

and pursued more brutal, genocidal aims. These units conducted brutal retaliation for 

decades of oppression. Acting outside the authority of the state, militias represented a 

                                                           
45 Former SOI, in discussions with author, #KP170616, 2017. 
46 This phrase was a common opening in Muslim meetings, gatherings, speeches, and reunions. It translates 
to, “In the name of God, most gracious, most compassionate,” cultural advisor, in discussions with author, 
#KP170616, 2017.  
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high threat because the state was too weak to control them. The other armed sovereign 

was the U.S. foreign interventionists. The United States posed two dangers to the LSAGs. 

First, The United States targeted LSAGs as soon as it became clear that the Sunni 

Resistance was a movement. Second, even before an LSAG-IJF alliance, the LSAGs 

partnered with the IJFs who “were known to be jackals.” But the IJFs and LSAGs shared 

enough common interests that, despite LSAG trepidation, “[operational] cooperation 

would likely happen.”47 Eyewitnesses claim the United States could not differentiate 

between IJF attacks and LSAG operations, causing the United States to target the 

LSAGs.48 Thus, the LSAGs bore a disproportional amount of U.S. pressure.  

From 2004 to 2006, the Sunni LSAG’s goal was to expel the American invader. 

Since no U.S. forces occupied Ghazaliyah during this period, the opportunities to target 

the United States were scarce. The U.S. forces assigned three to four towns like 

Ghazaliyah to a single tactical formation, usually a U.S. battalion or squadron of 400-700 

men, which stretched them thin. In 2004-2005, one U.S. Army formation controlled the 

entire Mansour district.49 Ghazaliyah was one of seven towns in the Mansour district. 

Initially, the U.S. Commander chose to concentrate his forces primarily in Ghazaliyah’s 

southern neighboring town, al-Ameriyah. Because the U.S. soldiers lived on the large 

U.S. base by the airport and commuted to the neighboring towns, they were dispersed and 

compounded the Resistance’s paucity of U.S. targets.  

                                                           
47 Former SOI, in discussions with author, #KP170616, 2017; cultural advisor, in discussions with author, 
#KP170118, 2017. 
48 Author’s notes, 2007.  
49 The U.S. Army’s 8th Squadron, 10th Cavalry, 4th Infantry Division, commanded by then-LTC Gian 
Gentile.  
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The United States only patrolled infrequently at this time, and the Resistance used 

a series of signals to alert its members that American forces had entered the town. 

Trusted members of the Resistance and the umma, the empathetic community, would call 

or alert the Resistance to the presence of U.S. soldiers. The Resistance also used a pigeon 

alert system, wherein two pigeon farmers, who housed, fed, and bred pigeons from 

building rooftops in Ghazaliyah, would release the domesticated pigeons, which would 

circle the skies in response, to the farmer’s signal flags. The Resistance also used groups 

of children as an early warning system. These children, helping in the market (souq) or 

playing in the streets, would run to alert Resistance members throughout the community 

as U.S. units entered the town. After receiving an alert from the pigeons or children, the 

Resistance would place IEDs along the main routes and wait for a U.S. convoy. Later, in 

late 2006, when the Americans lived in the neighborhoods, they also began to use the 

children as informants, plying them with food, candy, and money in exchange for 

information. Having been outbid with such luxury items, the Resistance could no longer 

trust the children and abandoned the practice.50  

Membership. Membership in the Resistance was fluid. Three factors accounted 

for the protean nature. First, platoon members served with those with whom they felt 

comfortable and confident. Some omarahs were more demanding, risk-taking, and 

unrestrained than others. This appealed to younger, more impetuous fighters looking for 

adventure or action. Omarahs controlled the resources and paid members. Low-skilled 

fighters were paid by the operation. Others, if they had a special skill, earned a wage. 

                                                           
50 Former SOI, in discussions with author, #KP170616, 2017; author’s notes, discussion with SOI, 
#IZ080315, 2007.  
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Omarahs encouraged all men to get a “normal” job, referred to as a “sook-job.”51 This 

supplied a cover and living wage in the event resources became scarce. Practically, it was 

better to be known as the car mechanic, bread baker, or vegetable salesman than “the 

bomb-maker.” It also spread group members among the community, and they could 

conduct ordinary business while collecting intelligence.  

Second, the omarahs designed platoons to be like a grape cluster,52 which is 

composed of several bunches of grapes growing from a single, stout vine. Like grapes, 

bunches of fighters were small and compact, with knowledge of a small part of the whole 

bunch but not the totality of the cluster. If captured and interrogated, a typical fighter 

only knew who was in his individual bunch, so the entire organization was at less risk.  

LSAG Wages and Compensation. Pay and benefits often varied and fluctuated 

among platoons. The mohallah revenue-generating opportunities determined pay and 

benefits, which were contingent upon the mohallah that the platoon controlled. Having a 

market, gas station, main thoroughfare, or other income-potential activities helped the 

platoon. Platoon members were paid between $180 and $200 per month. Fighters that 

kept a sook-job and were paid by the omarah could make a living wage. Often the 

omarahs would compete for the mohallahs that had resource-rich opportunities. 

Omarahs, however, were sensitive not to tax the Ghazaliyah population. Exploiting 

funding opportunities from outsiders, international organizations, and other rent-seeking 

opportunities was encouraged. It was more profitable, and better politics, to receive the 

generosity of the community (umma) than to forcibly tax. It was common to receive 

                                                           
51 Arabic word for “market” is suq, pronounced “sook.” 
52 Former SOI, in discussions with author, #KP170616, 2017. 
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bread, vegetable, or market goods as donations from the umma. This benefit, if managed 

well, increased the value of the platoon and the members in it.53 

Omarahs that controlled a mohallah also controlled all business enterprises and 

potential revenue opportunities within that mohallah. This made competition for 

mohallah control an object of rivalry. In the post-Saddam era, international governmental 

organizations (IGOs) and non-governmental organizations (NGOs) came to Ghazaliyah 

to help an educated upper-middle class build a nascent democracy. Ghazaliyah became a 

popular spot for NGOs to set up and execute their organizations’ charter functions. NGOs 

would host journalists, mentor fledging democratic institutions, and perform 

humanitarian functions. The streets of Ghazaliyah Main were lined with large signs atop 

buildings announcing political parties and humanitarian organizations. These 

organizations were opportunities for the Resistance to graft. In one lucrative scheme, U.S. 

think tanks and other international NGOs wanted data about “life on the streets.” Often, 

to gain understanding of the street sense, NGOs would contract with locals to conduct 

polls about employment rates, violence, Sunni displacement, resettlement, satisfaction 

with the central Baghdad government, opinions on the United States and U.S. coalition 

forces, and other inquiries. The Resistance would subcontract the data-gathering work, 

often falsifying the data or making it up to satisfy the terms of the subcontract.  

Resistance members also often performed “fixer” services for journalists. This 

consisted of learning journalists’ interests, performing escort duties, and directing press 

members to local newsworthy, human-interest stories. Thus, an omarah who controlled a 

                                                           
53 Former SOI, in discussions with author, #KP170616, 2017; cultural advisor, in discussions with author, 
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neighborhood in which IGOs and NGOs wanted access and information would profit 

from providing “professional” services.  

There was a liquid propane gas (LPG) factory on the eastern edge of Ghazaliyah 

in mohallah 687. LPG was a valuable commodity as it was the sole fuel for all the 

Sunni’s cooking needs. In the winter, when the temperatures dropped to freezing, LPG 

fueled personal and household heaters. LPG, like petrol, was a high-demand item that 

caused corruption, graft, and thievery.  

The Resistance competed to control the LPG to protect from Shia thievery and to 

charge a small handling fee for safe delivery. Members of the community received LPG 

ration cards, but cashing the ration cards was a dangerous task. Sunni community 

members could not venture into the streets or go to the LPG factory without being 

harassed or assassinated by the Shia sakake. Instead, the Sunni umma surrendered their 

ration cards to a co-ethnic and “trustworthy” member of the Resistance from their 

mohallah. The Resistance would place armed guards in delivery trucks, retrieve the 

rations from the factory dock, and deliver the rationed LPG back to the mohallah at a 

central distribution point. In this way, the Resistance kept amicable relations with the 

umma, for a small fee. 

The Resistance members’ financial needs were small. In Ghazaliyah, the living 

wage, either from membership in the Resistance or from a market (souq) job, funded 

member’s families. Organizationally, there was little need for money for the Resistance 

itself. Equipment and material for attacks or bombs were the major expenses. For 

example, when nitric acid or chlorine began to run in short supply, the Resistance brought 

it in from the West and received delivery of the chemicals in about one to three weeks. 
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Otherwise, surplus weapons and conventional munitions left over from the 2003 war 

made purchasing armament and materiel an unnecessary expense.54  

Membership in the Resistance. Horizontal movement between groups was not 

the norm, but it occurred. While omarahs sought to engender loyalty of their fighters, pay 

or location benefitted the fighters and platoon members occasionally requested to switch 

platoons. An LSAG fighter could appeal to the omarah that his platoon presented a 

financial or geographic hardship. Omarahs would trade members between platoons. 

Since the initial omarah was responsible for the vetting, omarahs trusted that each would 

pass a fighter to another without introducing spies or interlopers. Thus, the platoons often 

had a small percentage of men whose peregrination throughout the cluster from bunch to 

bunch was facilitated by the omarahs.  

Some omarahs accepted foreigners in their platoons. Foreigners had to be vetted, 

cleared, and then accepted by the omarah. The omarah for JAR, for example, had 

members from Saudi Arabia and Libya. This was rare, however, as the omarah and the 

group did not want to contaminate the group’s goals with outside ideology and ideas that 

were incongruent with the group. Once the platoon candidate was vetted, the omarah 

would help him secure alternative livelihood. He also helped integrate the fighter into the 

Ghazaliyah community.  

One member of the Resistance, a pharmacist, had an affluent home in Ghazaliyah 

he shared with his wife, also a pharmacist. Dr. Kahlid Abdul Razak had a large basement 

in which he quietly began to collect rocket propelled grenade (RPG) launchers. One day, 

he revealed to the omarah of the JAI the cache of over 50 RPGs. The JAI omarah 

                                                           
54 Former SOI, in discussions with author, #KP170616, 2017; cultural advisor, in discussions with author, 
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promoted him to commander of his own platoon and paid him a stipend. The 

“pharmacist,” controlled very few men in his platoon because he did not have the 

leadership, bravery, or military training needed to execute these duties. JAI, however, 

knew the RPGs came from a connection with AQI. JAI effectively bought his loyalty 

through promotion in the organization. JAI wanted to control the cache.55    

The LSAG had specific goals. The Resistance’s goal was restoring the Sunni to 

place of prominence in Iraqi society.56 The Resistance supported a vision of restoring the 

Sunni to the seat of power in Iraq. It was inconceivable to the Sunni leaders in the 

Resistance that the Shia had the intellectual and dispositional temperament to rule Iraq.57 

They are simple minded, remarked one businessman from Adimiyah, “I will kill myself if 

[the Shia] rule.”58 The Resistance, therefore, was fighting a restorative insurgency, aimed 

at recovering their rule prior to the overthrow.59 

According to Iraqi scholar Hashim, the downfall of the regime was not solely 

about the collapse of power and privileges. Many Sunni had neither power nor privilege 

under the Saddam regime. But the entire nationalist edifice that had existed for eight 

decades caused the Sunni to identify themselves with ruling Iraq.60 Their goal, therefore, 

was to expel the invader.  

The Resistance, in a strategy authored by the 1920s Revolutionary Brigade’s 

Brigadier General (BG) Abu Hamid, were convinced that the U.S.-led coalition would 

                                                           
55 Former SOI, in discussions with author, #KP170616, 2017; former SOI, in discussions with author, 
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56 Former SOI, in discussions with author, #KP170616, 2017. 
57 Former SOI, in discussions with author, #KP170616, 2017. 
58 Ahmed S. Hashim, Insurgency and Counterinsurgency in Iraq (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 2009), 
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59 Restorative insurgency, see Hashim, Insurgency and Counterinsurgency, 2009, 78. 
60 Hashim, Insurgency and Counterinsurgency, 2009, 68.  
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not allow the Sunni to regain its former place in the hierarchy and positions of 

prominence. He held the U.S. Coalition Provisional Authority’s Order Number 2, De-

Ba’athification, as evidence. Therefore, the Resistance’s motto was “Kill the Occupier.” 

The Sunni faced many obstacles to their rise and return to power. These other goals, 

however, could be conducted in another phase.61 Presently, the Resistance fought to expel 

the foreign armed sovereign, the U.S. interventionists. The government armed sovereign 

and the Shia militias were threats for another day. 

The Resistance had many tools to fight an insurgency. One, however, stood above 

all others. The Resistance had superior information.62 The Resistance in Ghazaliyah knew 

the people and their routines. They knew who was dependable, who had unique skills, 

and who could muster resources. The Resistance understood the conditions: when it was 

safe, when it was moderately risky, or when it was prohibitively dangerous to venture 

into the streets. They knew what objects cost, where to get them, who to call, and how to 

have them ferried in from the outside. The Resistance knew the families who owned 

businesses and the families who fled the area for security reasons, the ones who had sons 

in university or armed groups. The LSAG knew everything about the local environment 

and conditions. This ability made the LSAG an invaluable alliance partner. 

IJF Goals. AQI valued Ghazaliyah for several reasons. First, it held a 

commanding position as the gateway to Baghdad from the West. The town of Abu 

Gharib, and specifically the U.S. checkpoint on Highway 97 that passed by the Abu 

                                                           
61 Former SOI, in discussions with author, #KP170616, 2017. 
62 Bard O’Neill, Insurgency and Terrorism, 2005; James D. Fearon and David L. Laitin, “Ethnicity, 
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Gharib area, opened into all of Baghdad, passing between Ameriyah to the south and 

Ghazaliyah to the north. This access proved invaluable in moving men, money, weapons, 

equipment, and other logistics into the capital.   

Second, AQI knew the motto of the Resistance was “Kill the Occupier,” which aligned 

with its own goals. The Sunni in Ghazaliyah were capable fighters, battle-hardened from 

a myriad of Iraqi conflicts. AQI intended to co-opt the Resistance into its own cause.  

Third, the Sunni in Ghazaliyah were presently an oppressed group. The Iranian-

backed Shia militias proved a sustained threat. In addition to prosecuting a campaign 

strategy of expelling the Americans, the Resistance sought to protect their umma from 

Shia brutality. This presented vulnerability. AQI sought to service this need for protection 

by providing organization, materiel, funds, training, and alternative strategic options that 

would accomplish both the Resistance’s and the AQI’s goals.   

The Sunni groups, while brave and tactically sound, had an operational deficit. 

The groups were in organizational disarray. They were grouped into fighting units with 

subtle differences in capabilities, objectives, and end states. Zarqawi, in his letter to 

Usama Bin Laden, stated the Sunni in Iraq were “more wretched than orphans at the 

tables of the depraved” as they “lost [their] leader and wandered in the desert of 

artlessness and negligence divided and fragmented, having lost the unifying head who 

gathered the scattered [pieces] and prevented the egg from shattering.”63 

AQI believed the Sunni groups could be unified under their banner. Zarqawi 

further stated, “Most of the [Sunni] groups are working in isolation, with no political 

horizon, farsightedness, or preparation to inherit the land. [But] the idea has begun to 
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ripen, and a light whisper has arisen to become noisy talk about the need to band together 

and unite under one banner.”64 The Resistance often talked about “unifying the flags” for 

their nationalist purposes.  Usurping this effort, AQI could unify the Sunni and shift the 

group’s objectives from nationalist to Jihadist. AQI had performed this task many times 

before. The training camps in Afghanistan in the early 2000s, in Kurdistan in 2001, and 

Fallujah in 2002 proved this unity (tahwid) function was a valid strategy.  

The path to unifying the flags under the jihadist banner required two mechanisms: 

First, AQI must present its ideology and goals in a way the Resistance could imagine 

executing them.65 This meant they had to forgo talk about the far enemy except where 

they were present in the local area of operations. There would be no talk of operations 

outside of Baghdad.  Second, AQI needed a catalyst to force the groups to put aside their 

parochial concerns and engender loyalty to a super-group. This catalyst was the 

worldwide threat to Sunni Islam. AQI presented the threat to the Sunni, not just to the 

Sunni in Baghdad, but to Sunni Islam both in Iraq and worldwide. The future of Sunni 

Islam was under threat from a U.S.-backed, corrupt Shia government that was determined 

to exterminate it. The Shia government of Nouri al-Malaki was predisposed to exact 

revenge for decades of Sunni-dominated rule.  

Zarqawi believed the Shia to be “a sect of treachery and betrayal throughout 

history and throughout the ages. It is a creed that aims to combat the Sunnis. When the 

repulsive Ba`thi [sic] regime fell, the slogan of the Shi`a was ‘Revenge, revenge, from 

Tikrit to al-Anbar.’” This shows the extent of their hidden rancor toward the Sunnis.”66 
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To exact this revenge, the AQI narrative continued; the Shia-backed government had 

made an alliance with the United States and Iran. Thus, the Shia were an immediate, 

extant threat. Using the Shia threat as an accelerant, AQI sought to unify the Resistance 

flags, mobilize the dormant Sunni population to ensure their own survival, and deputize 

the groups under AQI leadership.  

IJF Living Quarters.  The AQI element did not live within Ghazaliyah city 

limits. Members of the Resistance claim they did not allow the AQI members to live in 

the town because they did not trust them.67 It was likely because the omarahs from the 

Sunni Resistance controlled mohallahs with affluent houses and apartments. Those 

platoons lived and worked in those areas, under the direction of the omarahs. Bakriyyah 

village contained mud brick huts, corrugated tin-sheds on scrap wood frames, and other 

makeshift shelters. Relegated to Bakriyyah village, AQI members would not have found 

the privation of the farmer’s shanties sufficient. The members of AQI rented apartments 

on the south edge of al-Ameriyah where there was a larger community of AQI members.  

The AQI members reportedly lived in an AQI enclave of rented apartments and 

houses south of Ameriyah and along Matar Sadam al-Duawli Road, or Airport Road. 

This stretch of road, known to the Americans as “Route Irish,” was named by 

[Australia’s] Sidney Morning Herald as the most dangerous road in Iraq.68 It was 

colloquially dubbed by the Americans “RPG Alley.” Route Irish consisted of 12 
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kilometers of highway from the airport to the fortified area in center of Baghdad that 

housed the Coalition Provisional Authority and American servicemen. This area was 

colloquially known as the Green Zone. Since there was one solitary route from the airport 

to the Green Zone, Route Irish developed into a natural choke point and fertile hunting 

ground for insurgents seeking to target U.S. and coalition forces.69 Driving along the 

highway “routinely involved trying to escape an ambush, roadside IED, car-bomb attack 

or a suicide bomber” waiting at one of the nine on-ramps.70 Western travelers on the road 

without the benefit of a U.S. armored convoy could contract a private security company 

to travel the 7.5 miles with them for $3,000.71  

This is not to say, however, that the Resistance and AQI did not collaborate. The 

Resistance received technical training. For example, AQI provided the Resistance with 

previously unseen techniques in the bomb-making business. In addition to the physical 

construction, they had techniques to take plastic explosives in the C-4 family and make 

them “sticky.” These sticky bombs would adhere to walls or sides of structures and 

automobiles. It was a popular technique to place sticky bombs under an automobile 

engine-hood or chassis undercarriage. These sticky car bombs became a signature attack 

for the AQI platoons.    

AQI’s Abu Barat al-Libi was skilled in the use of homemade explosives (HME). 

He preferred fertilizer IEDs because the compound contained both a fuel and an oxidizer, 

two necessary components for making explosives. The fertilizer IEDs would produce 
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spectacular blasts and had a solid success rate. In 2005 through early 2006, fertilizer was 

plentiful in Bakriyyah. It was, after all, a farming village. But in late 2006, the U.S. 

coalition forces occupied the area and monitored fertilizer shipments. Omarah Al-Libi 

also directed alternative fuels for the construction of HME IEDs, such as liquid and 

powder laundry detergent. Laundry detergent was commercially available on store 

shelves, inconspicuous, and plentiful. Laundry detergent could be mixed with acetone or 

nitric acid, placed in a one- or two-liter water bottle, and put on the side of the road 

hidden by rocks, broken asphalt, concrete, or roadside trash.72 The laundry detergent 

HME, however, failed about 20 percent to 25 percent of the time, because of operator 

error in the construction of a functional detonator.73 

The last component required to make an HME IED was a detonator. Since 2004, 

the United States had subsidized and sponsored the development of cell networks and cell 

phones in Iraq. It was ironic that the United States was instrumental in bringing cellular 

capability to Iraq, while the insurgents in Iraq used the U.S. technology to kill 

Americans.74    

IJFs into Ghazaliyah. When AQI arrived in 2005, the Resistance was suspicious 

and feared that AQI would seize control of its movement through bribes and up-waging 

LSAG fighters. The Resistance, led by Major General (MG) Abu Hamid, cautioned 

against “contaminating the goals” of the Resistance. The Resistance knew, from its 
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former military members, organizations failed when their goals were mixed, co-opted, or 

hijacked.75 Still, AQI brought resources to Ghazaliyah.  

 One example of successful bribery occurred when Abu Adnan “the Ear” arrived 

in Ghazaliyah with suitcases full of money. He presented, witnesses say, a black, 

Samsonite suitcase at an omarah meeting in Bakriyyah. The suitcase held U.S. dollars in 

neatly wrapped stacks. Since “The Ear” bragged about being the AQI financier for 

Baghdad, word of his resources spread quickly in Ghazaliyah. He became popular with 

Ghazaliyah’s youth such that AQI constantly recruited young fighters. AQI was, in early 

2005, a popular organization in which a young fighter could make a decent living wage. 

“The Ear” recruited and formed a platoon quickly, given the popularity and open 

nature with which he advertised his cash and resources. He received some skepticism and 

censure from the other omarahs. The others were concerned that that their platoons 

would desert for the lure of easy money. Indeed, the omarah of JAR reported that his 

fighters had approached him and had appealed to him to release them to the Ear’s 

Bakriyyah platoon. The fighters pleaded, citing families to feed and the need for higher 

wages. “The Ear” paid fighters $350 per month, with experienced small unit leaders and 

skilled technical experts earning up to $400 per month, significantly higher than the rates 

of other platoons. By 2006 the Omarah Abu Bakr of JAR cautioned his fighters not to 

depart his platoon for a better wage; nevertheless, Abu Bakr released many of his fighters 

who desired to switch. He charged them a fee to depart his group, a full two months 

difference between his wage and “The Ear’s” wage. This amounted to a one-time fee of 
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about $300-$400. Abu Bakr promised there would be a place back in his platoon if the 

switch did not work out.76  

 The IJF’s arrival in Ghazaliyah brought a renewed sense of enthusiasm that the 

Sunni LSAG resistance project could succeed. Thus, the alliance began. There was no 

formal signing ceremony or sworn blood oath. The LSAG and the IJF simply began 

cooperating because they shared common interests.77 The relationship became more 

formalized when, in late 2005, the Resistance permitted AQI to participate in the meeting 

with the key leaders. After several months, AQI was permitted to recruit two platoons. In 

late 2006, when U.S. troops occupied Ghazaliyah, the Resistance meetings shrank to only 

the omarahs and other key personnel. At this point, AQI had raised and funded two 

platoons, led by Abu Adan “The Ear” and Abu Barat al-Libi. 

During this period, the flow of AQI logistics increased. Members of the AQI 

platoons, who were previously Resistance members but changed platoons for higher 

salaries, reported that AQI ferried money, fake documents, and weapons from northern 

Iraq through Fallujah. Ansar al-Sunnah controlled the logistics pipeline into Baghdad.78 

The result was the Resistance had access to more modern, reliable weapons than the ones 

left in caches and held over from the 2003 period.  

Money also flooded the town. In 2006, stores and shops began to show 

improvements as a result of increased revenue. The kabob shop on Zinas Street, for 
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example, boasted new signs, tables, chairs, and fancy paper products for their hand-held 

foods.79  

The Resistance, because of its alliance with AQI, also received technological aid. 

AQI brought computers. The Resistance also were adept at using Google Earth and could 

manipulate computer-generated, overhead aerial photography. Access to the internet was 

scarce, and the satellite pictures took a long time to download. Still, this capability was 

something the Resistance had not seen or used before. The Resistance was accustomed to 

using overhead images from prior service in the army during wartime, but to have it 

resident in the safe house was a key combat enabler.80 

Increased conflict with JAM and the IA. During the 2005-2006 period, AQI 

accelerated the Shia war. There were more Shia targets than Americans in Ghazaliyah, so 

AQI targeted Shia often. AQI also pressed the Resistance to kill more Shia. For the 

Resistance, fighting a sectarian war was a distraction and resource drain from the “main 

battle” against the U.S. occupiers.81 

There were two main body dumps: for the Sunni, it was on Zinas road along the 

Sunni-Shia divide. For the Shia, it was close to the MOAB mosque. Typically, when a 

body was discovered, townspeople would alert the local police, a mixed Sunni-Shia outfit 

residing along the ethnic dividing line. The local police would dispatch a patrol to collect 

the body and try to determine the cause of death. In March and April 2006, there were 

multiple body-calls every day.82 The bodies were mutilated, burned, or decapitated in 
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such a horrific fashion that identification was no longer possible. In addition, the AQI 

platoon used the police patrol on body-pickup duty as targets for more attacks. The local 

police stopped responding, and the bodies festered in the early summer Baghdad heat. 

The Sunni LSAG’s in Ghazaliyah had a Shia militia problem. Intoxicated with their 

operational impunity and motivated to gain power, the JAM committed targeted killings 

of community leaders, security officers, key business leaders, and those in possession of 

high-value real estate. Ghazaliyans (some Resistance members) enthusiastically reported 

on JAM’s indiscriminate killing of the Sunni civilians. Eyewitnesses report the “unifying 

trend” in these assassinations is the well-thought out manner in which the Sunni victims 

were targeted.83  

In addition to sectarian killing, JAM had designs on two primary financial 

opportunities Ghazaliyah possessed: petrol stations and the liquid propane gas (LPG) 

factory. The most popular and lucrative graft for JAM was the petrol market. JAM, using 

its ethnic Shia connections in central Baghdad, drove fuel trucks to Baghdad to fill them 

up for distribution to Ghazaliyah’s two fuel stations. Using falsified authorization 

documents from the Ghazaliyah stations or simply bribing the main fuel point official, 

JAM members filled fuel trucks. JAM then drove trucks to the Shia station in Shula or 

the other Shia communities. JAM sold the petrol directly from trucks to waiting Shia 

customers. This process, called “bunkering,” prevented the Sunni in Ghazaliyah from 

obtaining fuel. Sunni residents were relegated to buying their fuel from roadside vendors 
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who would sell gallons of petrol in plastic jugs. “Their Fuel,” as the Sunni described it, 

was stolen from them. This caused resentment in the Sunni community.    

Additionally, Ghazaliyah boasted in its city limits an LPG factory. Since the LPG 

delivery schedule was published, JAM often tried to hijack or commandeer the LPG 

shipments as they left the Ghazaliyah LPG factory. This was a risky and inefficient 

operation since the Resistance began to arm the trucks and fight off the JAM members 

seeking to bunker the LPG. The Ghazaliyah townspeople, after having their LPG 

bunkered multiple times, rioted near the LPG factory gate or protested to the central 

government. This graft-protest cycle put pressure on JAM. Later, JAM officials would 

use their central Baghdad government contacts to gain bureaucratic management jobs in 

the LPG factory to ease their LPG bunkering. 

JAM also had an ongoing real estate scam. JAM would enter the Sunni 

neighborhoods and intimidate residents into abandoning their homes. JAM would then 

draw up falsified deeds for the houses using one of several fake real estate offices. JAM 

then moved Shia families into the dwellings and collected rent. This accomplished two 

objectives. First, it changed the dynamic of the town as the percentage of Shia residents 

grew larger and controlled more neighborhoods. Second, it supplied JAM a lucrative 

income source.  

Finally, JAM often set up “snap” check points, hastily assembled armed guards on 

key choke points outside the markets, bridges, and main roads. JAM charged the Sunni 

for passage, taxed portions of their market goods, or outright stole the market goods.  

Thus, while the Resistance’s goal was “Kill the Occupier” and its primary target 

was the U.S. coalition, they spent a significant amount of resources defending against 
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JAM’s criminal, violent behavior. The Shia were usurping power, authority, and 

economic endowments in Ghazaliyah. 

The IA increased pressure on the Sunni during this period, too. Colonel Abdullah 

commanded the 4th Battalion, 2d Brigade, 6th (4-2-6) Iraqi Army Division.84 He came on 

strong and sought to oppress the Sunni in Ghazaliyah. He was, as reported by the Sunni 

in Ghazaliyah, repressive and harsh. One afternoon in late spring 2006, the AQI-led 

platoon assassinated him by placing a sticky bomb on his vehicle. The Resistance did not 

like the AQI platoons, but it admitted they could be effective. Responding to the 

assassination, 4-2-6 sent a company of IA soldiers to occupy Bakriyyah. They found no 

caches or meeting rooms, but they did succeed in shutting down Resistance operations for 

a short period.  

The Iraqi Army replaced Colonel Abdullah with an even more ruthless figure, 

Lieutenant Colonel (LTC) Sabah. LTC Sabah, another Shia commander, took over the 

Ghazaliyah battalion. Later, when the Americans came to occupy Ghazaliyah, the 

townspeople informed the Americans that LTC Sabah was nicknamed “the Butcher of 

Ghazaliyah.” It was rumored that LTC Sabah had killed a Sunni “AQI” member and had 

strapped him to the front of a vehicle, driving the streets as a deterrent to the others. One 

U.S. Commander reported that during a Neighborhood Advisory Council (NAC) meeting 

with local Ghazaliyah leaders, LTC Sabah had announced he would “kill 10 Sunni for 

every Iraqi Army soldier killed.”85 The U.S. Commander in Ghazaliyah successfully 

appealed to the U.S. Command in Baghdad to have LTC Sabah replaced. Bowing to the 
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U.S. pressure, IA’s Baghdad Operational Command (BOC) reassigned LTC Sabah. In a 

cruel, calculated move, the BOC assigned Sabah to Ameriyah, one town to the south, 

where there were more Sunni and more AQI. 

During this time, the United States partnered with the IA, who requested that the 

United States disarm the Sunni in Ghazaliyah. “Anyone leaving Ghazaliyah will get 

killed because they know you are Sunni,” said one Sunni resident of Ghazaliyah who had 

lived there for decades. “Now the Americans are taking our weapons, and when they 

leave, the Mahdi militia will attack.”86 The United States lacked information about the 

local conditions and continued to be manipulated by multiple actors. 

IJF-LSAG Dissension. According to the Ghazaliyah LSAG members, AQI had 

responsibilities in the LSAG-AQI alliance that they were not fulfilling.87 It was the AQI’s 

responsibility to protect the LSAGs from JAM, the IA, and the United States. Instead, 

AQI seemed to incite these foes. “We are against indiscriminate killing—fighting should 

be concentrated only on the enemy,” said one 1920s Revolutionary Brigade 

representative. “They [AQI] believe that all Shia are kuffar [unbelievers]—and most of 

the Sunnis as well."88  

Causing a further rift, AQI made promises that did not materialize. For example, 

Iraq staged an election in January 2005. AQI discouraged participation, citing a boycott 

strategy against an apostate, U.S.-puppet regime.89 Later, AQI threatened Sunni if they 
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took part. Harith al-Dhari, the 1920s Revolutionary Brigade leader, boycotted the 

elections in protest to De-Ba’athification and demanded the Resistance boycott as well.90 

As a result, the Shia accelerated their government takeover and were able to “ethnic 

stack,” blocking from any power-sharing arrangement.91 In retrospect, the Sunni in 

Ghazaliyah saw boycott as an error and were ready to pursue a different strategy. If they 

hoped to return to prominence, they would need to pursue political as well as military 

strategies.92 But AQI threatened Sunni with violence at the local polls. Any takfir Sunni 

voting to participate with the apostate Shia or cooperating with the American infidels 

would suffer. The result, in Ghazaliyah, was less than 30 percent Sunni turnout at the 

polls.93 It is possible the low turnout may have reflected the high number of Sunni who 

fled Ghazaliyah from the Shia violence. The Sunni who remained were housesitting or 

squatting in houses they did not own, and registering to vote might have signaled their 

unlawful presence. However, most in the Resistance blamed AQI for encouraging and 

threatening non-participation and, in effect, handed the parliament to the Shia. By 2006, 

the Sunni recognized their non-participation error and blamed AQI for influencing their 

decision.94  

Into 2006, the Resistance members became more suspicious of AQI motives and 

the mixing of the goals. AQI introduced religion into the omarah meetings. Prior to AQI, 
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the meetings were secular gatherings designed to coordinate strategy, not religion. The 

leader of JAR recalls a platoon meeting in which AQI’s Qais al Abedi scolded the 

Resistance members with religion. The JAR omarah replied, “We don’t give a fuck about 

your religion. We have faith in the Sunni Resistance.” In later meetings, Qais continued 

to push religion and the idea of the caliphate. The Resistance members rejected the 

religious overtures, becoming ever more vocal against al-Abedi. Qais approached one 

Resistance omarah after the meeting and said, “I talk about religion and you should 

listen. I am telling you this, so you may die with honor.” The other omarahs heard this 

and interpreted this as threat upon the JAR leader’s life. Shouting ensued. After yelling 

and pushing, Qais al-Abedi and Abu Barat al-Libi retreated from the Bakriyyah 

basement.95 

Meanwhile, AQI increased their campaign against the Shia, which resulted in 

JAM targeting Sunni mosques. Ghazaliyah boasted 14 Sunni mosques, too many for the 

LSAGs to protect. In early 2006, the central Ghazaliyah Sunni mosque guards reported 

being harassed, threatened, and fired upon by Shia JAM.96 In retaliation, the AQI platoon 

targeted the Imam Ali mosque in Shula, setting off explosions in the parking lot that 

injured Shia worshippers.97 

The Resistance blamed AQI for stoking the rift between the sects.98 Worse, the 

U.S. soldiers in the town were not wise enough about the internecine politics to discern 

Shia attacks from Sunni attacks. They also could not differentiate between AQI platoons 
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and Resistance platoons, causing the United States to broadly blame Sunni and paint 

them all as AQI. This U.S. opinion was congruent with GOI’s belief.  

The Resistance members called the period from late 2006 to summer 2007 the 

“transition phase.” Post-Samarra mosque-bombing, Shia pressure on the Sunni in 

Ghazaliyah got worse. “We were objects of revenge by Shia and we were on a counter 

revenge campaign, which you cannot kill your way out of,” recalled the JAR leader.99  

After the Bakriyyah shouting match, the Resistance began to collect intelligence 

on the AQI platoons. They were successful in persuading, through loyalty and threat-

caution, the return of the Resistance members who had left the JAR and JAI platoons and 

gone to AQI platoons. The exodus of all local fighters from the AQI platoons caused AQI 

to threaten to increase their presence in Ghazaliyah. Immediately, there were rumors of 

more AQI coming to Ghazaliyah, although it was not clear if they remained in 

Ghazaliyah, moved on to Ameriyah, or moved on to other parts of Baghdad. “AQI has 

brought benefits and problems,” testified one 1920s Revolutionary Brigade fighter, “They 

attack the U.S. occupiers, but every day the problems they bring become greater than the 

benefits.”100  

A Sunni rebel who had gone from JAR to an AQI platoon for the pay reported to 

the Resistance leaders that that AQI members transiting from the north to Ghazaliyah 

would often stop at the Bakriyyah brothel. The JAR omarah gave the brothel owner a cell 

phone and paid to inform him when new AQI members came to town. When called by 

the prostitutes, the Resistance leaders would kill or runoff the AQI member.101  
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AQI was also suspicious of the Resistance, recognizing the Resistance tolerated 

but did not accept them. AQI had trouble integrating and often became frustrated with the 

Sunni Resistance deception and lack of cooperation. The AQI omarahs also had trouble 

following Sunni political rivalries and relationships. The JAR omarah stated AQI had the 

same problem that the Americans would later develop. Namely, they did not understand 

their environment.  

The LSAGs recognized, therefore, that they had superior information about the 

local environment and conditions. Unable to discern the local politics and coalitions, IJF 

found itself being swindled. “We made a lot of money off them because they didn’t 

understand what was going on. They did not understand us. It was easy to fool [AQI],” 

recalled one Resistance member.102 

During one omarah meeting, the Resistance leaders, led by 1920s Revolutionary 

Brigade leader Abu Hamid, questioned the value of making an alliance with the Shia 

JAM from Shula. This could, Abu Hamid reasoned, reduce the attacks on their umma and 

unite the Sunni and Shia against the Americans. This would preserve the Resistance’s 

chief goal of expelling the occupiers. AQI’s Abu Aisha vehemently objected. This 

rejection and subsequent insults reduced the meeting into a shouting match. Abu Aisha 

was loud and violent. He lunged at Abu Hamid, a frail 70-year-old who was more 

strategist than insurgent. Other members of the Resistance held back Abu Aisha. The 

meeting broke up, and the proposal was neither acted upon nor discussed again. 

The platoon meetings were often contentious when discussing targets. Once, 

according to the JAR leader, AQI suggested bombing the Shia mosque in al-Shula. The 
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Ghazaliyah Resistance was unanimous in rejecting this proposal. There were half a dozen 

Sunni mosques in north Ghazaliyah that were empty because the Sunni could not get 

there. The Shia displaced the Sunni and now occupied north Ghazaliyah. Therefore, if the 

Shia took revenge, the Sunni in Ghazaliyah would have little ability to defend against 

Sunni mosque attacks. The Resistance balked. “This was not,” JAR leader Abu Bakr 

stated plainly, “a holy war.” Likewise, al-Shula had a medical clinic that serviced the IA. 

Army vehicles parked outside the clinic signaled that IA officers and soldiers were 

receiving medical care. The AQI omarah suggested bombing the clinic or targeting the 

IA there. The Resistance refused. The leader of the JAR platoon objected on the grounds 

that the IA patients were professional officers. Attacking the Shia in a hospital was not 

warfare, they believed, it was cowardice. AQI bristled. The Ghazaliyah LSAG leaders 

called them cowards, and tensions continued to flare.103  

This was the third consecutive meeting broken up by infighting among the 

groups. The alliance between AQI and the Sunni Resistance had fractured. Trust never 

existed between the groups, and now their interests no longer aligned.  

For the Ghazaliyah LSAG, the alliance experienced preference diversion not often 

captured in the civil war literature.104 The LSAGs preferred a secular strategy but got a 

sectarian one; it pursued a selective violence approach but got an indiscriminate one; it 

joined an alliance to get an equal partnership but got an authoritarian, coercive one. 

Rational models predicted the LSAGS would leave an alliance that pursued different 

goals, brought increased attacks from the adversary, and became extractive in nature. Yet 

the LSAG remained in a codependent state with its IJF partner, clinging to an initial set 
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of shared interests that transformed into battles between LSAG self-interests and alliance 

collective interests.       

 In 2007, AQI attempted to reseed its waning influence in Ghazaliyah by 

intermarrying into the Bakriyyah village community. A member of AQI, who appeared 

suddenly in Ghazaliyah, bequeathed his daughter to a Bakriyyah village elder. This was 

an attempt to embed in the social-tribal fabric of the region. This tactic would not have 

succeeded in Ghazaliyah’s urban centers. Despite AQI and the people of Ghazaliyah 

being co-ethnic and co-religious, the people held no solidarity to the tribe (asabiya). The 

honor, prestige, and reliance on tribal political power were not salient social mechanisms. 

In Ghazaliyah, tribalism was a weak social adherent. Thus, the intermarrying tactic would 

have been ineffective. The LSAG paid little attention, since the marriage was of no 

consequence to them.105 Privately, they ridiculed the action, joking “you cannot have 

scissors or knives in the house, and you cannot sleep with this one,” suggesting the 

daughter of an AQI member might perform castration.106   

Indeed, east of Bakriyyah in the mohallahs, beyond the tribal-national 

demarcation line, the Resistance mocked the Bakriyyah elder as “manipulated” by AQI. 

The Resistance leaked the wedding celebration intelligence to the American army unit 

near Bakriyyah village. The U.S. unit cordoned the celebration hoping to capture an AQI 

member as he attended his daughter’s wedding reception. The U.S. unit, however, was 

unsuccessful, and they did not capture the AQI member.107 What the United States did 

not know was the AQI father-of-the-bride would have never attended a wedding-night 

                                                           
105 Former SOI, in discussion with author, #KPA170616, 2017. 
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celebration that would result in the consummation and “sexual defiling” of his 

daughter.108 This represented shallow knowledge and ethnocentric assumptions on the 

part of the United States about the culture and environment. The LSAGs remained the 

sole proprietors of local information. 

Meanwhile, AQI coercion in the Sunni community increased. In May 2007, the 

murder of a popular Ghazaliyah school master, Juma’a, angered the Sunni community. 

Juma’a was a Sunni primary school headmaster with a wife, three daughters, and son of 

his own. The AQI platoon told all headmasters to stay home and to not conduct school. 

Most headmasters complied; Headmaster Juma’a did not. AQI demanded the cessation of 

school and learning because the government was paying the salaries. A few months 

earlier, while queuing up for petrol, the AQI platoon detained Jama’a. They accused him 

of being a Shia with fake papers. He finally proved he was Sunni, and AQI released him 

after three days. AQI kidnapped other headmasters who became statistics at the Route 

Zinas body-dump. Three weeks after his first kidnapping, AQI kidnapped Juma’a again. 

This time there was no release.  

“The Resistance isn't just about killing…without any aims or goals," a 1920s 

Revolutionary Brigade representative said later,  "Our people have come to hate al-

Qaeda, which gives the impression to the outside world that the resistance [fighters] in 

Iraq are terrorists. Suicide bombing is not the best way to fight because it kills innocent 

civilians.”109 

                                                           
108 Author’s notes, Bakriyyah village cordon, 2007; cultural advisor, in discussion with author, #KP160302, 
2016; and #JRP170108, 2017. 
109 Milne, “Out of the Shadows,” 2007. 
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With AQI shirking their Sunni-protection duty, JAM harassment increased as 

well. Juma’a’s family wanted to view his body at the Baghdad morgue; however, it was 

in a Shia area, and they could not go. It was rumored that Shia militias waited at the 

morgue for Sunni families who came to witness or claim their relatives and that they then 

themselves were killed or arrested.110 Juma’a’s wife Bab al-Modam sent her sister-in-law, 

Wafa, and a niece to the morgue under the impression females would be less likely to be 

attacked. After finding the body, the two women were unable to lift it, and so they left the 

body in the morgue.111    

For the LSAG, the shift in AQI’s willingness to carry out its alliance duties, 

protection of the Sunni, changed the LSAG’s calculation. Instead of protecting the Sunni 

from threats, AQI became the threat. Because AQI used lethal means, held access to the 

LSAGs, and demonstrated malice, they were coded as presenting high threat to the 

LSAGs.  

The Resistance Defects. In February and March 2007, the AQI platoons 

continued to attack the U.S. soldiers. They increased some of the attacks because the 

newly emplaced three-foot “Jersey barriers” were up around Ghazaliyah, and it was 

easier to conduct directional bombs from the short walls. The Americans caught on 

quickly and replaced the three-foot Jersey barriers with twelve-foot “Texas T-walls.” The 

AQI attacks subsided. 

                                                           
110 Patrick Cockburn, The Age of Jihad: The Islamic State and the Great War for the Middle East (New 

York: Verso Books, 2016), part II, chapters 4-6, specifically, 158; former SOI, in discussion with author, 
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111 Cockburn, The Age of Jihad, 2016; verified by former SOI, in discussion with author, #KPA170616, 
2017; author’s notes, Ghazaliyah, 2007. 
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Resistance operations against the United States during this period came down to 

zero, explained the omarah for the JAR platoon. The Sunni Resistance platoons 

concentrated all their force against the Shia brutality. The T-walls around Ghazaliyah 

helped the resistance because it made it more difficult for the Shia sakake to enter 

Ghazaliyah from al-Shula. The Resistance could see the Shia sakake vehicles, black 

suburbans, entering the T-wall checkpoints. Subsequently, they had time to prepare 

defenses or counterattacks. The higher walls also kept the AQI platoons out since their 

leadership lived outside the walls.  

In March 2007, after initial successes of the Anbar Awakening, representatives 

from the Anbar Sahwah visited the Resistance in the Bakriyyah village safe house. The 

Anbar sheiks invited the Ghazaliyah Resistance to be a part of the Anbar movement. The 

Resistance declined. “Your problems are not our problems,” the JAR omarah spoke for 

the Resistance when he told the Anbar sheik, “We are patriots, not farmers. Our system is 

different than your system.”  

Privately, the JAR omarah would tell his men of the rejection of the Anbar offer, 

stating more forcefully, “They are goat farmers and tribesman; we are former Iraqi 

officers and gentlemen. There is a difference.”112 The JAR omarah understood the Anbar 

Awakening was driven by AQI thievery of the pipeline protection contracts and the 

border crossing tariffs. It was well known to the Resistance that Saddam used to pay the 

Anbar tribes to protect the pipeline in each geographical area the tribes controlled, 

thereby creating a patronage system, which kept the tribes loyal. After Saddam’s fall, the 
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tribes figured a way to keep the protection scam going with the United States as 

benefactor.  

In Ghazaliyah, the Resistance heard rumors AQI “muscled in” on the Anbar 

pipeline-protection racket. They also edged out the sheiks on the graft and tax on the 

borders. The Resistance was also aware that the AQI practiced brutality in Anbar when 

the tribesman did not cooperate. And the Ghazaliyah Resistance began to see signs of the 

Anbar coercion.  

“Our problems,” summed up the JAR omarah, “were not AQI brutality and AQI 

stealing our money, although these were becoming more frequent … but AQI lying they 

were on our side, the mixing of goals, and the constant AQI-on-Shia attacks which 

caused [the Shia] to attack us.”       

In May 2007, the Resistance received word the U.S. unit was searching for a 

“neighborhood watch” force. Ghazaliyah’s concerned citizen Sheik Mohammed al-Qasi 

and the Resistance’s JAI Omarah Hussein Raad Ali approached the U.S. forces in 

Ghazaliyah. “Colonel Raad” was a former IA LTC who claimed to be part of Iraqi special 

forces. He was intelligent, fit, and he spoke English. He had received army training in the 

Soviet Union as an exchange officer in the 1980s. He was a charismatic officer and had 

the loyalty of many Resistance members. Colonel Raad was handsome, in an Omar 

Sharif-way; he was a barrel-chested and had a Tom Selleck mustache. He “looked” the 

part of the Sunni resistance member turned U.S. agent.  

Sheik Muhammad al-Qasi was also key to the Son of Iraq (SOI) recruitment 

effort. Dressed as an Iraqi businessman, Sheik al-Qasi was investigated as a “fake-sheik” 

because the United States was never able to establish his tribal origin. Nevertheless, al-
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Qasi proved invaluable in collecting up the Neighborhood Advisory Council (NAC) and 

acted as a go-between for the United States and the Resistance. He also helped the United 

States vet the Iraqi volunteers that answered the neighborhood-watch call.  

  The Resistance, in May 2007, began to flip. The omarahs for the JAI and JAR 

platoons appealed to their respective men to be a part of the American initiative. The 

omarah of the 1920s Revolutionary Brigade was initially distrustful of the flip. Abu 

Hamid was, however, convinced by Colonel Raad’s vision that the Sunni could be post-

war German or Japanese populations: rebuilt after defeat to prosperity and power-sharing 

rule.113 

 The JAR omarah appealed to his men to switch sides. They were fearful of U.S. 

duplicity. The omarah admitted “the anti-U.S. faded in me” because “there was so much 

going on.” He explained, “The Shia threat was real and happening every day; AQI 

seemed only to make the Shia problem worse. The Shia were determined for revenge, and 

we could not kill our way out of that problem.” “The Americans,” the JAR omarah 

conceded, “were not the devils we were led to believe.”114 The JAR omarah, in effort to 

persuade his platoon members to switch sides, implored, “Allah owns the heavens, but 

the United States owns Iraq.”115 

 Through May and June, the NAC worked nine- and ten-hour days, vetting 

volunteers and making decision about the trustworthiness of the Sunni volunteers. The 

Resistance sent only a few at first. Unsure about the Americans’ true intent, the 

Resistance asked their early volunteers to “test the system” to make sure the Americans 
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could be trusted. After a month, the former rebels reported back to the omarah they were 

given uniforms, radios, and posted on the street corner to watch their own neighborhoods 

for “foreigners,” defined as Shia intruders or AQI.  

 The Resistance then sent more rebels to be neighborhood watch. The Resistance 

started slowly but increased participation when it became clear that the United States was 

keeping its promises. “We had nowhere else to go,” confessed one Sunni volunteer, 

formerly of the JAI, “The Iraqi Army was Shia, the police were Shia, and the Shia were 

backed by Iran.” He concluded, “We knew the U.S. backed the Shia initially, but we had 

seen them fight them as well. We were out of options.”116  

 At its height, the Resistance numbered approximately 1,200 fighters. Not all the 

Resistance members defected to the U.S. forces. The JAR omarah estimated slightly less 

than 100 Resistance members did not trust the American program and set off to continue 

the Resistance or strike out on their own.117 They left town.  

The AQI omarahs had not showed since the Bakriyyah spat with the JAR omarah 

over religion. It had been a month. The Resistance tried to convince the local Ghazaliyah 

members of the AQI platoon to join the American project. They were frightened, 

however, as the AQI platoon’s omarah had made it clear how they would treat “traitors.” 

They were also concerned about Colonel Raad, Sheik Muhammed al-Qasi, and the 

vetting. If Raad or al-Qasi had grievances against the Sunni for working with the AQI 

platoons, they could simply turn in the members to the Americans as AQI and gain the 
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Americans’ further trust.118 This eliminated about almost 100 fighters. The Resistance 

suggested the AQI platoon members petition to serve in the Iraqi police. The police 

station was now, however, in north Ghazaliyah deep into the Shia area. A Sunni, even if 

the police could hire him, could not travel to work in the Shia area. The Sunni locals who 

had accepted positions with the AQI platoons declined the options. A few others in the 

Resistance, either too old for fighting or too tired of the bloodshed, retired their rebel 

lives for the tranquility of sook-jobs. 

The United States called the neighborhood watch the Ghazaliyah Guardians, or 

“GGs.” The patch on the Guardians’ new uniforms was modeled after the U.S. First 

Cavalry’s patch, the unit that had accepted the defection. The United States initially only 

had authorizations for 600 Guardians. This left several hundred unable to join for lack of 

space. The Resistance leaders instructed the remaining rebels to return to their sook-jobs 

and paid them $50 per month to be “sleepers.” This payment served as a retainer in case 

the experiment with the United States did not work out successfully—the Resistance 

would need to arise and form quickly.119 The LSAGs employed a hedge strategy in the 

event the neighborhood-watch program was a ruse to betray the LSAGs once they turned 

themselves in. The program was successful, however. By late summer, the United States 

expanded the program to 900 GGs, calling in and employing the “sleepers.” 

In June 2007, the U.S. Commander in Ghazaliyah announced to Colonel Raad he 

would hire three GG leaders. The Resistance internally debated, since there were more 

groups and omarahs than there were GG leadership roles. In the end, the groups 
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nominated Colonel Raad to be one of the three GG leaders. The United States already 

trusted him because he spoke some English and did most of the vetting. The Resistance 

determined the second GG SOI leader would be Colonel Shuja. He was a former IA LTC 

and well respected by the JAR fighters. He was nominated by the JAR contingent and 

accepted by the United States. The Resistance nominated the leader of the 1920s 

Revolutionary Brigade and chief strategist, Abu Hamid, to be the third GG leader, though 

he considered himself too old and frail to lead a GG unit. Abu Hamid declined the 

nomination, agreeing to play a greater role behind the scenes and to serve as the future 

leader of the Resistance if this “American experiment” failed. In his place, Abu Hamid 

put forth former IA Major Ayad.  

Colonel Raad became the face of the Baghdad Sahwah in Ghazaliyah. In August 

2007, the U.S. forces would fly Colonel Raad and Ameriyah’s Abu Abed to Bahrain to 

video-teleconference with U.S. President George W. Bush who wanted to personally 

thank the Sunni “Sons of Iraq.” Thus, Colonel Raad became instrumental in convincing 

the active Resistance members to defect from AQI and join the Americans.120 

3.3.1  Threat Perception.  

After the fall of Saddam Hussein, the Sunni perceived threat from two state armed 

sovereigns: the United States and the Government of Iraq. They also perceived threat 

from another LSAG, the Shia militias. The evidence suggests these threats contributed to 

the Sunni LSAG joining an alliance with AQI.  
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AQI inflated the threats to persuade the Sunni to join forces. The Sunni saw 

justification for their charge that the Shia were incompetent rulers of the country. 

Additionally, Sunni rumors asserted the Shia received covert support from Iran. AQI 

made a compelling case for an alliance. First, they empathized and reinforced the 

Resistance’s motto, “Kill the Occupier.” At their core, AQI was committed to expelling 

the Americans from Iraq. AQI had deep-rooted religious reasons, but, for the Resistance, 

this difference was immaterial. Further, AQI spoke convincingly about the grand threat to 

Sunni Islam. This resonated with the Resistance as they were trying to achieve place in 

post-Saddam Iraq, and it would only be possible by bargaining from a position of 

strength.121  

Additionally, AQI brought resources to address the LSAGs’ threat. AQI had 

technological expertise and modern equipment. They had bomb-making, fuse 

construction, and detonator experience. They brought computer technology with 

overhead imagery and mapping capability. They had strong logistical ties to the north and 

other parts of Iraq, which was useful from materiel and documents. Lastly, AQI brought 

money, a fungible resource in the fight against the American invader.  

In this light, the logic of the AQI-LSAG alliance is easy to discern. When groups 

cannot rely on their own resources and face destruction or annihilation, Eric Hoffer 

reminds us that groups turn to something “mighty, glorious, and indestructible.”122 The 

Resistance, in this case, joined the AQI alliance to avoid annihilation from the battlespace 
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predators. From 2004 to 2005, this partnership worked. Figure 3.1 shows the evolution of 

the alliance.  

 

Over time, beliefs began to change. The United States, as it turned out, was not as 

AQI believed. Americans were not brutal, indiscriminate killers. They were not pillaging 

the country of its wealth. They had not, as AQI described, turned the mosques into 

churches.123 They had authored De-Ba’athification, which allied them with the Shia. 

However, day-to-day, the U.S. Commander on the ground was defying Government of 

Iraq edicts and was not always siding with the IA in all disputes. In Ghazaliyah, it was 

the U.S. Commander who removed the sectarian IA Colonel Sabah. The U.S. forces got 

out of large fortress bases and lived in the community.124 The LSAGs began to suspect 

that the United States had chosen a poor alliance partner just as the Resistance had.125  

 Two events changed the Resistance’s perception of the United States from enemy 

to ally.  First, the proximity of U.S. forces allowed greater access to Ghazaliyah. In 

January 2016, a U.S. unit began to wall the town of Ghazaliyah and construct living 
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quarters in key areas of the town.126 What the Resistance didn’t know was that the unit 

had arrived a month earlier as part of the U.S. force-uplift “surge.” The unit was not 

replacing another U.S. formation; it could not occupy the living quarters of the departing 

unit, as was customary, because there was no departing unit. With no living quarters on 

the base, the new U.S. formation had to live in the town. Also, the new U.S. Commander 

of forces, General David Petraeus, believed “the right way to secure the population [was] 

to live among the people they were trying to secure.”127  

Second, the Americans possessed a willingness to fight the Shia. After the 2007 

al-Askari bombing, JAM’s leader Muqtada al-Sadr did not believe the Sunni were 

responsible for the bombing. He did not know the bombing was the work of Haithim al-

Badri, an AQI operative. Instead, the Sadrists wrongly blamed the United States and 

called for attacks against the Americans.128 The U.S. Commander in Ghazaliyah, aware 

of the Shia threats, heightened security with equal suspicion of the Shia and the Sunni.129  

The Resistance, living near the Americans, noticed actions that they had not seen 

previously. The U.S. unit set up Neighborhood Advisory Councils, heard the complaints 

of the community, and stopped the Shia forced-resettlement problem. They broke the 

Shia hold on the LPG factory and set up a system in which Sunni mohallahs handled their 

own LPG distribution. The U.S. unit petitioned to central Baghdad, and Ghazaliyah 

received more hours of electricity per day. The U.S. Commander of Ghazaliyah removed 

two IA commanders who were brutal to the townspeople. When the Sunni knocked on 
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the door of the U.S. neighborhood security station and complained the Shia were 

patrolling the neighborhood and killing the Sunni, the United States dispatched patrols. 

Often, the United States engaged in firefights with JAM and chased the sakake back to 

Shula.  

All these U.S. initiatives and actions took place from December 2006 to April 

2007. These actions did not conform to the Resistance’s prior belief that the U.S. 

invaders were imperialists, bent on control, pillage, and oppression. This narrative was 

also incongruent with the stories AQI had told about U.S. treatment of Sunni. The 

Resistance cautiously shifted their perspective of the United States from invader to 

supporter. In this period of transition, the Sunni rebels in Ghazaliyah shifted their 

perspective of the United States from enemy to ally. 

In the second belief-shift for the Sunni of Ghazaliyah, the Resistance came to 

understand AQI as an enemy. The Resistance had never fully accepted AQI. This was 

clear in the way the Resistance prohibited AQI to live in the Ghazaliyah city limits. They 

disliked AQI “poaching” their foot soldiers and spent time trying the dissuade crossovers. 

Further, AQI accelerated the sectarian war against the Shia causing the Shia to exact 

revenge upon the Sunni. The Resistance, because of its large numbers and location 

throughout the battlespace, bore the disproportionate amount of the street violence. The 

Resistance believed AQI had caused the rise and increased pressure from the Shia 

militias. 

Lastly, AQI had discouraged, and later threatened, Sunni participation in national 

elections, which resulted in disaster for the Sunni.130 Rumors of AQI abuses and brutality 
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in Anbar confirmed what the LSAGs saw in Ghazaliyah: AQI was no longer persuading 

an alliance but coercing one. In this transition period, the Sunni rebels in Ghazaliyah 

shifted their perspective of the AQI from ally to enemy.131  

This belief transformation highlights an important feature of civil wars not 

addressed in the traditional civil war scholarship. Alliances at the sub-state level are not 

like state-level alliances in which partners supplement each other’s capability and all 

members cooperate toward a single, shared goal. States in alliances overcome a collective 

action problem to reduce the threat from a common antagonist.132 Partners in sub-state 

alliances practice trickery, reciprocal infiltration of each other’s organization, distrust, 

and fraud. This is evidence of a codependent relationship in which partners show vexing 

behaviors. Partners in unhealthy, codependent relationships hedge, lie, take advantage, 

and manipulate each other—yet stay in the relationship for the narrow, shared set of 

common interests. Sub-state alliances are dysfunctional partnerships between chronically 

flawed groups who stay together despite their defects because being unpartnered is worse 

than being poorly partnered. Civil war scholarship using rational actor models does not 

address this dynamic. 

3.3.2 Internal Group Cohesion 

The LSAG in Ghazaliyah possessed high cohesion for several reasons. First, 

professional officers from the Saddam regime made the core of the Resistance. Many 

officers had retired to Ghazaliyah after a long history of shared service dating back to the 

Iran-Iraq war. When the 2003 war started, they immediately mobilized to fight the 
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foreign-imposed regime change. As the Shia began to assert their vengeful dominance 

after decades of oppressive Sunni rule, the former military men re-formed and assumed 

Sunni Ghazaliyah suburb protection. With the mixed Sunni-Shia neighborhood in 

Ghazaliyah, and Shula the “Sadr City” west of the Euphrates so geographically close, the 

group initially achieved task status. Over time, performing protection duty, organizing, 

and conducting missions, the Ghazaliyah LSAG elevated to intimate group status. The 

core had been a group before, and once re-formed, it was relatively small in size. The 

entry qualification was military service, which afforded low permeability. They had 

common goals, lived in the same neighborhood, and were ethno-religious Sunni Arab. 

Figure 3.2 shows this relationship.  

 

 

When the IJF arrived in 2004, the Ghazaliyah Resistance stayed an intimate 

group, acting with solidarity in preventing the IJF from living in the suburb and 

collecting intelligence. Some civil war literature would predict that the LSAG might have 

joined the IJF co-ethnics or become absorbed in the IJF organization. Yet the LSAG 

remained an autonomous, intimate group.  
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When approached by the Anbar sheiks to join the Awakening already underway, 

the LSAGs declined. This action is representative of intimate groups that are groups for a 

long time, possess low permeability, have high intergroup interaction, and share common 

goals. Based upon these characteristics and behavior, from 2004 to 2007, this group is 

coded as a high cohesion group. 

3.4 Alliance Outcome 

For the Resistance, the “transition phase” resulted in three shifts in perspective. 

First, the Sunni elevated the Shia from enemy number two to enemy number one. 

Second, the Resistance shifted their perception of AQI from ally to enemy. Third, the 

Resistance shifted their perception of the U.S. from enemy to ally.133  

The Resistance relied on AQI to carry out its alliance responsibility: to keep the 

LSAG protected from outside threats. AQI failed. In fact, instead of protecting the LSAG 

from the Shia militia and Shia armed sovereign, they exacerbated the situation by starting 

a sectarian war.134 Here, we observe an example of an alliance in which one partner 

manipulated and intimidated the other partner while trying to push its own narrative to 

explain the situation. AQI spread its “Sunni under global threat” worldview to persuade 

the Ghazaliyah LSAG to ally. AQI needed access to the battlespace and the private 

information that LSAGs possessed about the conditions.  

By 2007, the Sunni had learned to question their new role in Iraq. Understanding 

they would not regain the place they had occupied for 83 years of rule, they sought to 

                                                           
133 Shifting perception is the central theme in Martha L. Cottam, Joe W. Huseby, and Bruno Baltodano, 
Confronting Al Qaeda: The Sunni Awakening and the American Strategy in Al Anbar (London: Rowan and 
Littlefield, 2016). 
134 Abu Musab al-Zarqawi’s famous February 2004 missive to Usama Bin Laden outlining a strategy for a 
war against the Shia and “waking up” the Sunni people, U.S. Department of State Archive, accessed  
https://2001-2009.state.gov/p/nea/rls/31694.htm. 
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carve out what they could. The Sunni now viewed the Shia as the “fifth column of the 

Islamic Republic of Iran and its ajam (non-Arab) Persian people.”135 The Shia were 

uninterested in power-sharing arrangements and were driven by revenge. With the power 

roles reversed, the Sunni in Ghazaliyah understood the sectarian fervor that the Shia 

harbored. They had previously underestimated the Shia threat.  

The Shia had infiltrated and dominated the police and army with JAM 

sympathizers. The Shia usurped resource and financial opportunities. JAM intimidated 

the Sunni families from their homes and moved Shia families into northern Ghazaliyah 

neighborhoods in a real-estate takeover scheme. Most frightening, the Shia sakake 

roamed the streets and conducted indiscriminate sectarian killings.136 The situation 

became remarkably worse after the explicit AQI campaign against the Shia, which 

included the February 22, 2006, bombing of the al-Askari mosque’s golden dome in 

Samarra. In response, the Shia retaliated against 168 Sunni mosques in Iraq in the 

following days, 19 of them in Baghdad, including 2 in Ghazaliyah.137 By 2007, in 

Ghazaliyah, this threat was overwhelming. On June 22, 2007, 16 months later, a second 

bombing of the al-Askari mosque destroyed two of the 10-story minarets. In Baghdad, a 

Shia resident claimed, “The militias will take revenge today or tomorrow.”138  

                                                           
135 Hashim, Insurgency and Counterinsurgency, 2009, 70. 
136 Marc Santoradec, “Sectarian Ties Weaken Duty’s Call for Iraq Forces,” The New York Times, December 
28, 2006,  accessed https://nyti.ms/2vmCG6C; Michael O’Hanlon, “Soft Partition,” Brookings, Jun 2004; 
Eric Hamilton, “Backgrounder #21: Developments Fighting Al Qaeda in Iraq,” Institute for the Study of 

War, January 2008, accessed 
http://www.understandingwar.org/sites/default/files/reports/Devolpments%20Fighting%20Al%20Qaeda%2
0in%20Iraq.pdf; Rayburn, et al., U.S. Army in the Iraq War, Volume I, 2019.  
137 Association of (Sunni) Muslim Scholars, as quoted in “Killing Fields,” Gulf Daily News, February 24, 
2006, accessed, http://archives.gdnonline.com/NewsDetails.aspx?date=04/07/2015&storyid=136363.  
138 Hamza Hendawi, “4-day Baghdad lockdown ends,” The Associated Press, June 7, 2007, accessed   
 http://archive.decaturdaily.com/decaturdaily/news/070618/lockdown.shtml.  
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Thus, the Sunni made two earlier miscalculations from which they were now 

adjusting. First, the Shia militias rose and increased their ability to attack Sunni enclaves. 

Second, the AQI campaign against the Shia caused the Shia militias to wage brutal, 

unrestricted warfare. For the Sunni in Ghazaliyah, this elevated the Shia from a 

secondary threat to the primary threat. The Ghazaliyah LSAG, still possessing high 

cohesion but now under threat from the IA and AQI, defected. The theory predicts this 

outcome, as shown in Figure 3.3.  

 Upon formalizing the defection in May 2007, the GGs immediately informed on 

the AQI members in Ghazaliyah. Mahmud Abu Adan “the Ear” fled to Mosul. The GGs 

directed the U.S. forces to arrest Abu Aisha from Ansar al-Sunnah and Abu Barat al Libi, 

the Tawhid wal-Jihad (TWJ) member. The U.S. forces engaged them in a firefight and 

killed them. The last member, Qais al-Abedi, the TWJ member who had threatened the 

JAR omarah in Bakriyyah, was detained by coalition forces and held at Forward 

Operating Base Justice, a joint U.S.-IA facility in nearby Kadamiyah. Qais bribed his 

guard and escaped. He was driving back though Ghazaliyah, presumably enroute to exact 

revenge for the GG betrayal that led to his capture. While traveling on Route Cecil 

toward the Ghazaliyah Joint Security Station, which now housed U.S. forces and GGs 



176 

 

working side by side. The alert GGs recognized him and informed a U.S. platoon. The 

U.S. unit killed him as he sped his Opel down Ghazaliyah Main.139     

3.5 Alliance #2: SOI-LSAGs-U.S. coalition, 2007-2009 

The United States and the Sunni LSAGs, now the “Guardians,” began to rid the 

area of AQI. This mission proved popular in the streets, and the people opened their 

shops, began to frequent markets and business, and rejoiced about getting stability back 

in their lives. The AQI members appeared a few more times in late summer 2007. AQI 

attempted to secure land from which to grow another movement. The GGs, with the U.S. 

support, defended the re-attacks. 

In Ghazaliyah, the United States paid the GG commanders $800 per month. There 

were four or five “platoon” level commanders who received $600 per month. The GG 

foot soldiers received $400 per month.140  

The Resistance rejected the name, Sahwah, or Awakening. When asked, Colonel 

Raad, normally a smiling figure, sternly replied, “This was not an awakening because we 

were not asleep.”141 Similarly, Colonel Shuja, the second GG commander, stated plainly, 

the only thing we “woke” up from was the AQI deceit.”142  

The positive impact of the GGs was almost immediate. They were the 

neighborhood “saviors,” and the Sunni umma in Ghazaliyah celebrated their heroes. They 

                                                           
139 Captain Brooks’ platoon, 2-12 Cav, 1st U.S. Cavalry Division. 
140 In Surge: My Journey with General Petraeus and the Remaking of the Iraq War (New Haven: Yale 
University Press, 2013), Col (ret) Peter R. Mansoor says the SOI pay was set at $300 per soldier by Multi-
National Command-Iraq. This posed a dilemma to the coalition forces managing SOIs in Ghazaliyah, since 
their initial salaries were set at the local level and paid through Commander’s Emergency Response Funds 
(CERP). Locally, the unit set higher salaries. MNC-I had to standardize the salaries, however, to prevent 
horizontal inequity situation. But for the local unit, it was not prudent to impose a salary cut to the former 
insurgents after only a few months on the job. Therefore, the local coalition commander subsidized the 
MNC-I salary to keep it the GGs at their original levels. (Author’s notes, 2007). 
141 Notes, RIP/TOA, 2007; former U.S. Commander, in discussion with author, #KP170809, 2017. 
142 Former SOI, in discussion with author, #KPA170616, 2017.  
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were protecting their own neighborhoods. The GG commanders arrayed the forces in the 

same mohallahs they had always lived in and used to target the Americans. Joking with 

the GG commanders, a U.S. officer pointed out that in the United States, it was common 

for officers to work in Army positions in the Pentagon and elsewhere. Once they retired, 

they would show up to the same desk the next day in civilian clothes doing the same jobs 

but for private pay. The GGs were now part of the Iraqis’ “military-industrial 

complex.”143  

Soon, the flow of AQI weapons and fighters ceased. The GGs working the 

checkpoints on Highway 97/Route Sword would call out, “Search that lettuce truck!” 

Discovering weapons cache under the lettuce cargo, the GG would remark, “That was 

how we used to move weapons.”144 It was a level of knowledge the United States would 

never achieve without the inside knowledge of rebel tactics and techniques. 

All actors in Ghazaliyah, however, were not happy with the new U.S.-Guardians 

alliance. The central government in Baghdad responded to this alliance by sending a new 

IA commander. The new IA commander of 2d Battalion, 4th Brigade, 6th Iraqi Army 

Division, Colonel (COL) Falah Hussein, assessed the situation. The U.S. Army was 

strong and in charge. There were few Shia militia attacks. There were no AQI attacks. 

There were no Sunni LSAG attacks on the United States or IA. This situation was 

sustainable, and COL Falah did not disturb the new equilibrium.145  

It does not appear COL Falah came to dismantle the SOIs. He was agnostic 

toward them, other than occasional irritation that the SOIs curried favor with Americans. 

                                                           
143 Author notes, November 2007.  
144 Author’s notes from checkpoint operations with SOI leader, November 2007, verified in discussions 
with author, #KPA170616, 2017.  
145 Author’s notes with Iraqi Army Colonel, 2007; verified in discussion with author, #JRP18041802, 2018. 
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His boss, the 4th Brigade commander BG Ghassan was viewed as sectarian but spent most 

of his time in Ameriyah, disassembling the SOIs there. COL Falah and his deputy 

Raheem were not focused on the SOIs but were focused on JAM. “They are everywhere,” 

Falah said one evening, “In the Government, the Army, the businesses, the streets.” He 

shrugged, “You have to obey or be killed.” “Political parties without armed groups are 

just men drinking tea,” he continued. “But they will fight each other over interests and 

money, so they will not focus on [the United States].”   

In this period, the IA showed resentment towards the GGs but remained stoic in a 

relationship categorized as “toleration, not acceptance.”146 The IA and the GG partnered 

in patrolling operations over the course of this period. The GGs worked the Ghazaliyah 

street corners. This was the GGs’ neighborhood, so they knew the locals. They quickly 

found non-locals. The GGs, when identifying a non-local, would call the U.S. troops at a 

local joint security station (JSS). Typically, the GG spoke to a GG liaison officer in the 

JSS operations center. If an IA liaison was present, the U.S. armed sovereign would relay 

the message, and the IA liaison would dispatch a quick reaction force (QRF). This 

significantly reduced threat for the LSAGs since there was a coherent process to address 

threat. This relationship highlights a core element of the relationship, as LSAGs 

possessed micro-level information that armed sovereigns could not easily obtain on their 

own. The U.S. forces deployed rapid, mobile firepower that the GGs did not have.  

However, this relationship faced challenges, and the LSAG-U.S. alliance suffered 

from tensions. The IP was not partnered with the GG, since militias had infiltrated the IP, 

which was relegated to body-dump duty. When a U.S. soldier received a tip from GG that 

                                                           
146 Former U.S. Commander, in discussion with author, #KP170512, 2017. 
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a dead body in was in one of the body-dump locations, the IP were expected to retrieve 

the body and conduct police work. They could not be counted on to do either task.147 The 

IP, however, were not a threat to the LSAG since the GGs hovered close to the U.S. 

forces. 

In January 2008, after months of screening over 800 applications with names, 

pictures, addresses, history, and qualifications, the GOI approved 280 SOIs to attend the 

Police Academy training. The GGs received their first IP training course at the Iraqi 

Police Academy near BIAP. The U.S. forces helped 280 Sunni SOIs load trucks and 

escorted the convoy to the academy. The GOI promised the Sunni would become police 

and return to their neighborhoods in Ghazaliyah. GG morale was high. 

During this period of the alliance, the LSAG-SOI threat was low since the U.S. 

coalition, their new alliance partner, shielded the SOI from external threats. Moreover, 

since cohesion remained high after the defection from AQI and entry into the U.S 

alliance, the LSAGs entered a state of codependence. This is show in Figure 3.4. 

                                                           
147 Author’s notes with troop commander, 2007, verified in discussions, #KP170512, 2017; former Iraqi 
Army commander, in discussion with author, #JRP18041802, 2018. 
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In late March 2008, the Sadr and Badr militias began uncoordinated but 

simultaneous offensives. JAM from Sadr City launched multiple rocket and mortar 

attacks on the Government of Iraq (GOI) and the U.S. headquarters in the Green Zone. 

Subsequently, the GOI cracked down on the Shia militias in Basra and Baghdad.148 

JAM from Shula attacked U.S. coalition forces in north Ghazaliyah.149 The 

attacks included direct fire, rocket-propelled grenades, and Iranian-made explosively 

formed penetrator (EFP) IEDs.150 At the beginning of the weeklong battle, the U.S. 

Commander in Ghazaliyah visited the SOIs in their JSSs and the Sunni political group 

headquarters in southern Ghazaliyah. He announced he would pull all U.S. forces from 

southern and central Ghazaliyah to reinforce against the JAM threat raging in the north. It 

was important to pull together, the U.S. Commander emphasized, so that the U.S. forces 

could focus on the threat from the north. The Sunni in Ghazaliyah interpreted this as, 

“help the U.S. because they are in North Ghaz killing Shia.”151 The United States 

reported no incidents in the Sunni areas during that time. Additionally, Sunni lined 

Ghazaliyah Main to hand food and water to U.S. soldiers headed north to the battle. 

                                                           
148 Michael Kamber and James Glanz, “Iraqi Crackdown on Shiite Forces Sets Off Fighting,” The New 

York Times, March 26, 2008, accessed 
https://www.nytimes.com/2008/03/26/world/middleeast/26iraq.html?pagewanted=1&_r=1.  
149 Peter Graff, “Iraqi Troops, U.S., Face Test in Battle of Creek Road,” Reuters, April 3, 2008, accessed 
https://www.reuters.com/article/us-iraq-creek/u-s-iraqi-troops-face-test-at-battle-of-creek-road-
idUSL0228881320080403; the United States referred to this as the “Battle of Shit Creek.”  
150 Author’s notes, 2007; U.S. northern battlespace commander, in discussions with author, #KP170512, 
2017; and U.S. southern battlespace commander, in discussion with author, #KP170312, 2017. 
151 Author’s notes, with SOI commander, #IZ080315, 2007; U.S. battlespace commander, in discussions 
with author, #KP170512, 2017; former SOI, in discussions with author, #KPA170616, 2017; cultural 
advisor,  in discussion with author, #JRP170118, 2017. 
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By late summer 2008, however, the SOI-LSAG-U.S. alliance began to fray. There 

were no police assignments in Ghazaliyah as promised. There were no more training 

classes. There was no more talk of transitioning to Police.  

In the fall of 2008, the situation grew dire. The old U.S. unit rotated, and a new 

U.S. unit replaced it. However, the new unit assumed the Ghazaliyah battlespace and all 

of Mansour. This new area had population and geography over four times the former 

charge. This battlespace coverage returned the area to 2005-level coverage.152 This 

diminished the physical and political presence that the United States had used to bolster 

the SOI program and the Sunni agenda. The U.S. retrograde of the “surge” forces had 

begun.  

In December 2008, the United States announced a new Status of Forces 

Agreement that would draw down U.S. forces by April 2009, would reduce them from 

more than 120,000 troops to only 50,000 by April 2010, and would remove them from 

Iraq by December 2011.153 Additionally, the state armed sovereign, the GOI, would that 

year oversee the SOI program, including the SOI pay and transition to government 

service. Pay and transition irregularities developed. Since the January 2008 Police 

training class, the SOIs received no more police training and never received orders for 

local service.  

  The shift in threat for the LSAG began in 2009 when control of the GGs 

transferred from one armed sovereign (United States) to another (GOI). Respondents 

present at the time give three reasons. First, the local SOIs claim the U.S. announcement 

to withdraw caused panic in the ranks. The GGs could see their protectorate evaporating. 
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In the GGs’ view, the United States was abandoning their partners.154 Worse, the United 

States passed the SOI-LSAG from one armed sovereign to a separate, extractive armed 

sovereign. The GOI, in the LSAGs’ view, successfully filibustered integration. Now, the 

United States prepared to depart.  

Second, from the U.S. perspective, the alliance breakdown occurred in 2009 when 

many U.S. surge forces departed theater and subsequently the U.S. presence in 

Ghazaliyah shrank. The 2009 U.S. presence in the region mirrored the 2004-2005 

presence and the United States could not respond to the SOI-LSAGs’ needs.155  

Third, the SOIs in Ghazaliyah believed the announcement of transfer of pay and 

benefits from the United States to the GOI marked the end of the alliance.  

Whatever the dominant reason, the United States, in a move that resembled the 

LSAG-AQI alliance, was no longer able to protect the LSAG from external threats: the 

GOI and the Shia militias.  

In 2009, the GOI wasted little time in exacting vendettas. In the spring, the IA 

arrested and jailed SOI commander COL Raad.156 He remained in jail for over a year. 

Once released, he fled to Syria to meet his family who had escaped earlier. The IA also 

arrested Ghazaliyah SOI COL Shuja and incarcerated him in Forward Operating Base 

Justice. Shuja remained in jail for 10 months. Once released, he escaped to Jordan to join 

his family who had moved out of Ghazaliyah in late 2008 for their safety. The third 

Ghazaliyah SOI commander, Ayad, fled to Kurdistan to join his wife’s family, who lived 

in the region.  

                                                           
154 Former SOI, in discussions with author, #KPA170616, 2017. 
155 U.S. Army Officer, in discussions with author, #KPA150422, 2015.  
156 Email with USEMB Turkey, on the request of COL Raad to gain U.S. Visa, 2013; former SOI, to 
author, #KPA170616, 2017; see Sky, The Unraveling, 2015, 284. 
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During the majority of the LSAG-U.S. alliance from 2007 through late 2008, the 

threat was low. The United States performed its alliance responsibility: reducing external 

threats to the LSAGs. The threat became high, owing to lax coverage from an American 

partner and a GOI determined on consolidating state control. 

Fall 2009 saw the return of IEDs and street corner attacks reminiscent of the 

2006-2007 era. Remnants of AQI or a new IJF targeted Colonel Shuja, the SOI 

commander from center Ghazaliyah, placing a sticky bomb under his vehicle chassis. The 

blast killed Shuja’s driver, but Shuja survived the assassination attempt.157 This 

confirmed for the SOIs and former members of the Resistance that IJFs were a returning 

threat and that the United States was no longer focused on their problems. 

By 2010, the alliance had cracked. 

3.5.1 Threat Perception 

 The SOI-LSAG-U.S. alliance began well in late 2007 when the United States 

replaced AQI in alliance with the Sunni LSAGs. The United States had the mobility, 

firepower, and capability to protect the LSAG from the battlespace predators. The 

alliance was strongest from November 2007 through April 2008 when the United States 

protected the SOI-LSAGs from the IA, the militias, and even aided the transition of SOI 

to the IP.  

 This alliance, however, weakened because the United States began to transfer its 

alliance duty, protection of the LSAG, to the GOI. The United States had planned a 

responsible transfer of the SOIs to the GOI. The GOI, however, had other designs. The 

GOI gained access to the LSAGs-SOIs during the transfer and launched an attrition 

                                                           
157 Former SOI, in discussion with author, #KPA170616, 2017; cultural advisor, in discussion with author, 
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strategy against them. Despite the transfer being an “event-based” transfer, many of the 

planned events did not occur. The GOI continued to accept police application packets but 

never conducted more training. There was no transfer of police districts to local Sunni. 

The GOI wagered that U.S. domestic politics would make withdraw “time-based.” They 

successfully waited until the U.S. forces left. The SOIs became aware of this strategy, 

and in late 2008, they began to hedge. It is not clear to what extent the SOIs began talking 

to other groups or evaluating other partners. AQI’s successor ISIS was forming, and the 

Naqshbandi group was present in that area at the time.158 By October 2008, the LSAGs’ 

predators once again had access, lethality, and nefarious intent. This is demonstrated in 

Figure 3.5.  

 

  Once the United States announced its retrograde and began thinning out the units, 

the GOI, using the IA as leverage, began to dismantle the SOIs. The IA arrested two of 

                                                           
158 Former SOI, in discussion with author, #KPA170616, 2017; Rayburn, et al., The U.S. Army in The Iraq 

War, Volume II, 2019; cultural advisor, in discussion with author, #JRP170118, 2017. 
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the three SOI leaders. In BG Ghassan’s view, COL Raad and COL Shuja were always 

JAI and JAR, respectively.159 They were “simply waiting to shed their skin.”160  

3.5.2 Internal Cohesion 

The LSAG cohesion, upon starting the alliance with the United States in 2007, 

was high. This was residual from the 2007 defection from the IJF. There was a period, 

however, when the LSAG understood all its 1,200 members would not be incorporated 

into the GG formation. There were undoubtedly negative pressures on group cohesion, as 

some members would become GGs and others would not. We would expect an in-

group/out-group dynamic to sow division, resentment, and further destroy cohesion. 

However, the former GG leaders at the time, and a decade later, reported no cohesion 

division during this period.161 

The former LSAG-turned-GG had high cohesion as an intimate group during 

transition to the new alliance partner and protected themselves from their earlier 

alliance’s vendetta violence. That GGs kept solidarity with the former LSAG members 

who were not GGs by paying them a “sleeper” wage. That the LSAGs instituted a 

“sleeper” program is an act of hedging that points to the beginning of a codependent 

relationship. While LSAGs are poor rational actor models, they do show realist 

tendencies, evidenced by their “safety net” back-up plans. LSAG cohesion remained 

high, however, since the Resistance core remained an intimate group and the larger unit 

was a task group, focused on eliminating the AQI threat and transitioning to new partner.  

                                                           
159 Former Iraqi Army commander, in discussion with author, #JRP18041802, 2018.  
160 Author’s notes, with BG Ghassan, 2008. 
161 Author’s notes, with three SOI commanders, 2007; former SOI, in discussion with author, 
#KPA170616, 2017; cultural advisor, in discussion with author, #KP160302, 2016 and #JRP170118, 2017. 
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The question of SOI wage raises another issue related to the conventionally held 

view of civil war in Iraq, during this period. Some Iraq war literature suggests that the 

United States “bought” the SOI and simply paid the former insurgents to flip from the 

AQI alliance.162 This idea is based upon the rational actor model that assumes the fighters 

would ally with the side that paid the most. The Ghazaliyah case weakens this theory. If 

the former fighters were driven by economic incentives alone, we would expect the 

“sleepers” to reject their $50 wage in favor of the $300-$350 wage AQI previously paid. 

AQI, in light of being betrayed and expelled from Ghazaliyah, might have paid more to 

retain intelligence sources and access to local information. We might also expect the $50 

“sleepers” to accept their sleeper wage and seek an added wage from AQI, allowing them 

to profit from both parties. This, however, was not the case.  

The Ghazaliyah fighters who were not brought into the GGs but were paid as 

sleepers did not behave as rational actor models would suggest. Group members and 

fighters in Ghazaliyah were not driven by a utility model of rebels weighing their 

available options and selecting their best responses. This logic does not square with the 

evidence from Ghazaliyah. The Ghazaliyah case suggests that a complex set of variables, 

including social conditions, drive civil war behavior.  

The SOI transition program was designed to usher former GGs and other SOI into 

government service. This program broke down. By May 2008, less than 30 percent of all 

                                                           
162 Douglas A. Ollivant, “Countering the New Orthodoxy: Reinterpreting Counterinsurgency in Iraq,” 
report, New American Foundation, June 2011; Farook Ahmed, “Sons of Iraq and Awakening Forces,” 
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SOIs across Iraq had processed to transition.163 Further, the GOI took over the salary 

payments from the U.S. coalition in 2009. There were immediate problems with the pay, 

late and skipped payments, which fueled Sunni suspicions that the Shia government was 

conducting graft.164  

In late 2009, the situation was alarming. The United States announced its 

withdrawal, the GOI assumed control of the SOI project, no pay or transition to GOI 

service was promised, and Ghazaliyah SOI leaders were detained. While the United 

States would remain in Iraq for another 18 months before its official pull-out date of 

December 2011, the alliance effectively ended in the latter half of 2009.  

Group cohesion broke. The U.S. alliance partner, like the IJF in 2007, had 

abandoned its alliance responsibility and failed to protect the LSAG from external 

threats. Given the events, the small, intimate group who had served together since 2004, 

became hunted by the IA. Their families already safe outside Iraq, the core had to focus 

on their own personal survival. Following this work’s continuum, when the United States 

began to abandon its alliance responsibilities, the GGs ceased being an intimate group. 

The model suggests the GGs became a task group focused on the future safety of the 

group while under the GOI charge. This further devolved from intimate group to social 

group when the IA imprisoned the SOI leaders and the group could no longer focus on its 

safety as a body. With each SOI responsible for his own family and his own personal 

                                                           
163 Michael Harrari, “Uncertain Future for the Sons of Iraq,” Backgrounder, Institute for the Study of War, 
August 30, 2010, accessed 
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and “Sons of Iraq Turned the Tide for the U.S. Now they Pay the Price,” The Guardian, May 13, 2010. 
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safety, group cohesion deteriorated. Coincident with Ghazaliyah conditions and 

congruent with the model, LSAG cohesion was low. Figure 3.6 shows this coding. 

 

3.5.3 Alliance Outcome 

 The model predicts groups in alliance with high threat and low cohesion will 

fragment. This was the result for the Sunni GGs. The GG alliance partner, now unable to 

fulfill its responsibility, opened the way for GOI predatory behavior. The high threat also 

meant the GG could not perform its own alliance functions, since its energy, attention and 

organization shifted into self-preservation.  

Cohesion suffered similarly, and the group could no longer remain a group. The 

group lost all the attributes that underpin solidarity. Cohesion drained from high to 

moderate after the announcement of U.S. withdrawal. Cohesion further drained to low 

after the arrest of the group’s key members. While the SOI-LSAG never announced a 

decision to leave the alliance, neither did the U.S. partner. In this scenario, both parties 

remain theoretically in alliance, but act quite different. The United States handed off its 

responsibilities to the GOI, who had no intention of replacing the United States in the 

alliance. The SOIs-LSAGs suffered in a codependent relationship with a non-attentive, 

underperforming partner until the LSAGs’ cohesion crack, thereby fragmenting the 

alliance between mid-2009 and early 2010. The evidence supports the model’s 
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prediction, and Figure 3.7 shows the Ghazaliyah LSAG-SOI high threat/low cohesion 

dynamic. 

3.6 Conclusion 

Beginning in 2005 and lasting through August 2007, the LSAGs suffered the 

threat of annihilation. They did not have the conditions to “ally to win” as the 

conventional civil war literature suggests. Rather, the Ghazaliyah LSAGs allied to 

survive.  

Allying in 2004 with the IJF, this relationship evolved into codependence. This 

codependency advanced along two separate paths for both actors. AQI recognized the 

LSAGs possessed superior information of the local environment and conditions. The 

LSAGs needed protection from two groups of armed sovereigns: the Iraqi state’s forces 

and the U.S. coalition. Further, the LSAGs needed protection from JAM, who was not 

formally allied with the Iraqi government.  

The LSAGs, under these conditions, needed an alliance to survive, yet they had 

few options. The LSAGs rationalized that an alliance with the IJF would further serve 

their needs.  
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The conventional literature asserts the IJF was an attractive alliance partner 

because of its interests and affinities.165 These arguments are not wrong. This case, 

however, demonstrates these motivations are overstated as primary drivers of the 

alliance. Evidence in Ghazaliyah does not substantiate that the LSAGs found the IJF’s 

assertions of “destruction of the Sunni religion” enough to warrant an alliance, but it does 

show that these AQI arguments, under the pressure of external threat, caused the LSAGs 

to make a hasty alliance choice. Further, social affinities like language, religion, and 

shared oppressive experience were not in themselves sufficient to prompt alliance 

formation. At best, they were ex-post justifications that the LSAGs considered to relieve 

anxiety about a codependent relationship.166 The LSAGs were neither in favor of the 

caliphate project, a regional Shia-Sunni conflict, nor were they ideologically anti-

Western. These IJF features were outside the circle of interests that the LSAG shared 

with the IJF.  

 Thus, from 2005 through early 2006, the LSAGs allied with the IJF. The LSAGs 

got relief from their immediate threats. Since the armed sovereigns’ threat was reduced 

and the LSAGs possessed high cohesion, the groups remained in the alliance in a state of 

codependence.  

This alliance was imperfect. The LSAGs satisfied their core requirements, however, since 

being unallied meant exposure to the other predatory actors. Being alone was a more 

                                                           
165 Paul Collier and Anke Hoeffler, “On the economic causes of civil war,” Oxford Economic Papers 50 
(1998) 63-73; also Collier and Heoffler, “Greed and grievance in civil war: World Bank Policy Research 
Working Paper,” (2000): 23-55; Chaim Kaufmann, “Possible and impossible solutions to ethnic conflict,” 
International Security 20, no. 4, (1996): 136-75. Nicolas Sambanis, “Do Ethnic and Nonethnic Civil Wars 
Have the Same Causes? A Theoretical and Empirical Inquiry (Part 1),” The Journal of Conflict Resolution 
45, no. 3 (June 2001): 259-282; Horowitz, Ethnic Groups in Conflict, 1985.  
166 Congruent with Christia, in which she asserts rebels make or break alliances, and then backwards justify 
ideological reasons, in Alliance in Civil Wars, 2012, 12.  
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dangerous proposition. Despite structural flaws, the LSAGs made the relationship work. 

The LSAG threat perception was low since the IJF was protecting it from armed 

sovereigns and other actors. Simultaneously the LSAG group cohesion was high through 

years of fighting. This theory predicts, under those conditions, the alliance would endure 

in a state of codependence. 

By late 2006, the codependency in the alliance relationship reached critical levels. 

Interests began to diverge as the IJF and the LSAGs focused on different operational and 

tactical goals. The IJF-LSAG meetings in Bakriyyah became strained. The LSAGs 

accused the IJF of “mixing the goals” and undermining the mission. The LSAGs began to 

collect intelligence on the IJFs via the brothel. This alliance attrition is evidence of a 

codependent relationship.  

The conventional literature on civil wars ignores the slow unfolding of preference 

divergence. This literature treats alliance defection decisions as easily identifiable, curt, 

decisive steps: the alliance actors’ interests become unaligned, the rational rebel makes 

the calculation, and the rebel defects.167 When approximated in a formal model, the 

player game-tree is not flexible enough to account for civil war empirical realities. The 

Ghazaliyah chapter proved that the conventional literature is oversimplified and not 

always supported by the empirics.  

Further, these models assume there is no cost to alliance partners who defect. This 

is a poor assumption. The Ghazaliyah chapter suggests alliance members who are 

considering defection need to first find another suitable partner—one with the capability 

                                                           
167 Christia, 2012; Syed Mansoob Murshed, Explaining Civil War: A Rational Choice Approach (London: 
Edward Elgar Publishing, 2014); David T. Mason and Patrick J. Fett, “How Civil Wars End: A Rational 
Approach,” Journal of Conflict Resolution 40, no. 4 (1996): 546-568; see also Pischedda, 2017; 
Waldemariam, 2011. 
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to protect the defector from retribution and vengeance. This literature oversimplifies the 

complex civil war conditions. Findings in Ghazaliyah suggest civil war is more akin to 

Kalyvas’ idea that civil war is “a welter of complex struggles.”168 The LSAGs did not 

break the IJF-LSAG alliance at its earliest point of interest-divergence. Conversely, the 

LSAGs stayed with its dysfunctional partner to continue to reap the parochial benefits. 

Consistent with codependency, remaining with a bad partner is preferable to having no 

partner. 

As the IJF exhibited poor partner behaviors, the LSAG-IJF codependency became 

more acute. After all, the IJF acted as an impersonal, transactional partner. It did not live 

in the same locale, sent representatives to coordinate with the LSAGs, sent others when 

the primary liaisons fell out of favor, and never fully integrated. The IJFs plied LSAG 

members away to fill their formation, yet the LSAGs opened a path for those members to 

return with minimal penalty. Our previous understanding of rebel formations is correct 

when it asserts LSAG group membership is tightly controlled to prevent espionage and 

infiltration. However, as the Ghazaliyah chapter shows, LSAGs leave a return-option 

open to its former members. This suggests the LSAGs are amenable to receiving their 

former members to bolster LSAG ranks and for intelligence collection on the IJF. This 

reciprocal infiltration phenomenon is absent from standard of models of civil war.  

The IJF attempted to cement cultural ties through marriage. This proved an 

ineffective strategy, as the marriage was geographically valuable in the Bakriyyah village 

area, but politically ineffective because the farmers in Bakriyyah were not members of 

                                                           
168 Kalyvas, “The Ontology of Political Violence: Action and Identity in Civil Wars,” Perspectives on 

Politics (2003): 475-494. 
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the LSAGs. The LSAGs mocked the IJF for this marriage, which is not the behavior one 

would expect from an alliance partner. 

When the alliance became strained, the IJF sought to regain control by coercion, 

including truculence, domination, and physical threats. These alliance management 

techniques failed at the sub-state level in the same way they would fail at the state level. 

These are not the actions of an alliance partner determined to compromise and keep the 

alliance. Rather, they are measures of control implemented to satisfy personal objectives 

at the expense of its partner.169    

In July and August 2007, the LSAGs ended their unstable codependent 

relationship with the IJF. The LSAGs defected from the IJF and side-switched to the 

armed sovereign, the U.S. coalition. This is coded a defection because it meets the criteria 

established in the theory across the variable and conditions. Namely, LSAG threat 

perception transformed from low to high when the IJF ceased protecting the LSAGs from 

external threats. The IJF became its own source of threat to the LSAGs by coercive 

control measures. With high threat perception and the high group cohesion from years of 

fighting in the Baghdad suburbs, the model predicts the LSAGs would defect from the 

alliance. Defection presumes there is another suitable partner for making a new alliance, 

                                                           
169 Vahid Brown, “Classical and Global Jihad: Al-Qaeda’s Franchising Frustrations,” in Fishman and 
Moghadam’s Fault Lines in Global Jihad, 2013, 99; for choosing the right enemy, see Brooke, “The Near 
and Far Enemy Debate,” in the same volume; Jeffery B. Cozzens, “Approaching al-Qaeda’s Warfare: 
Function, Culture, and Grand Strategy,” in Mapping Terrorism Research: State of the Art, Gaps, and 

Future Direction, ed., Magnus Ranstorp, (London: Routledge, 2017), 127-63. Also, Jon Elster, Explaining 

Social Behavior: More Nuts and Bolts for the Social Sciences (New York: Cambridge University Press, 
2007), 124; on the changes in preferences through social interaction, see Richard N. Lebow and Janice G. 
Stein, “Rational Deterrence Theory: I Think, Therefore I Deter,” World Politics XLI (2), 215-217.   
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or in this case, a counter-alliance. The LSAGs in Ghazaliyah defected from the AQI-

LSAG alliance and formed an alliance with the U.S. coalition. 

The second part of this chapter examines the second LSAG alliance. In this 

alliance, the LSAGs also suffered from codependency. In the U.S.-LSAG alliance from 

2007 to 2009, the United States assumed the role previously performed by the IJF. The 

United States protected the LSAGs from external threats. They did this in in two ways. 

First, the United States protected the LSAGs against their former alliance partner, the IJF, 

by committing the resources necessary to act on the LSAGs’ superior information, 

evidenced by the killing and capturing of IJF members in Ghazaliyah.  

Second, the United States protected the LSAGs from the other armed sovereign, 

GOI’s security forces. In this period, the IA and the IP had to stifle sectarian agendas and 

work with the LSAGs who were now in alliance with the United States. This protection 

extended to the Shia militias who sought to destroy the Sunni.  

The LSAGs also received an added benefit. The United States led efforts to 

reconcile the Sunni with the Shia and reach power-sharing political agreements. This 

included an initiative to integrate the LSAGs into the state security institutions. This 

accomplished the LSAG parochial goals of survival in addition to more expansive goals 

of retaining a presence in the current government.  

From the U.S. perspective, they benefited from the LSAG information about the 

local conditions and achieved a cessation of hostilities in northwest Baghdad. The United 

States showed progress in the overall war effort, turning a bloody, disastrous civil war 

and lethal insurgency into a peacekeeping and nation-building effort. This appeased the 

U.S. domestic constituency.  
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This relationship, congruent with codependency, was structurally flawed. The 

LSAGs in Ghazaliyah had discipline problems that caused the U.S. issues at the tactical 

and political level.170 This caused the United States to pressure the LSAGs to behave in 

ways incongruent with their own interests. Further, the United States had difficulty 

maintaining a strategic partnership with the GOI and often gave GOI concessions. There 

were more LSAG members in the group ranks than could feasibly be accessed into the 

Iraqi Security Forces. This meant that a large percentage of the LSAGs would not have 

jobs or contribute in the power-sharing. For the LSAG members who were accepted to IA 

or IP training, the United States led an effort to make personnel data packets, which 

included pictures, names, addresses, relatives, and history of the LSAG members’ 

rebellious activities. The United States handed these packets to the GOI for processing, 

thereby aiding the GOI with intelligence on all the LSAG members.  

Thus, for the period 2007-2011, the U.S.-LSAG alliance was also one 

characterized by codependency. The relationship was functional in some ways but 

dysfunctional in others.  

In late 2007, the United States negotiated a status of forces agreement that 

detailed the removal of combat forces from Iraq by 2009 and complete withdrawal by the 

end 2011. This raised the threat perception by the LSAGs since their alliance partner was 

threatening withdrawal. Despite multiple re-negotiations, this agreement stood. The 

armed sovereign in alliance with the LSAGs would initiate this withdrawal in Ghazaliyah 

in 2009 and 2010, removing dedicated forces from Ghazaliyah and spreading the existing 

force to a greater geographic area.  

                                                           
170 Former U.S. Commander, in discussions with author, #KP170809, 2017; cultural advisor, in discussion 
with author, #KP160302, 2016, and #JRP170118, 2017. 
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During this period, when the United States was stretched thin in the battlespace, 

the other armed sovereign, the GOI, re-initiated a campaign of Sunni oppression. In 

Ghazaliyah, two LSAG leaders were jailed, and the third fled to Iraqi Kurdistan.171 The 

GOI pursued the LSAG from 2009 through 2011 until they were killed, captured, or fled.  

Threat perception became high when the United States announced withdrawal; the 

GOI armed sovereign and its militias reinitiated its campaign to exterminate the LSAGs. 

For the LSAGs, there was no viable partner available. The GOI armed sovereign was not 

an option as an alliance partner and no IJFs remained in the region. Given the high threat, 

the LSAGs cohesion moved from an intimate group to a task group charged with LSAG 

security. Without an alliance partner, the task group devolved into a social group where 

members fended for their own personal security but could no longer serve group 

concerns. The result of this period was alliance fragmentation, caused by the rising threat 

of alliance partner abandonment, low cohesion, and no other viable partner to assume 

alliance responsibilities.          

Overall, Ghazaliyah illustrates the political realities of alliance formation and 

switching. Groups seek partners primarily for threat protection. For the LSAG, once 

survival is assured, they move on to higher order functions like training, technology 

logistics, strategy, and messaging. Meanwhile, partners calculate how to manipulate their 

allies, often in ways that involve infiltration (as LSAGs did to one another and to armed 

sovereign partners), flawed assessments (as in initial LSAG views about the purpose of 

the U.S. Army), and considerable elements of coercion and direct menace (as the IJF-

                                                           
171 Cultural advisor, in discussion with author, #KP160302, 2016, and #JRP170118, 2017; former SOI, in 
discussion with author, #KPA1706016, 2016, and #JRP170118, 2017; former U.S. Commander in 
discussion with author, #KPA160421, 2016.  
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LSAG shouting matches and IJF targeted assassinations of LSAG leaders illustrated). 

Partners thus can become trapped in codependent relationships, stuck in bad marriages of 

convenience well beyond the time that pure rational actor models of power balances 

would predict breakup.
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Chapter 4:  Ameriyah, 2004–2009 

 

4.0  Introduction 

 From 2004 through 2008, Ameriyah was the capital of the Sunni insurgency in 

Baghdad. In 2004, Abu Musab al-Zarqawi held an AQI leadership summit there.1 Over 

the next few years, the town would become the largest, most-concentrated Sunni enclave 

in Baghdad. This occurred because the al-Harriyah, al-Mutanabi, al-Washash, al-Adl, and 

the other Baghdad Sunni sanctuaries became battlegrounds. The perpetual violent cycle 

gained momentum and became self-sustaining: the Shia militias would intimidate, harass, 

and exterminate civilian Sunni in their Baghdad neighborhoods. AQI would retaliate 

against Shia militias and civilian Shia in their nearby neighborhoods. The U.S. forces and 

IA would arrive seeking to destroy AQI but would end up in a fight with Sunni groups or 

“accidental guerilla” Sunni civilians.2 AQI, now that it had the U.S. forces and the IA in 

its proximity, might re-attack. The jihadist strategy of provocation worked because the 

armed sovereigns, the Government of Iraq, and the U.S. coalition over-reacted with 

retaliatory missions.  

The Shia militias conducted indiscriminate violence against the Sunni. For the 

U.S. forces, it was selective violence, but clumsy, since the U.S. forces could not discern 

                                                           
1 Joel D. Rayburn and Frank K. Sobchak, eds., The U.S. Army in the Iraq War: Volume II, Surge and 

Withdrawal, 2007-2011 (Carlisle PA: U.S. Army War College Press, 2019), 177; Dale Kuehl, “Testing 
Galula in Ameriyah: The People are the Key,” Military Review (March-April 2009): 72-80; Nir Rosen, 
Aftermath: Following the Bloodshed of America’s Wars in the Muslim World (New York: Nation Books, 
2010), 289-335. 
2 David Kilcullen, The Accidental Guerilla: Fighting Small Wars in the Midst of a Big One (New York: 
Oxford University Press, 2009), see chapters 1 and 3.  
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between “good” and “bad” Sunni. For the IA, there was no difference between “good” 

and “bad” Sunni.3  

Sectarian fighting on Haifa Street, in central Baghdad, and elsewhere forced the 

Sunni to find shelter in west Baghdad.4 This caused a massive Sunni civilian migration 

into Ameriyah, which subsequently became AQI’s most important sanctuary.  

From the Ameriyah safe haven, AQI could plan, recruit, traffic, train, and 

improve capabilities. AQI also established governing bodies in the local mohallahs and 

planned its expansion campaign.5 This was possible because AQI had forged an alliance 

with the local armed groups and received access to safe routes, neighborhoods, people, 

local networks, and tactical intelligence. The Sunni, in turn, would receive protection 

from the sectarian Shia oppressors while receiving resources and training to fight for the 

U.S. invaders.6   

 This seems straightforward: Sunni civilians joined local groups to protect 

themselves, while AQI offered materiel, expertise, tactics, and protections to aid the 

                                                           
3 Richard A. Oppel, “Big Gains for Security, but Questions Still Linger for Iraqi Officials,” The New York 

Times,  June 21, 2008, accessed https://www.nytimes.com/2008/06/21/world/middleeast/21security.html; 
also, “Maliki Regime Wants To Put Awakening Councils To Sleep: U.S. Commanders Say That Paying 
The Guerrillas Has Saved The Lives Of Hundreds Of American Soldiers; Regime Dog Says “These People 
Are Like Cancer, And We Must Remove Them,” Al Basrah, August 21, 2008, accessed, 
http://www.albasrah.net/pages/mod.php?mod=art&lapage=../en_articles_2008/0808/GI%20Special%206H
17_230808.htm. 
4 Former U.S. Commander, in discussion with author, #KP170811, 2017; Patrick Cockburn, “Blast Kills 47 
in Baghdad—Hell on Haifa Street,” Counterpunch Blog, September 15, 2004, accessed 
https://www.counterpunch.org/patrick09152004.html; Lisa Burgess, “Patrols turn Ugly on Baghdad’s Haifa 
Street,” Stars and Stripes, September 22, 2004; Bill Roggio, “Task Force Warhorse: Classic 
Counterinsurgency on Haifa Street,” Long War Journal, August 9, 2007, accessed 
https://www.longwarjournal.org/archives/2007/08/task_force_warhorse.php.    
5 Cultural advisor, in discussion with author, #KP140521, 2014; former SOI, in discussion with author, 
#JRP180414, 2018; cultural advisor, in discussion with author, #KP180518, 2018; former U.S. 
Commander, in discussion with author, #KP170811, 2017.  
6 Former SOI commander, in discussion with author, #KPA170616, 2017.  



200 

 

beleaguered Sunni. However, the formation, maintenance, and eventual dissolution of the 

AQI-Sunni alliance in Ameriyah defied simplistic civil war models.  

Conventional scholarly models suggest power-seeking insurgent groups ally with 

other groups and build a grand coalition powerful enough to stave off inter-rebel rivalry 

while simultaneously achieving power parity against government forces. Once 

sufficiently lethal, the grand insurgent coalition would embark on a clandestine, guerilla-

tactic war to weaken and defeat the state forces.7 Conventional models suggest allying 

with any other actor—provided it is the strongest actor, is warranted. That is, 

conventional scholarship suggests that rebels simply ally with whatever group gives them 

the best chance of winning. This is the “ally to win” model. 

This rational explanation does not account for the myriad of actors and complex 

motivations that drive alliance formation and duration.8 The empirics in Ameriyah do not 

support this “allying to win” view. They demonstrate that groups form alliances because 

of threats. The greater is the threat, the hastier is the alliance choice. Swift, impulsive 

alliance formation seems to be the path to immediate threat abatement. Scholars and 

practitioners agree these unions are “marriages of convenience.”9 

                                                           
7 Christia, Alliances in Civil Wars, 2012; Riker, Theory of Political Coalitions,1962; Paul Tomkins and 

Robert Leonard, eds., Undergrounds in Insurgent, Revolutionary, and Resistance Warfare, U.S. Army 
Special Operations Command, January 2013; Moghadam, Nexus of Global Jihad, 2017.  
8 Christia, Alliance Formation in Civil Wars, 2012; Syed Mansoob Murshed, Explaining Civil War: A 

Rationalist Approach (Cheltenham: Edward Elgar Publishing, 2010); Mark I. Lichbach, The Rebel’s 

Dilemma (Ann Arbor: University of Michigan Press, 1995); for functionalist (and neo-functionalist) 
perspectives which pre-date but underpin rational theories, see P. Viotti and M. Kauppi, eds., 1987. 
International Relations Theory (New York: Macmillan Publishing Company, 1987); Inis L. Claude, Jr., 
"The functional approach to peace," in Claude, ed., Swords into plowshares; the problems and progress of 

international organization (4th ed.) (New York: Random House, 1971), 344–368; Thomas Gehring, 
“Integrating integration theory: Neo-functionalism and international regimes,” Global Society 1, no. 3 
(1996): 225-253.  
9 Peter R. Mansoor, Surge: My Journey with General David Petraeus and the Remaking of the Iraq War 
(New Haven: Yale University Press, 2013), 123. 
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Later, however, the partners reveal their imperfections. Flaws emerge and 

exacerbate as partners reveal their poor-fit characteristics in areas other than security 

against external dangers. This is especially true of alliances in which there are power 

asymmetries because, recalling Thucydides’ adage, “the strong do as they can, while the 

weak suffer as they must.”10 Asymmetric power differentials provide opportunism for the 

strong to prey upon the weak, even within the alliance. Civil war partners find this to be 

true because rebel alliances lack the formal mechanisms of alliance maintenance. 

This chapter demonstrates that in Ameriyah from 2004 through 2007, the Sunni 

insurgents allied with AQI with one chief goal in mind: to guard against battlefield 

predators. Over time, the Sunni became imprisoned in a dysfunctional, codependent 

alliance relationship. In response, the Sunni defected from the AQI alliance. The Sunni 

rebels hastily joined an alliance with the U.S. coalition for the same purpose, to gain 

protection against civil war predators. That alliance lasted from 2007 through 2009 and 

ended in fragmentation prior to the 2011 withdrawal of U.S. forces. 

 This chapter tests the argument that threat perception, coupled with group 

cohesion, drives the local, sub-state armed group’s (LSAG) alliance choice and threat 

determines the alliance duration.  

4.1  Geography and Environment 

 Ameriyah is situated north of Baghdad’s Karrada district and entrance to the 

Mansour and Rashid districts. Ameriyah encompasses four square miles of the northwest 

quadrant of Baghdad, just north of the international airport (BIAP). Ameriyah had been 

                                                           
10 Emily Greenwood, Thucydides and the Shaping of History (New York: Bloomsbury Publishing, 2015). 
George Beardoe Grundy, Thucydides and the History of his Age. Vol. 1 (London: J. Murray Publishing, 
1911). 



202 

 

an historical Sunni enclave, housing many of the politician and government officials that 

ran the Sunni-led government. It featured wealthy, upper middle-class housing for many 

of Baghdad’s Sunni civil servants. The mayor of Baghdad, as well as other government 

officials from the Sunni-dominated Ba’ath party, resided in Ameriyah, which featured 

parks, soccer pitches, and a small business district where thriving commerce supported 

the affluent residents. The city even boasted a stable and a horse track for the elite to 

enjoy equestrian sports. Prior to the invasion, Ameriyah was home to 400,000 mostly 

Sunni residents.  

 Prior to the fall of Saddam Hussein, most of the inhabitants of Baghdad were also 

Sunni. According to one long-time resident, the capital city, prior to the 2003 invasion, 

80 percent of the 3.5 million residents in Baghdad were Sunni.11 This was not always the 

case. The Hashemite dynasty ruled from 1923 through 1958. During this period, Baghdad 

underwent a demographic transformation from a poly-ethnic split to a Sunni majority. In 

1951-1952, King Faisal II ruled and began demographic control measures to regulate the 

inhabitants.12 A 1957 law prevented Baghdad citizenship for anyone not born or then 

living in Baghdad. From 1958 through 1979, Iraq saw multiple regime changes, including 

three coup d’etats, strengthening Sunni dominance of Baghdad.13   

                                                           
11 “The World Fact Book,” U.S. Central Intelligence Agency, accessed 2018 for Iraq pre-2003, located 
https://www.cia.gov/library/publications/the-world-factbook/; cultural advisor, in discussion with author, 
#KP180518, 2018. 
12 Con Coughlin, Saddam: His Rise and Fall (New York: Harper Perennial, 2005); Edmund A. Ghareeb 
and Beth K. Dougherty, Historical Dictionary of Iraq (New York: The Scarecrow Press, 2004).  
13 Cultural advisor, in discussion with author, #KP180518, 2018; see also Louay Bahry and Phebe A. Marr, 
“Baghdad: A Capital City,” Encyclopedia Britannica, accessed https://www.britannica.com/place/Baghdad; 
G. Le Strange, “Baghdad during the Abbasid Caliphate. A Topographical Summary, with Notice of the 
Contemporary Arabic and Persian Authorities,” The Journal of the Royal Asiatic Society of Great Britain 

and Ireland (October 1899): 847-893, accessed https://www.jstor.org/stable/25208155?seq=1. 
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After the 2003 invasion and subsequent toppling of Hussein’s Ba’athist regime, 

the demographic balance shifted again. An influx of Shia to the capital city changed some 

Sunni neighborhoods.14 Less than a year later, the population of the capital city had more 

than doubled to over 7.5 million residents.15 Millions of Shia, beginning in late 2003, 

moved into Baghdad to exercise their newfound freedom and consolidate their power.16 

This included exacting sectarian revenge.  

By 2004-2005, the Sunni could live and prosper very few places. Sunni migrated 

from the city center to the periphery closer to al-Anbar: Yarmouk, southern Ghazaliyah, 

Al-Adil, al-Jamiyah, and al-Jihad. Rumor, word of mouth, and gossip spread in 2004 that 

the last of the Sunni safe spaces was a small town on the northwest corner of Baghdad, 

called al-Ameriyah.17  

 Situated on the western-most edge of northwest Baghdad, Ameriyah bordered the 

BIAP complex and al-Anbar to the west. Access from al-Anbar to Ameriyah came 

though the east-west Highway 97, or Abu Gharib expressway. This avenue of approach 

favored all travelers and journeymen from the west, including Fallujah, Ramadi, and to 

the far-west, Syria. 

On occasion, Highway 97 featured checkpoints or roadblocks by the Iraqi or U.S. 

forces. These were easily bypassed through the backroads of Ameriyah, by entering Abu 

Gharib from the south. This arrangement channeled the flow of men and equipment from 

Jordan, Syria and Iraq’s Fallujah, and the rest of Anbar. Ameriyah’s eastern border is 

                                                           
14 Diane L. Maye, “Switching Sides: Political Power, Alignment, and Alliances in Post-Saddam Iraq,” PhD 
diss., George Mason University, 2015. 
15 Cultural advisor, in discussion with author, #KP180518, 2018. 
16 Cultural advisor, in discussion with author, #KP180518, 2018. 
17 Former SOI, in discussion with author, #JRP180418, 2018. 
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Highway 1, which runs north-south, to Ghazaliyah and Taji in the north and to the 

Mansour district, Mansour, and Dora in the south.  

For this reason, Ameriyah had important tactical value. This location made it 

feasible to target government and foreign forces, working or living in the airport zone or 

the al-Faw palace complex, with rockets and small mortars.  

Early Grievances. In the early 1980s, in response to the 1980-1988 Iran-Iraq 

war’s toll on civilian casualties, the Finnish firm Perusyhtyma and the Swedish company 

ABV built more than 30 concrete, underground air-raid shelters across Baghdad.18 

Perusyhtyma built three in Ameriyah. Designed to hold 1,500 people, the top of these 

shelters protruded above the surface and appeared to be a normal building but differed in 

that it displayed the air vents and heating/cooling machinery. Unlike other air-raid 

shelters in Baghdad, in Ameriyah, the lot’s surface featured grass and sellers’ shops and 

served as the weekly market overflow for many of the Amiyah residents who shopped 

daily for their wares. Ameriyah had three shelters, since it was a suburb that housed the 

government and Sunni elite.  

During the Iran-Iraq war and later during the first Gulf War, the shelters were 

often jammed with people. One Ameriyah resident recalled being fearful on bombing 

nights, "We sought refuge several times at the [Ameriyah] shelter.... But it was always 

filled.... The shelter had television sets, drinking fountains, its own electrical generator, 

and looked sturdy enough to withstand a hit from [conventional] weapons.”  

                                                           
18 The U.S. Government, “Crafting Tragedy,” The White House: George W. Bush, whitehouse.gov web 
page, accessed, https://georgewbush-whitehouse.archives.gov/ogc/apparatus/crafting.html. 
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According to Saddam’s “bomb maker” and weapons expert, the air-raid shelter 

was a dual-use facility.19 Khidir Hamza, former director general of Iraq's nuclear 

weapons program, used the shelter for protection during high-threat periods. After a time, 

however, this practice ceased:  

I stopped trying to get in one night after noticing some long black 
limousines slithering in and out of an underground gate in the back. I 
asked around and was told that it was a command center. After 
considering it more closely, I decided it was probably Saddam's own 
operational base.20 
  
Subsequently, during the first Gulf War, the U.S. military staff targeters believed 

Saddam Hussein and his regime deputies were using the Ameriyah shelters for alternate 

command and control (C2). After some debate, the intelligence and targeters decided that 

the camouflage on the bunker, unlike any other bunkers, and the proximity to the 

communications tower and building 100 meters away made this target militarily 

valuable.21 The shelter became a “C2 target” in the air war. 

At 4:30 a.m. on February 13, 1991, the United States bombed the Ameriyah 

shelter with several precision-guided missiles. Ameriyah’s “Public Shelter Number 25” 

collapsed under the weight of the explosions. Eyewitnesses say over 300 civilians 

perished in the shelter at the time.22 Residents of Ameriyah spent more than a week 

digging bodies from the bombed underground shelter.       

                                                           
19Kidhir Hamza, Saddam's Bombmaker: The Daring Escape of the Man Who Built Iraq's Secret Weapon, 

2002, 248. 
20 Ibid. 
21 Rick Atkinson, Crusade: The Untold Story of the Persian Gulf War (New York: Houghton-Mifflin, 

1993), 284–285. USAF Colonel John Warden, famous for his “concentric circles theory,” was present at 
the approval of the shelter targeting. 
22 Former SOI, in discussion with author, #JRP180418, 2018; U.S. Department of Defense, Final Report to 

Congress, Conduct of the Persian Gulf War, April 1992, 141, 615; see also, blog, “Apparatus of Lies: 
Crafting a Strategy,” located https://georgewbush-whitehouse.archives.gov/ogc/apparatus/crafting.html; 
Kidhir Hamza, Saddam's Bombmaker, 248. 
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   Access, Grievance, and the Groups. Following the 1991 attack, community 

leaders and neighborhood families in Ameriyah mourned their loss. They propped up the 

remnants of the shelter and constructed a memorial to the civilians.  

In the aftermath of the 2003 invasion, several Sunni nationalist insurgent groups 

formed throughout the country and found refuge in Ameriyah. The town featured 

members of at least five insurgent groups: the 1920s Revolutionary Brigade, Hamas in 

Iraq, Jaish al-Rahadeen, Jaish al-Islami, and the Islamic Army in Iraq. These groups had 

some cooperation, but mostly remained independent. The groups pursued their own 

goals, maintained their discreet areas by mohallah (neighborhood), and followed their 

own strategy for resisting the U.S. invasion and protection from the Shia sectarian 

threat.23 

By 2004, Sunni from all over Baghdad flocked to Ameriyah, rumored in the 

Rashid and Mansour districts as one of the last safe Sunni sanctuaries in Baghdad. 

Simultaneously, the area experienced the influx of international terror groups. This 

geographic position permitted the relative free flow into and out of Ameriyah to the west. 

International groups and other insurgent groups throughout Iraq could gain access to the 

Sunni community in Baghdad.  

The confluence of three conditions made Ameriyah a coordination point for 

insurgents and terrorists. First, Sunni within Baghdad, fearful from threats of the Shia 

oppression, could consolidate and find empathetic community in one of the last 

sanctuaries. Second, Sunni youth eager to resist the U.S. occupation could find 

sympathetic comrades and gain employment. Third, internationalist jihadists, empathetic 

                                                           
23 Former SOI, in discussion with author, #JRP180418, 2018; cultural advisor/fixer, in discussion with 
author, #JRP18041802, 2018. 
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Sunni fighters, and war profiteers from outside Baghdad could gain access from Al-

Anbar to Ameriyah via the Highway 97/10 and Jordan Street. A former Sunni insurgent 

noted another beneficial tactical feature: Ameriyah was 7 kilometers from Radawaniyah 

palace complex and BIAP, placing it within mortar range, within striking distance.24  

Sunni in Ameriyah were plentiful, fearful, and had multiple grievances. The 

perpetrators of the 1991 Ameriyah shelter bombing, the U.S military, were back. 

Additionally, the Shia-run government was executing a brutal sectarian campaign. The 

Sunni in Ameriyah were running out of options. When AQI arrived in 2004, they found a 

sympathetic rebel population. 

4.2  The Actors  

4.2.1 LSAGs 

Ameriyah featured over 20 local, sub-state armed groups (LSAGs), owing to the 

large population of displaced Sunni. However, three primary Sunni insurgent groups 

emerged: 1920s Revolutionary Brigade, Jayesh al-Islami fil Iraq (JAI), and Jayesh al 

Rashideen (JAR).  These groups formed almost immediately after the fall of Saddam in 

2003. The core of the groups was made up of former Iraqi Army officers and soldiers 

with fighting experience. 

With the influx of Sunni into Ameriyah from 2004 to 2006, the co-ethnic recruits 

flooded the Sunni insurgent group market. According to members of the core group, the 

large influx of Sunni typically appeared in three general categories.  

First, the Sunni that arrived in Ameriyah were frightened for their own lives. 

Having fled from Shia-led oppression and harassment in other towns, these Sunni had 

                                                           
24 Cultural advisor, in discussion with author, #KP180518, 2018; cultural advisor, in discussion with 
author, #KP160302, 2016. 
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already suffered violence and injustice. They felt helpless and were fueled for revenge. 

Few had fighting skills, but all were motivated to contribute to their own survival.25  

Second, Sunni men were fearful for lives of their families. These men were 

frightened and simply sought protection for themselves and their loved ones. Their 

services to the LSAGs could be traded in exchange for protection. These group members 

did not have military experience, but they did have a great incentive to join a group to 

prevent what they feared would become a genocide at the hands of the Shia-dominated 

government and newcomers in Baghdad and to defend against further displacement from 

town to town.   

 Third, Sunni entrepreneurs sought a community in which they could achieve a 

sustainable wage. Shopkeepers, mechanics, and schoolteachers could no longer provide 

commercial services in Shia neighborhoods without suffering harassment, vandalism, and 

other intimidation tactics. These men had no desire to aid the insurgency; however, many 

were initially forced to pay bribes to the LSAGs for protection.      

Many newly arrived Sunni also sought refuge with the Sheiks and local imams. A 

few local religious and tribal leaders emerged to consolidate the community: Sheikh 

Khalid al-Obeidi from the Abba mosque, Sheik Walid from the Tikriti mosque, and Abu 

Hamza from the Husseini mosque.26 The local sheiks and religious leaders in Ameriyah 

engaged in cautious cooperation with the LSAGs. The community leaders introduced 

new personnel to the LSAGs to solicit shelter, work, and safety for the new arrivals. This, 

in turn, aided the protection of the Sunni community. The sheiks also advised the LSAGs 

                                                           
25 Former SOI, in discussion with author, #JRP180418, 2018. 
26 Meeting with Sheikh Khalid Mohamed Ahmad Mizwid al-Ubaydi of the Abbas Mosque, Ameriyah, 
2007, author’s TOA notes; see Robinson, Tell Me How This Ends, 2008, 219; cultural advisor, in 
discussion with author, #KP180518, 2018; former SOI, in discussion with author, #JRP180414, 2018. 
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that predatory practices against those who, in sectarian terms, were considered to be their 

own people would not be tolerated.27    

During this period, the LSAGs swelled with the new membership and created 

patronage networks from their own communities. The goal was the enrichment, 

enlargement, and perpetuation of the groups. The core members maintained their 

positions within the groups, and new membership slowed as the groups solidified. Each 

new operation, tactical event, or mission support served as a chance for members to 

signal their loyalty. Assurances against betrayal were important but hard to measure. 

Tactical battlefield performance remained the key signal.     

4.2.2  Armed Sovereigns 

The Iraqi Armed Forces. The Iraqi Army (IA) was the first and most dominant 

security force to establish a presence in the Ameriyah area. The local police and the 

national police forces were known to be corrupt and rumored to be spitefully sectarian. 

The Sunni could not approach or interact for fear of extortion.28  The 2d Battalion, 1st 

Brigade, 6th Division (2-1-6) of the IA, however, patrolled intersection checkpoints and 

the streets of the mohallahs. The IA’s 2d Battalion, 4th Brigade (2-4), was composed of 

Shia soldiers; although they could transit the area in 2004 and 2005, the Shia soldiers did 

not integrate into the neighborhood. This relationship declined steadily from 2006 to 

2007 as the insurgency grew stronger and the government’s appetite for control grew 

greater.  

                                                           
27 Former U.S. Commander, in discussion with author, #KP170811, 2017; former U.S. Ameriyah 
Commander, in discussion with author, #KP180222, 2018; email cultural advisor Nat, 2019; cultural 
advisor, in discussion with author, #KP180518, 2018. 
28 Former SOI, in discussion with author, #JRP180418, 2018; former U.S. Ameriyah Commander, in 
discussion with author, #KP180218, 2018. 
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 The 2-1-6 IA had four commanders in less than six years, an extremely high 

turnover rate. COL Ahmed, the commander in 2005, was replaced as the insurgency grew 

and violence became prevalent. He was replaced by COL Sabah, who came from 

Ghazaliyah with a truculent nature and sectarian reputation.29 Finally, in 2007, the IA 

appointed COL Wael, an even-handed commander who managed well with the 

Americans and had satisfactory control of his forces.30       

The Shia militias, most notably Muqtada al-Sadr’s Jaiysh al Mahdi, or the Mahdi 

Army (JAM), were also present in the battlespace. They were not classified as an armed 

sovereign, as they were never officially deputized by the state. However, the state armed 

sovereign and the JAM shared interests. This relationship was too informal to be 

classified an alliance. There is no record of agreement because the collaborative behavior 

was below the threshold of a formal alliance. However, these groups cooperated in a 

conscious effort, and, at other times, they acted in mutually beneficial, though 

uncoordinated, behavior.31 

The U.S.-Coalition. When the Americans first arrived, they had too few forces to 

properly canvass or control all of northwest Baghdad. The U.S. Army maneuver 

commander understood his U.S. forces could not sufficiently cover the entire sector. He 

identified Ameriyah as the critical point and elected to converge his resources there.32 

The U.S. forces set up outposts in Ameriyah that proved unpopular with the Sunni 

                                                           
29 Colonel Fidily Sabah Kadam, see Linda Robinson’s account in Tell Me How This Ends, 220; also, 
friction between Sabah and Abu Abed, Rosen, Aftermath, 2010, 306-307. 
30 Former U.S. Commander, in discussion with author, #KP170811, 2017; cultural advisor, in discussion 
with author, #KP180202, 2018, and #KP191110, 2019. 
31 Bacon, Why Terrorist Groups Form Alliances, 2018, 7.   
32 COL (ret) Gian Gentile, email to author, January 2018. 
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townspeople and the insurgents. The outposts were frequently attacked.33 The U.S. forces 

could not sufficiently cover the assigned area. Gaining relationships with locals and 

maintaining security of neighborhoods proved difficult. The U.S. forces and the IA could, 

for example, checkpoint the east-west highway that connected Ameriyah with Anbar, but 

they could not interdict any of the score of backroads or “rat lines” that circumvented the 

checkpoints.34 

The United States proved to be an uneven, erratic partner. U.S. units rotated every 

12-15 months and often sought objectives that were peripheral to the paramount issues on 

the street. All units generally began their tours hard and bellicose, gradually softening 

over time. Some Americans grew sympathetic to the Sunni cause and learned that the 

Sunni were a solution to many problems. Others remained guarded and obstinate in their 

dealings with all Iraqis. These beliefs changed over time but proved difficult for the 

LSAGs when they were open to alternative alliance partners.   

4.2.3  The International Jihadist Franchise (IJF) 

AQI entered Ameriyah in 2004-2005. Since many Sunni families felt terrorized or 

frightened, AQI took advantage of housing and lodging options in exchange for 

protection. AQI forces took refuge with Sunni families and promised to protect them 

from U.S. and Shia forces. Also, many abandoned houses were available that had 

belonged to Sunni families who fled the violence and sought refuge in Jordan, Syria, or 

Anbar. Often a neighbor who remained behind would “watch” the house for the absent 

                                                           
33 Email Gentile, 2018; former U.S. Commander, in discussion with author, #KP170811, 2017; cultural 
advisor/fixer, in discussion with author, #JRP18041802, 2018; former SOI, in discussion with author, 
#JRP180418, 2018. 
34 Highway 97 and 10, former U.S. Commander, in discussion with author, #KP170811, 2017; cultural 
advisor, in discussion with author, #KP180518, 2018; military assessment from battle update brief, 
December 2008, author’s notes. 
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homeowner. Under these conditions, a deal could be struck for rent or property 

protection.35  

Seven AQI members initially sought refuge with Sunni families in the town. 

Many would follow, once they learned Ameriyah had a sympathetic population and was 

geo-strategically located to strike BIAP. By late 2006, Ameriyah hosted over 100 

members of AQI.36  

Initially upon arriving in Ameriyah, AQI had trouble integrating into the 

population. AQI members were not well versed in local politics or tribal rivalries. One 

member of the 1920s Revolutionary Brigade, on the arrival of AQI in Ameriyah, 

remarked that “[AQI] did not know the difference between the Dulaimi and Zobai tribe,” 

which made AQI susceptible to manipulation.37 However, since AQI brought resources 

and funds, its arrival served as an opportunity for the LSAGs.  

4.3  Alliance #1: Ameriyah LSAGs-AQI, 2004-2007  

During 2004, the LSAGs formed as community protection units. This was 

necessary to resist the predominate threats: the U.S. occupation, the disbanding of the 

Iraqi armed forces, and the Coalition Provisional Authority Order Number 2, “The 

Dissolution of Entities” that disbanded Saddam Hussein’s military, security, and 

intelligence infrastructure.38 The new Iraqi state armed sovereign, aided by the Shia 

militias, represented a secondary threat. The Sunni interviewees were all suspicions of 

                                                           
35 Former SOI, in discussion with author, #JRP180418, 2018; cultural advisor/fixer, in discussion with 
author, #JRP18041802, 2018. 
36 Former SOI, in discussion with author, #JRP180418, 2018. 
37 Interview, #JRP0414, 2018; see also David Kilcullen, “Field Notes on Iraq’s Tribal Revolt Against Al-
Qaeda,” Sentinel (West Point, Center for Combatting Terrorism, October 2008).  
38 See “Coalition Provisional Authority Order Number 2: Dissolution of Entities,” accessed 
www.casi.org.uk/info/cpa/030523-CPA-Order2.pdf; also, Michael R. Gordon, “Fateful Choice on the Iraqi 
Society,” The New York Times, March 17, 2008; Paul L. Bremer and Malcolm McConnel, My Year in Iraq: 

The Struggle to Build a Future of Hope (New York: Simon and Schuster, 2006), 57. 
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AQI.39 However, AQI openly fought the Americans. Protection from the Americans 

addressed the Sunni’s paramount threat.   

In September 2004, AQI’s Abu Musab al Zarqawi delivered a speech to the 

Islamic nation (al-ummah al-Islamiyah) in which he appealed for help “from the 

depths.”40 In a speech delivered in classical, ornate Arabic inlaid with poetic Koranic 

verses, Zarqawi asked for assistance, and the Sunni in Ameriyah responded.  

During this period, from 2004 to mid-2007, the Sunni LSAGs, aided by the IJF, 

prosecuted a successful insurgency. The insurgency in Baghdad was responsible for most 

U.S. casualties in that period, which reached a peak of 120 deaths a month across Iraq in 

May 2007.41    

However, in early 2007, conditions in Ameriyah changed. The Ameriyah LSAGs 

began to oppose and defy AQI. Their motivation for resistance, claimed members of the 

group, stemmed from several grievances, which served to undermine the Sunni rebel-

AQI alliance. First, AQI initially came to assist under the “we’re Sunni, you’re Sunni” 

claim.42 But AQI lectured about religion, charged that the people were “not religious 

enough,” and sought to implement a more stringent form of Islam.43 Second, AQI 

inserted themselves in many of the financial schemes and moneymaking opportunities the 

Sunni people pursued, including extortion tax for protection and snap checkpoints for 

                                                           
39 See also Cottham and Huseby, Confronting Al Qaeda, 2016, 64; also, Montgomery, The Anbar 

Awakening, volume II: The Iraqi Perspectives, 2009.  
40 Nimrod Raphaeli, “‘The Sheik of Slaughterers’: Abu Musab Al-Zarqawi and the Al Qaeda Connection.” 
Middle East Media Research Institute, June 30, 2005, accessed, https://www.memri.org/reports/‘-sheikh-
slaughterers’-abu-musab-al-zarqawi-and-al-qaeda-connection.  
41 Patricia Kniesler, et al., “Iraqi Casualty Count,” iCasulaties.org, accessed, www.http://icasualties.org/; 
also, The IntelCenter, IntelCenter Terrorism Incident Reference (TIR): Iraq:2006 and 2007 (Alexandria, 
VA: The Intel Center Press, 2011).   
42 Former SOI, in discussion with author, #JRP180418, 2018. 
43 Cultural advisor, in discussion with author, #KP180518, 2018.  
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shakedowns.44 Third, when the local sheiks cautioned AQI members against recruiting 

and then risking their sons’ lives in frivolous operations, the AQI members became 

increasingly violent and threatened some local sheiks. Forth the local insurgent groups 

realized AQI had a different, broader strategy and were unconcerned with many of the 

Sunni’s local issues. The Sunni in Ameriyah then sought protection from the U.S. 

coalition. When AQI forces ceased protecting the Sunni from the Americans, and became 

a central threat themselves, the alliance suffered irreparable damage.  

Subsequently, in May 2007, a group of insurgent fighters, fed up with AQI’s 

coercive tactics and threats, initiated a resistance. The nascent success in Anbar gave 

hope to the Ameriyah rebels that resistance against the increasingly brutal AQI was 

possible.45 Rebel groups in Ghazaliyah, Washhash, Adil, Jihad, and other towns in the 

Rashid and Mansour districts would also keenly focus on the Ameriyah AQI resistance 

effort. By June, after several bloody battles, the Ameriyah fighters successfully expelled 

AQI. By October 2007, the Sahwah was in full execution, and the SOIs were actively 

helping the U.S. coalition hunt down members of AQI.  

The United States, Abu Abed, and the Dissolution of the LSAG-AQI 

Alliance. The U.S. Army Commander in 2006 reinforced the T-barrier cordon around 

Ameriyah to support the Baghdad T-wall campaign.46 Reconnaissance of the city’s 

barrier plan revealed multiple ingress routes. The United States closed the gaps.47 The 

                                                           
44 Cultural advisor, in discussion with author, #JRP170118, 2017. 
45 Abu Abed, in discussion with former U.S. Commander Ameriyah, as related to author, #KP170811, 
2017; also discussion with former U.S. commander Ghazaliyah, #KP170809, 2017; Notes, Sunni meeting, 
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47 Former U.S. Commander, in discussion with author in 2007 RIP/TOA, and verified #KP170811, 2017; 
and U.S. Ghazaliyah commander, communicated in November 2007 to the author during the unit TOA; 
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main entry checkpoint was established on Highway 97, the Abu Gharib Expressway, 

which connected Baghdad from Eastern al-Anbar and served as the boundary between 

Ameriyah and Ghazaliyah. The reinforced barriers and the updated security plan worked. 

Ameriyah was isolated from infiltration from the west.  

Very quickly word of a Sunni sanctuary in Ameriyah spread through south-central 

Baghdad. Sunni in Amil and Jihad sought refuge in Ameriyah from the increasingly 

oppressive Shia. While the strengthened cordon helped the U.S. coalition forces separate 

the Sunni from the Shia, it did not, as intended, separate the Sunni from AQI. Typical of 

a complex, dynamic problem, solutions in one domain created problems in others. The 

new barriers successfully kept the Shia out, but the barriers also, in equal success, kept 

the Sunni and AQI together. One U.S. Commander reported that the “neighborhoods in 

Ameriyah were infested with AQI.”48 

The Ameriyah shopkeepers and residents placed immense pressure on the Iraqi 

Security Forces (ISF) to protect the neighborhoods and their livelihood.49 After a series of 

ineffective and corrupt ISF commanders, the ISF in Ameriyah received a Sunni battalion 

commander. The ISF in Ameriyah became neutral and somewhat effective.50 Assisted by 

the cordon and a new Sunni ISF commander, the ISF in Ameriyah began to achieve 

moderate security success.         

                                                           
also see Nir Rosen’s Aftermath: Following the Bloodshed of America’s Wars in the Muslim World (New 
York: Nation Books, 2010), 295.  
48 Dale Kuehl, Unfinished Business: The Sons of Iraq and Political Reconciliation (Washington, DC: 
Department of Defense, 2015), 11.  
49 Nir Rosen, Aftermath: Following the Bloodshed of America’s wars in the Muslim World (New York: 
Nation Books, 2010), 296-297. 
50 Author’s notes from the evolution of ISF commanders in Ghazaliyah, TOA 2007; also, in Rosen, 
Aftermath, 297.  



216 

 

In February 2007, the U.S. coalition forces established a forward presence in the 

Joint Security Stations (JSSs) in the district. The Americans left their large base near 

BIAP to live in the zones.  By April and May, they could scarcely leave the JSSs without 

being hit by improvised explosive devices (IEDs). The barriers encircling the town 

deprived AQI of Shia targets, and they soon turned their attention to the Americans. On 

May 19, 2007, an IED near the Maluki mosque in Ameriyah killed six soldiers and an 

interpreter. A short time later, according to the U.S. Commander, the Sunni group 

approached the United States to assist with security.51 The Sunni insurgent leadership in 

Ameriyah cited the al-Anbar Awakening success and was in a “wait-and-see” mode to 

judge its endurance.52 This latest bombing, however, represented overreach by AQI. A 

local sheik, acting as a go-between, communicated that the Sunni locals would soon 

attack AQI.53  On May 30, 2007, the first battle of Sunni insurgents versus AQI took 

place. The Americans initially kept a safe distance, but, as this fight and others developed 

over the next three days, the U.S. forces achieved tactical over-watch and cordon for the 

Sunni insurgents.  While the Americans pressed for a greater role, the sheik insisted the 

Sunni had to do this alone.54   

The leader of the Ameriyah Sunni was a former IA officer named Saif Sa'ad 

Ahmed al-Ubaydi, or Abu Abed.55 A young, charismatic leader, he fought openly and 

                                                           
51 Linda Robinson, Tell Me How This Ends: General David Petraeus and the Search for A Way Out of Iraq 
(New York: Public Affairs, 2008), 232.  
52 Author email with former U.S. Commander, July 2013, and in discussion #KP170811, 2017. 
53 Sheik Khalid, of the Ameriyah Mosque on Ameriyah main street, as relayed from former U.S. Ameriyah 
Commander, in discussion with author, #KP170811, 2017; former U.S. Ameriyah Commander, in 
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54 Rosen, Aftermath, 302. 
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bravely against AQI, inspiring other Sunni insurgents and locals to defect from the AQI 

union. Abu Abed cites his “tipping point” as the moment he was watching a female driver 

maneuver erratically through the Ameriyah streets. An AQI pulled the woman over and 

shot her in front of her husband. Abu Abed in turn shot the AQI operative.56  

When AQI in Ameriyah began to retaliate with beheadings and kidnappings of the 

Sunni locals and family members of the defectors, Abu Abed’s swift and equally brutal 

vengeance against AQI bolstered the local Sunni confidence.57 Abu Abed and 14 rebel 

fighters representing three insurgent groups fought and kidnapped an AQI leader Hajji 

Sabah. Sabah, nicknamed the White Lion, was second in command of all AQI in northern 

Baghdad. He commanded the tactical forces with a combination of charisma and 

brutality. Mortally wounded from the fighting with Abu Abed, Hajji Sabah died while 

being moved from his headquarters to an Ameriyah mosque.58 Unsure of his status, other 

members of AQI mounted a rescue mission for their leader. Even after learning of his 

passing, AQI members desperately wanted the body for an honor burial congruent with 

Islam tradition. Yet Abu Abed would not relinquish the body. After two days barricaded 

in the mosque, Abu Abed and his men moved to a local warehouse. They fought 

effectively from hardened, defensive positions. Abu Abed’s fierce stand, with his 

comrades, served as a sign that AQI was neither infallible nor invincible. Many others in 

the Sunni nationalist groups supported Abu Abed.  

                                                           
(author’s notes, October 2007-April 2008); see Diane Maye. “Switching Sides: Political Power, Alignment, 
and Alliances in Post-Saddam Iraq.” PhD diss., George Mason University, 2015; and Maye, “Two 
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56 Cultural advisor, in discussion with author, #KP180518, 2018. 
57 See Robinson’s account in her chapter, “The Knights of Ameriyah,” 217-249; also, Rosen’s chapter, 
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58 Cultural advisor, in discussion with author, #KP180618, 2018; see also Ned Parker, “Abu Abed: 
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Between May and June 2007, the LSAGs learned the U.S armed sovereign 

transitioned from its initial “tough approach” with Sunni into a more nuanced position. 

The United States learned that every Sunni was not AQI and that “the majority of them 

did not embrace violence as a solution to anything.”59 Further, the Sunni learned the 

tribes in Anbar had successfully worked with the United States to extirpate AQI. The 

Sunni were again under high threat—this time from AQI. Under conditions of high 

threat, the LSAGs once again executed a hasty selection in alliance partners. Abu Abed 

accepted assistance from U.S forces while they rid their town of the IJF.  

By July, the LSAG-AQI alliance defection was complete. A new alliance had 

formed: LSAG-U.S. coalition forces. By September 2007, Abu Abed, charismatic and 

brave, would become leader of the Concerned Local Citizens, later the Sons of Iraq 

(SOIs), in Ameriyah, commanding loyalty from his former group members turned SOIs. 

The SOIs of Ameriyah dubbed themselves the “The Knights between Two Rivers,” or 

“The Knights,” for short.  

A similar initiative, the Neighborhood Advisory Council (NAC), was organized in 

town council fashion to provide a check of power on the SOIs. Sheiks, prominent 

townspeople, and imams comprised the NACs. With the support of the Ameriyah NAC, 

the Knights purged AQI from Ameriyah in a matter of months.  

4.3.1  Threat Perception  

The Coalition Provisional Authority’s Order Number 1 (De-Ba’athification of the 

public sector and ban on future employment) and Order Number 2 (dissolution of 
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entities) sent a signal that the United States was allied with the Shia. The Sunni 

insurgency in Baghdad began shortly after the U.S. invasion. It was, however, a 

haphazard and uncoordinated effort. One author described the insurgency as having “no 

Mao, no Ho, no clear and popular political agenda.”60 There was an abundance of 

fighters, a clear cause, and an unambiguous, easily identifiable enemy, but there was no 

ordering function for the Sunni to unite and coordinate effort.  

The extant U.S. threat, however, prompted Sunni insurgent action. AQI’s 

introduction in 2004 provided the coordination point. The Sunni insurgents allied with 

AQI as a protection against the U.S. and Shia threat. The implicit alliance bargain was 

this: the Sunni gained an ally that had funding, materiel, organization, and fervor for 

killing the Americans. In turn, the IJF gained manpower, access to the local 

neighborhoods, and local information. 

This alliance bore results from 2004 through early 2007. The scholarly consensus 

suggests the IJF-supported insurgency was winning.61 The Sunni had AQI as their 

ordering function, or “North Star,” and overcame their coordination problem to unite and 

expel Americans from the area.    

Conventional literature suggests that in multiparty civil wars, groups engage in 

rivalry, outbidding, and intragroup fighting.62 We might have expected to see inter-rebel 

                                                           
60 George Packer, The Assassins’ Gate: America in Iraq (New York: Farrar, Straus, and Giroux, 2005), 
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fighting between the major and minor groups; however, this did not occur. Instead, owing 

to the high-threat environment, the groups coalesced within their formations, avoided 

inter-rebel rivalries, and allied with the IJF to ensure their group’s respective survival. 

This suggests threat perception is a more prominent element of alliance decisions in 

multiparty civil wars with IJFs than is portrayed in the more simplistic, linear 

formulations. Conventional alliance formation explanations assert that interests that 

might have dictated alliances with less coercive partners or with more intragroup 

cooperation “ally to win.” Here, we observe the myriad of LSAGs gather under the IJF to 

fend off armed sovereign and militia threat.   

From 2003 to late 2004, the LSAGs in Ameriyah were disconnected, disordered, 

and disparate. With the introduction of an IJF to the region, the LSAGs and the IJF each 

recognized the other had shared interests, ethnicity, religion, and some elements of 

ideology. During this time, the LSAGs and IJF acted in harmony. That is, while acting 

separately, they accomplished many of the same mutually beneficial objectives. This led 

to a short phase of tactical cooperation. In late 2004, the LSAGs in Ameriyah moved 

from cooperation to alliance, driven by the need to gain protection from the U.S. and 

Iraqi armed forces (Shia) armed sovereigns. This is demonstrated in the continuum in 

Figure 4.1.  

                                                           
“A Plague of Initials,” 2012; Mia Bloom, “Public Support, Market Share, and Outbidding,” Political 
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4.3.2  Internal Group Cohesion 

The LSAGs in Ameriyah in 2004 were not united singularly into one 

organization. They still operated in at least three major and a few other minor groups. 

Many former Ba’ath party and military men, however, still sought to distance themselves 

from the advances made by Salafist groups like AQI.63 Nevertheless, they shared a 

common threat perception that the United States and the Shia were united against them. 

This caused the LSAGS to coalesce into their respective groups and seek alliances with 

the IJF.  

While much of the jihadist literature cites AQI tribal intermarrying, which was 

present in other areas, this phenomenon was not reported in Ameriyah. The Sunni social 

community was too tight to trust newcomers or interlopers, and the sheiks and imams, 

active in the protection of their community, likely dissuaded it. The absence of the 

intermarrying practice in Ameriyah also suggests that the Sunni social community, in 

which the LSAGs resided, coalesced when under threat from an AQI partner.64 

The Sunni LSAGs, in early 2003 to 2004, can be coded as a task group. By 2004, 

they had resisted the U.S invasion for under a year, remaining small but growing with the 

acceptance of new members as the influx of Sunni arrived in Ameriyah. As the groups 
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grew, they needed to create a capability to protect themselves and accomplish group 

goals. Under these conditions, they joined the alliance with the IJF. By early 2007, the 

LSAGs had survived and operated for over four years. The core group who had revolted 

from AQI in May 2007 was composed of only 14 fighters.65 At this stage, the group 

ceased growing and began vetting as an internal force protection measure against 

infiltration and betrayal. As shown in Figure 4.2, they are coded as an intimate group 

since they stopped predatory practices within their own community, capped membership, 

were vetted through tactical action, and became more egalitarian. The 14 core members 

shouldered the revolt that occurred from May 29 to June 2 against AQI.  

 

4.3.3  Alliance #1 Outcome 

From 2004 to late 2006, the LSAGs in Ameriyah were highly cohesive groups 

functioning in alliance with IJF. The high-threat environment emanating from the alliance 

between the U.S. and Shia forces was manageable. The LSAG-IJF alliance was not 

perfect, but the LSAG’s objectives, as well as alliance’s objectives on whole, were 

realized. This work theorizes that LSAGs with high cohesion and under low external 

threat will remain in a sub-optimal state of codependence with their alliance partner. 

Figure 4.3 shows this dynamic. 
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Beginning in Late 2006 and into early 2007, conditions in Ameriyah changed. 

When the IJF ceased to perform its alliance function, protection of the Sunni from outside 

entities, the alliance weakened. Further, when the IJF itself became a threat to the LSAGs 

through its increasingly coercive actions, the alliance ceased performing to expectation. 

The LSAGs no longer had AQI protection against the pair of armed sovereigns. They 

were increasingly marginalized by the political process in Baghdad, and they faced 

immense, direct pressure from the IJF who increased brutality to maintain control. The 

AQI grossly abused their power, states Maye, and residents of Ameriyah began to resent 

the international jihadists.66 The IJF also shirked its responsibility to its partners. The 

Shia militias were responsible for torture and beheading of Abu Abed’s brothers.67 Given 

these conditions in late 2007, the highly cohesive Ameriyah LSAGs defected from the 

AQI alliance, as shown in Figure 4.4. 

       

                                                           
66 Diane L. Maye, “Understanding the Sunni Realignment in Iraq with Complexity Theory,” Digest of 
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4.4 Alliance #2: Ameriyah LSAGs-U.S. Coalition, 2007-2011   

Sunni-U.S. Coalition Relationship, 2007-2008. From July 2007 through the end 

of the year, the relations between the U.S. coalition and the Knights were excellent. 

While the Anbar Sahwah had endured for several months, Abu Abed and the Knights 

initiated the movement in Baghdad. Other Sunni insurgent groups in the neighboring 

towns followed. Terrorist incidents plummeted from record highs the previous summer; 

attacks were down, and the Sunni groups assisted the U.S. coalition in hunting down the 

remnants of AQI.   

The LSAGs, now consolidated into the Sons of Iraq (SOIs) waged that their new 

alliance partner, the United States, would replace AQI by ensuring LSAG-SOI survival, 

protecting them from predators. The Sunni LSAG-SOIs feared retribution from their 

jilted, former alliance partner, AQI. Second, they feared systematic prejudice and 

oppression from the state armed sovereign (Shia). The U.S. forces assumed a protectorate 

role over the LSAG-SOIs, but they would prove to be an unreliable partner, relative to 

the LSAG-SOI expectations.  

Abu Abed was placed in charge of the Knights and received all the privileges and 

responsibilities of command, including coordinating equipment, uniforms, and Knight’s 
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pay. He also had authority for hiring and firing, responsibility for current operations, and 

control over running the day-to-day activities. With the help of two local sheiks who 

helped broker the defection, Sheik Khalid and Sheik Walid, the SOIs expanded from the 

14 rebels who fought AQI to over 600 rebel fighters. It was important to the sheiks to 

engage a large community of rebels and town youth, grant them amnesty for their 

previous insurgent activities, and employ as many youths as possible in a Sunni 

community (umma) protection role.68 The U.S. ground forces commander recalls they 

were particularly keen to orchestrate forgiveness for the rebels’ past actions. This, they 

surmised, was key to rebuilding the community.69 The current sectarian fighting and 

Shia-on-Sunni violence was due to retribution and revenge for decades of Sunni-on-Shia 

oppression. The sheiks tried to avoid the same dynamic with the Americans, as the 

Americans had just suffered over four years of causalities at the hands of the insurgents.        

Security operations, led by the SOIs, ran effectively beginning in September 

2007. Later that fall, the United States flew Abu Abed from Ameriyah, Raad Ali from 

Ghazaliyah, and a few other SOI commanders to a secure location for a video 

teleconference, in which U.S. Coalition Commander General David Petraeus introduced 

Abu Abed to President of the United States George W. Bush, who had asked to 

personally thank the brave Sons of Iraq who rejected AQI and allied with the U.S. 

forces.70  
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The Alliance Falters. By March 2008, U.S.-LSAG-SOI alliance in Ameriyah 

began to decline. Eyewitnesses cite several factors for the dip in efficiency and 

effectiveness.  

First, the U.S. unit that fought with the LSAGs to oust AQI had rotated from the 

theater of operations after their tour was complete. Thus, the commander who had 

negotiated, cajoled, and accepted the Ameriyah Knights’ AQI-defection departed from 

theater after his tour was complete. That U.S commander had made agreements, bargains, 

and concessions with the SOIs that were now, under new U.S. leadership and new 

conditions, being revisited.  

For example, Abu Abed had been authorized to wear U.S. body armor with pistol 

holster, knives, patches, and other accoutrements, which symbolized his strong 

relationship with the United States. This visual signal bolstered Abu Abed’s status as the 

SOI commander. The U.S. coalition headquarters was slow to respond to on-the-ground 

policies and agreements because the dynamic nature of these negotiations out-paced 

theater-wide policy-making. The LSAGs’ unique preferences for bargaining trade-offs 

and accommodations differed wildly.71 This proved problematic to the on-scene U.S. 

commander who had a coordination problem with other units in the area and a principal-

agent problem with his headquarters, who legislated one-size-fits-all policies.  

The incoming U.S. Commander in Ameriyah had different conditions and goals 

for a different period in the Knights’ lifecycle. During this period, the United States 
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attempted to transform the SOIs from an ad hoc, temporary organization into the Iraqi 

Security Forces (ISF), an enduring institution. Thus, the new U.S. Commander in 

Ameriyah forbade SOIs from wearing American uniforms and equipment, including 

some “Hollywood” features of the uniform.  

The enforcement of this uniform policy proved controversial. While not decisive 

to the relationship, it highlighted the LSAG-SOI view of the U.S. commitment problem. 

For the United States, it highlighted the difficulty of managing an alliance with 

chronically flawed partners. 

The seam between the current and former U.S Commander was challenged again 

when the new commander changed the pay system. Under the old system, Abu Abed was 

paid directly for wages, uniforms, and equipment. Under the new system, the United 

States set up a “paymaster” system in which every SOI had to be present with 

identification to receive pay disbursement. This eliminated “ghost solders” on the roles 

and reduced graft. While there were 333 names on the roles for pay, more than 600 SOIs 

reported to receive a wage.72 This discrepancy also surfaced with the uniform 

disbursement paid to Abu Abed, with which he was responsible for buying uniforms for 

his Knights. The uniform fund request was four times the U.S. estimate for normal wear-

and-tear, suggesting that the money was being grafted or that Abu Abed was outfitting a 

shadow army.73  

                                                           
72 It was common for U.S coalition commanders to bolster the SOI ranks as well, paying “extras” with 
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Second, Abu Abed, taking advantage of the seam between U.S. commanders, took 

liberties and sought to expand his power.74 For example, on one of Abu Abed’s 

mysterious “health” trips to Jordan, his bodyguard, accompanied by a U.S. armed 

convoy, picked him up at the airport. The convoy dropped off Abu Abed and then 

followed the bodyguard to his Ameriyah home. Once they arrived, the U.S soldiers 

noticed a partially buried weapons cache in the back yard. When they questioned the 

bodyguard, he replied, “Fuck you,” insinuating he was with Abu Abed and therefore 

untouchable. “What is Abu Abed? JAI?!” the bodyguard exclaimed, “So am I. Take me 

to [Camp] Cropper. Whatever Abu Abed was, that’s me, too.” 75 

Third, Abu Abed’s reputation as a warrior commander grew. With an AQI sniper 

harassing U.S forces, the United States asked Abu Abed for assistance. Abu Abed stalked 

the sniper, confronted him, and shot him. The sniper wore body armor and did not die; 

instead, the sniper shot and killed another SOI on Abu Abed’s team. Abu Abed re-

engaged the sniper. Abu Abed then returned to the Americans and reported, “It’s done, I 

killed him.” This infuriated the U.S. Commander, since there was no body to search or 

identify and no live AQI prisoner to question for intelligence purposes.76  

In another incident, Abu Abed left his house to find members of AQI planting two 

155mm-round IEDs near his house. After inquiring about what they were doing, since 

neighborhood children play in that area, the AQI members allegedly told him to mind his 

own business. Abu Abed went in his house to retrieve a weapon and shot the men. A 
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gunfight ensued, including a small explosion. In the end, Abu Abed took some shrapnel 

but succeeded in killing the terrorists. The U.S. unit brought him to the American hospital 

to care for the surface wound. Upon his release a short time later, the U.S. unit returned 

Abu Abed to his house, where 40 men waited for him, having slain and cooked a goat 

and a lamb in celebration. The SOI unit and the whole mohallah came out to celebrate the 

warrior Abu Abed. 

The SOIs under Abu Abed seemed to manipulate their way to desired outcomes. 

The original SOI design called for SOIs to have radios, not weapons, while manning 

every street corner because the U.S. forces did not want to be accused of arming militias. 

The SOIs with radios would mysteriously come under sniper fire. Abu Abed would then 

demand his men have weapons for their own protection. Likewise, when the manning 

was reduced and SOIs were downsized in areas, those areas would suddenly receive IED 

attacks. These attacks injured or killed no one, but they were enough justification for Abu 

Abed to expand his force and to reoccupy the empty posts. 77  

In December 2007, the head of the Sunni endowment, Dr. Ahmad Abd al-Ghafur 

al-Samarrai, hosted a “Sunni Awakening” meeting for Anbar, Baghdad, and other 

Awakening movement leaders. The purpose of the meeting was to celebrate the leaders, 

consolidate Sunni resources, and plan a “way ahead” for the Sunni in Iraq. The meeting 

took place at the “Mother of all Battles” mosque, in neighboring Ghazaliyah. The SOI 

leaders were to ride, for their protection, in U.S. convoys of five to six vehicles. Abu 

Abed, however, mounted several armed trucks with his men, slipped his convoy inside 
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the American convoy at the last minute, and arrived at the meeting, in full view of all the 

fathers of the Awakening movement, with his own robust security flanked by the U.S 

armed security convoy. This maneuver gave the appearance to Abu Abed’s Awakening 

peers, competitors, and rivals that he was separate, extraordinary, and shared a special-

deputy relationship with the United States.78    

Without question, Abu Abed was a brave, smart, tactical commander who 

inspired his Sunni brethren. Eyewitnesses in this period are unanimous in their assertions 

that he was the right fighter to lead the armed defection against AQI. Some suggest the 

Baghdad Awakening would not have started in Ameriyah, or maybe at all, were it not for 

Abu Abed. Those who served with him or beside him in that period still speak with 

reverence and respect for his bravery and leadership.  

Still, even those in Abu Abed’s camp recognized he had a meteoric ascent—too 

fast to appropriately manage. His tactical acumen and courage afforded him idiosyncratic 

credit and fame during a period in which heroes were in high demand. This rapid 

ascension to power, according to his supports and critics, made him vulnerable on three 

distinct fronts.  

First, Abu Abed caused dissension within his own organization because he was 

often solely credited with actions executed by the group. Subsequently, Abu Abed 

received perks, favoritism, and opportunities that others or the group on whole didn’t. As 

his singular fame and his personal stardom rose, others in his group became resentful.  

Second, the central government in Baghdad identified Abu Abed as a problem. 

The state armed sovereign had a dilemma: they needed Abu Abed and his group to help 
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rid Baghdad of the AQI problem. On the other hand, Maliki firmly believed the 

insurgents were volunteers who were plotting to overthrow his government and restore 

Sunni rule.79 For now, the central government would tolerate the “useful idiots,” but it 

was clear that Abu Abed and his followers had no place in the future of Iraq.80   

Third, Abu Abed became a danger to himself. He was a tireless worker, routinely 

executing 16- to 18-hour days. He was a demanding “task master” and strict 

disciplinarian with his troops. As his celebrity status grew, so did his distrust of others. 

He increased central control and delegated less to others. He re-established patronage 

networks, granted and denied access and favors like an authoritarian sheik, controlled 

who entered and who left Ameriyah, and ruled with a strong arm.81 As his reputation and 

publicity “swelled his head,” he was less able to recognize the aspects of command for 

which he wasn’t suited.82 Abu Abed, lacked, for example, the polish necessary to conduct 

the politics of reconciliation and community building though he had the awareness that 

combat command came with an obligation to work the politics. Abu Abed himself once 

remarked, “Iraq’s security situation was so dire, individuals seeking power are forced to 

have two faces: one political and one military.83 Nevertheless, Abu Abed had become, 

according to Kimberly Marten, a warlord.84 He feuded with Sheiks Khalid and Walid and 
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other religious and community leaders over SOI employment and policies. He did not 

have the political connections or strategic vision of Anbar’s Sheik Sattar or Abu Risha or 

Abu Gharib’s Abu Azzam.  

In the spring of 2008, many “outsiders” came to engage with Abu Abed and tried 

to co-opt his group, an illustration of the intervening factors that intruded on the armed 

group’s selection of alliance partners. Those who sought to bring Abu Abed into a larger 

Sunni movement were Abu Azzam al-Tamimi, the co-leader of the SOIs in Abu Gharib; 

sheiks from Anbar; and others. Tariq al Hashemi, the Sunni Vice President of Iraq, 

wanted Abu Abed to pledge loyalty to the Muslim Brotherhood. Suspicious of outsiders, 

Abu Abed recoiled and centered on Ameriyah’s group.  

In the eyes of Iraqi politicians, groups like the SOI could easily become powerful 

political parties. In the wake of military success, Abu Abed and his followers attempted 

to start a secular political party named al-Hal (“The Solution”), which was quickly 

subsumed by other parties and more experienced, entrenched leaders competing for 

political space.85 

It was reported that Nouri Al-Maliki, the President of Iraq, wanted to rein in 

control of the SOI movement but had little reach outside of Baghdad into Anbar. He 

could, however, influence action inside Baghdad. The Government of Iraq (GOI) issued 

multiple arrest warrants for Abu Abed; however, he remained under the protection of the 

U.S. forces, and none of the warrants were executed.86   
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The 4th IA Brigade Commander, Brigadier General (BG) Ghassan, had several 

problems with the SOIs in the Mansour and Kadamiyah districts. He remained under 

pressure from the Ministry of Defense’s Baghdad Operations Center to regulate the SOIs. 

He especially despised Abu Azzam from neighboring Abu Gharib, as he recognized 

Azzam was well spoken, politically savvy, and connected. These attributes meant trouble 

for the Karkh security district. But Abu Gharib, though treated like a Baghdad suburb, 

was technically split between Baghdad and Anbar Province. Central influence in Abu 

Gharib came from Sunni tribes, which was a different mechanism than Baghdad towns. 

So Ghassan tried to control Abu Gharib but was frustrated and helpless. He instead 

turned to Abu Abed and Ameriyah because this area was in his sphere of control.87 

During this period, Abu Abed’s internal and external critics grew.88 He was 

accused of graft, corruption, and building an “empire” while sheltered under U.S. 

protection. Locally, many people still hailed him as a hero, while others claimed his men 

were “worse than al-Qaeda.”89 Ghassan issued multiple arrest warrants on a myriad of 
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charges. The United States, however, continued to protect Abu Abed from central 

Baghdad’s sectarianism.    

   Abu Abed took multiple trips to Jordan in the spring and summer of 2008. 

Allegedly for medical attention, but it was rumored the U.S. and Jordanian intelligence 

services were collecting information from Abu Abed on AQI cells.90 On his third trip to 

Jordan, the Government of Iraq issued two important warrants: one for Abu Abed and 

one for Sheik Khalid. The charges were collaborating with AQI. This time BG Ghassan 

personally weighed in with the U.S. coalition to execute the warrant. When word traveled 

to Abu Abed, he decided to go into exile in Jordan, and later, Scandinavia.91 Command of 

the Knights in Ameriyah fell to Abu Abed’s subordinates. Sheik Khalid also fled, to 

Syria. He was hanged in 2014 for crimes that reached back to his involvement in the 

Ameriyah Sahwah in 2007-2008. 

The Knights were in turmoil. Many remained loyal to Abu Abed and stated, “I 

will follow him anywhere. He is a true warrior.” Others showed disdain, stating, “Why 

can’t we go to Jordan? Why did he abandon us? Fuck Abu Abed.”92   

Command of the Knights fell to Abu Abed’s deputy and loyal friend, Mohammed 

al-Basheer. Basheer’s nickname was “Mohammed Eyeliner” for the surma he applied on 

his eyes to protect them from the heat, dust, and wind. He was an apt soldier, but he was 

no Abu Abed. In the month after he took control of the Knights, he survived two 

assassination attempts. The SOIs suspected new groups, perhaps the Naqshbandi, were 
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infiltrating. It was not clear why the Knights in Ameriyah—so effective in the past at 

clearing the mohallahs of AQI—were not better informed, did not have target 

information, or did not hunt the new insurgent groups. Later in 2009, Mohammed 

Eyeliner was assassinated in Ameriyah.   

After Abu Abed did not return to Ameriyah, security in the town deteriorated. 

After enjoying a year of virtually no IEDs, in late 2008, IEDs reemerged. These IEDs 

were made of homemade explosives (HME). Large munition IEDS, such as artillery 

shells and other unexploded ordinance, or explosively formed projectiles (EFPs) were 

IEDs linked to Iran, while HME IEDs were associated with individual armed groups. The 

HME IEDs were indicative of inter-rebel rivalries, rival regional groups, or internal group 

takeovers. In late summer of 2008, the U.S Special Operations Task Force captured over 

25 members of Sunni infiltrating groups.93 In that same period, the SOIs informed on, 

and assisted in the capture of, only three. Eyewitnesses claim it was clear that the U.S.-

LSAG-SOI alliance remained in name, but that each partner was now acting separately.  

“The United States pulled out in 2008.” Some might claim the U.S.-LSAG 

alliance officially ended with the U.S. retrograde in 2011 when the United States was no 

longer present, thereby dissolving the alliance. However, this work suggests it occurred 

earlier. In late 2008, the LSAG-SOIs were likely already evaluating new alliance partners 

to protect them. The LSAG-SOIs still needed protection from the state armed sovereign 

as the United States was no longer serving in that role. The December 14, 2008, 

announcement of the joint U.S.-Iraq Status of Forces Agreement doomed the alliance. 

This agreement mandated that U.S. forces would pull back from major cities by June 30, 
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2009. Further, the United States would pull all combat troops out of Iraq by December 

2011.  

One member of the original “Abu Abed 14,” Achmed, spoke about Ameriyah in 

late 2008: “The U.S. pulled out in 2008,” he stated, “and the IA and IP came in.” Achmed 

states the IA set up checkpoints on the major street and began an access-for-graft scheme 

in which one could pay a bribe to avoid getting stopped by the other checkpoints. Also, 

Achmed states, during this period, many of the Sunni who were threats were detained. 

Achmed relayed the story of his detainment, October 2008. He stated,  

I was walking the [Ameriyah] streets after Ramadan, when I was stopped 

by Police. I had a weapon, but I had proper authorization and a weapon 

card because I was a Knight. So, I had authority. The policeman spoke on 

the radio for some time, but I was detained and brought to the police 

station. I knew the police chief, the commander, and many of the officers. 

I knew the intelligence officer and many others with whom I had worked 

as a Knight and some I had done joint patrols. I had $3,800 and a pistol, 

which was laid on the table. A police officer came in and laid rockets on 

the table. I had not seen the rockets before, but everyone took pictures of 

me and all the contraband as though it were all mine. The Police Captain 

said, “Not too many rockets, I don’t want him in jail too long.”94 

   

  

Achmed spent the next four years in jail. His father, a lawyer, appeared at the 

court, but there were no warrant, no documents, and no legal case to argue because the 

detainment was off the record. For 18 months, Achmed’s father looked for warrants, 

accusations, or any written records. After 18 months, Achmed was transferred from the 

local jail to the Ministry of Interior and jailed again for another two-and-a-half years. He 

reports there were no questions, no investigations, and no judge, which made appeal 

impossible. 
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In 2012, after constant appeals and over $40,000 in bribes, the Ministry of Justice 

released Achmed.  

While out-processing, the Police asked Achmed what he would do now. He told 

them he would try to be a policeman since that was the only skill he knew. Achmed, as 

one of Abu Abed’s original 14, was assuredly former JAI. 

 “They offered me a job,” Achmed said wryly, “as a police officer in al-Shula.”95 

The Police officers howled with laughter. Al-Shula, known as “Sadr City West,” was 

deeply Shia and very sectarian. Sunni could not enter the town at all for fear of sectarian 

violence.    

To many of the SOI, the United States had bargained away the SOI to the state in 

a plan to integrate the SOI into the Iraqi security services. In doing so, the United States 

had turned over records, addresses, family data, and photos of all the SOIs to the central 

government to facilitate this integration. In reality, the central government filibustered the 

SOI integration until the United States had completed its 2011 retrograde, then used the 

data to quickly and efficiently target the SOIs as insurgents and terrorists. This action 

constituted U.S. betrayal of its alliance partner—not a purposeful betrayal, but, as the 

result of being swindled by the Iraqi government, an unintentional betrayal by a partner 

of a separate, parallel alliance.          

   The U.S.-troop levels during this period had come full circle between 2004 and 

2009. Indeed, the “surge” and troop levels are common factors scholars cite for the 

successes in Iraq between 2007 and 2008.96 For example, between 2003 and 2004, U.S. 
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troops were not routinely stationed in the northwest Mansour and Kadamiya districts, but 

rather one Stryker battalion, approximately 700 soldiers, doing periodic, roving patrols 

covered the area. From 2005 to 2006, there were even fewer troops, a mechanized 

cavalry squadron of approximately 600 soldiers. However, the U.S. Commander 

recognized Ameriyah to be central to the mission and based there. From 2006 to 2008, 

the U.S. “surge” provided more than 3,600 soldiers in the same area. In early 2009, after 

the surge forces redeployed, the U.S.-troop levels returned to one mechanized cavalry 

squadron for the Mansour and Kadamiya districts. These were the same troop levels as in 

2005.  

While there is a surfeit of literature and theories, there is no consensus on troop 

levels and counterinsurgency (COIN) success, for northwest Baghdad between 2003 and 

2009, the numbers are correlated. This does not suggest a straight line between troop 

levels and success. This work argues, as others do, the troop levels correlate with 

insurgent threat perception and other mechanisms that drive contextual decision-making. 

97 

It was in this time that the U.S. forces, charged to protect the Sunni, returned to 

2003-2004 troop levels in northwest Baghdad. Many eyewitnesses claimed, however, the 

alliance had fractured prior to the U.S. retrograde. The SOI in Ameriyah were allied with 

the United States to prevent the re-infiltration of AQI and destruction at the hands of the 
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state armed sovereign (Shia). However, the United States was intent upon turning the 

SOIs over to the state armed sovereign, driven by a U.S. timeline based on domestic 

politics. This resulted in an Iraqi government crackdown of the Sunni SOIs. In May 2009, 

after the IA arrested some SOIs, a local sheik remarked,  

We made an agreement with the Americans, before the formation of the 

Awakening, to give immunity to all the fighters who have participated in 

the resistance. Therefore, they [Iraqi Security Services] don't have the 

right to arrest anybody who may have been involved in operations against 

the Americans before the cease-fire.98 

 

This incident, and many like it, began to crack the LSAGs’ trust that their alliance 

partner was not fulfilling its duty. Despite the promise for the Government of Iraq to give 

all 94,000 SOIs jobs by the end of 2009, less than 25 percent received transfers into the 

Iraqi Security Forces.  

The SOI hiring freeze resulted, the Ministries of Defense and Interior claimed, 

because of budget irregularities. In April 2009, the Department of Defense report to 

Congress cited Bagdad was not on track to meet their promises.”99  

In October 2008, Baghdad reduced the pay from $400 per month to $250 per 

month. The next month, November 2008, Baghdad was set to begin to pay the SOIs, but 

did not. Fortunately, the United States had set aside three months of pay as a 

contingency.100 In March and April 2009, Bagdad did not pay the SOIs at all, citing 
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budget problems as the budget “did not include their salaries.”101 Both the United States 

and the SOIs complained to the Iraqi ministries, after which, the pay re-started in July.102  

This led an unknown number of SOIs to leave their posts; some encouraged by 

the government. The same month, SOI targeting by the IA increased, and the 41st SOI 

leader was detained by the IA.103 This caused the SOIs to begin evaluating a new set of 

alliance partners.104 Among them, a new AQI offspring, The Islamic State in Iraq (ISI), 

began infiltrating, and the Knights turned a blind eye to the new jihadis.  

4.4.1 Threat Perception 

 The U.S.-LSAG alliance in Ameriyah became a possibility between late May and 

early June 2007 when Abu Abed led his revolt against AQI near al-Mutheef Street. The 

U.S. coalition offered assistance, and tried to be more central to the struggle, but Sheik 

Khalid backed them, cautioning the U.S. Commander that this was “an Iraqi fight” that 

had to be fought “by Iraqis.”105  

Once the defection was complete and the new alliance enacted by July, the 

LSAG-SOIs had to reorient focus on new threats. The primary threat, in the short term, 

was retribution and revenge from AQI. The U.S. proved capable of supporting the LSAG 

in this fight. Eliminating AQI was squarely in U.S. interests.  
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 Later, the LSAG-SOIs suffered threat from a state armed sovereign, the 

Government of Iraq, through the IA and other security forces. The United States also 

served as protection from that threat. If this bargain, the Sunni protection from the Shia-

controlled government forces, was ever explicit, it was not recorded. Nevertheless, the 

LSAG-SOIs counted on the U.S. protection as it pursued a new strategy of expelling AQI 

by turning the former insurgents into allies.  

 During the last few months of 2007 and most of 2008, the United States 

performed its alliance function. The U.S. partnership with Abu Abed and the Ameriyah 

Knights flourished. The U.S. eliminated and contained the external threats. It 

accomplished this in two ways. First, with the assistance of the SOIs, former insurgents 

working with AQI, it was able to find, fix, and finish AQI in ways it could not 

previously. The SOIs provided inside information about the safe houses, routes, habits, 

and descriptions of AQI members. The United States, in turn, used its mobility, advanced 

weaponry, and technology to target and eliminate the AQI threat.  

Second, the LSAG-SOIs were under threat from the state armed sovereign (Shia). 

This manifested itself in many ways, primarily through the IA. The United States, 

however, protected the LSAG-SOIs from sectarian and state-centered threats, including 

the sectarian militia threats, through close contact, partnership, and political 

manipulation.  

This work theorizes that threat drives LSAG alliance formation. In this case, the 

Sunni LSAGs acted in accordance with the theory, insulating itself from the immediate 

and lethal AQI threat. Later, the LSAG-SOIs’ primary threat was the state armed 

sovereign and sectarian militia threat. However, their existing alliance, with the U.S 
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coalition, also served to ameliorate that threat. As evidence above shows, threat 

perceptions can drive groups into partnerships that in turn pose threats to the group, and 

negative elements of the partnership (such as intimidation, targeted killings, and so forth) 

can complicate decisions to back out.                  

 4.4.2  Internal Group Cohesion  

 The second part of the theorized mechanism, alliance duration, is a function of 

internal LSAG cohesion. This case is interesting because cohesion breaks down within 

the LSAG. The Sunni LSAG-SOIs in 2008 Ameriyah had difficulty maintaining a 

cohesive group.  

Internal cohesion was high early in this period when Abu Abed and his core group 

of 14 former JAI operatives performed the heroic and dangerous task of violently 

confronting AQI.106 That group can be classified as an intimate group, having served for 

years through hardship and danger. However, after the emancipation from AQI and the 

new alliance with the United States was formed, the conditions changed. The group grew 

from a very small group to an extremely large one. The U.S. initial charter for SOIs was 

333. This was later expanded to approximately 600. Soon, it expanded to 800. By some 

estimates, there were over 1,100 Sunni men wearing Ameriyah Knights uniforms and 

being compensated in some fashion, either by salary or in exchange for protection. 

This group grew for three reasons. First, there existed a surfeit of eligible Sunni 

men to serve as neighborhood protectors. These men were being hailed as the “Robin 

Hoods” of the Sunni community, and it was prestigious to be in the organization. Thus, 

demand for participating in the Knights was high.  
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Second, it was in the interest of the United States, to get the young, unemployed 

Sunni, many who had suffered the “Ba’athist Ban,” off the streets and working 

productively within their communities. This would prevent that area’s “youth bulge,” 

which is correlated with social unrest and political volatility.107 It was a chance to stem 

the ill effects of the CPA general order that was generally attributed to the rise of the 

Sunni insurgency.  

Third, other community leaders, such as Sheiks Khalid and Walid, were interested 

in employing their youth, institutionalizing community service, and assisting job creation. 

They, too, pushed for the SOI program to expand and employ the citizens of Ameriyah.   

This rapid expansion of the SOI program, however, moved the former JAI small, 

core group from an intimate group to a task group. The task, of course, was protecting the 

Ameriyah community from vengeful AQI and sectarian Shia militias. Over time and with 

the swelling ranks from all quarters, this task group further devolved into a social group 

and further into a loose association. This is true because the group was together only a 

short time, less than a year from fall of 2007 through the fall of 2008. The group became 

unmanageably large, reaching over a thousand members of what some of the group’s 

leaders were turning into a political instrument based on U.S.-provided patronage to 

support their own ambitions. Membership to the group required correct ethnic markers 
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but wasn’t particularly exclusive because there were several supply-distributers to the 

group.   

The evidence suggests the LSAG-SOIs migrated from an intimate group to a 

loose association within a year, owing to rapid growth and unmanaged expansion. The 

result is the group’s cohesion is coded as low. This is shown in Figure 4.5.  

 

4.4.3  Alliance Outcome 

The U.S.-LSAG-SOI alliance had, late 2008, reached a marcescent stage. The 

alliance existed, but it was not functioning, having withered through two mechanisms. 

First, the United States had not ceased to perform its alliance function, which was the 

protection of the LSAG-SOIs from external threats. However, the United States signaled 

public plans to transfer the SOIs under the Iraqi state armed sovereign control. So, 

protection continued, but threat lay on the horizon. The Government of Iraq had been 

explicit that the SOIs were necessary for extirpating AQI. After that, however, the SOIs 

were a “danger to the state.” The present was safe, but the future was uncertain. 

Second, the LSAG-SOIs possessed low cohesion throughout mid- to late 2008. 

The LSAG-SOI leader, Abu Abed, imploded because of his ego-driven, power-seeking, 

authoritarian tendencies. He had transformed from savior of the community into warlord 
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of the community. Acting as a powerbroker within Ameriyah, he had invited internal 

group dissension.  

He also became the target of competitors, rivals, and adversaries external to his 

group. With other LSAGs, now forming and filling a void left by AQI, and the state 

armed sovereign bent on eliminating him, Abu Abed became a marked man.   

After the original group of 14 members expanded to over 600 SOIs, the intimate 

group lost its cohesiveness. It became a large of collection task groups, then a social 

group, and finally a loose association. Given the low external threat and the low cohesion 

in the large loose association, the alliance fragmented. Figure 4.6 shows this outcome.  

 

4.5 Conclusion  

 As this chapter has clearly shown, the LSAGs in Ameriyah did not have the 

luxury of “allying to win,” rather they needed to “ally to survive.” LSAGs in Ameriyah 

operated as distinct, uncoordinated units for a year after the U.S.-coalition invasion. The 

LSAGs had several goals in common. These included survival against attacks from the 

U.S.-coalition, threats from the militias, and oppression from the Iraqi Security Forces 

who were seeking to regain control of the environment using sectarian violence. The 
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LSAGs sought to fight the invaders and make the occupation of Iraq so untenable and 

uneconomical that the occupiers would have no choice but to withdraw.108 The LSAGs 

also lacked advanced weapons, training, and required tactics to stay safe from the 

predator’s tactics.109 Therefore, they had an incentive to cooperate and form a grand 

coalition or super-group. Despite this common overarching goal, the myriad of insurgent 

groups in Ameriyah could not overcome the collective action problem to join in a single 

formation.  

Despite having the same set of basic goals, the LSAGs did not form a coalition or 

alliance because they had disagreements. Leadership, tactics, strategy, areas of operation, 

and financial rents were some the areas that prevented LSAGs from joining others. AQI, 

an “outsider” group but one with tremendous capability, provided a coordinating point to 

the Sunni LSAGs. Zarqawi’s strategy included destruction of critical infrastructure, 

brutality against civilians, suicide tactics, and other techniques antithetical to the LSAGs’ 

goals. However, the LSAGs were under threat, and AQI proved the best chance to 

eliminate external threats to survival.    

The LSAGs joined the alliance in 2004. During this time, they cooperated and 

coordinated, receiving from AQI the protection they needed in exchange for access to the 

neighborhoods and networks. This relationship, as described in chapter two, became 

codependent. AQI embarked on a sectarian civil war strategy, however, as well as 

targeting innocent civilians and mosques. AQI’s strategy of targeting the Shia caused IA 
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and the United States to increase the pressure on Sunni groups. The result was AQI did 

not accomplish its alliance responsibility: protecting the LSAGs from external threats.  

The conventional theories suggest acts like targeting religious figures, destroying 

infrastructure the LSAGs would need if they were to return to positions of power, and 

starting a civil war would cause the LSAGs to defect. Rationally, at any time the alliance 

costs outweighed the benefits, we would expect the LSAGs to defect or fragment from 

the alliance. However, it would be another year of maltreatment and strained cooperation 

before the LSAGs would act. This latency is explained by LSAGs impetuously joining on 

a narrow set of immediate interests, ignoring long-term interests, and favoring immediate 

aims with the optimism that bad conditions might change over time. In 2007, many 

LSAGs with low cohesion fragmented from the AQI alliance and simply ceased 

performing, preferring instead to survive. Abu Abed’s original 14 JAI members, 

however, possessed high cohesion after years of fighting. Under threat from external 

enemies, including AQI protector-turned-predator, the JAI 14 led the defection from 

AQI.  

Allying with the United States in 2007, the LSAG-SOIs joined in the same 

manner as the last: hastily, under pressure, and seeking to gain protection from external 

threats. Had the LSAGs “allied to win,” we would expect alliance partners to work in 

harmony because it is in their best interest to be good partners. Yet this did not happen in 

Ameriyah. The alliance partners lied, manipulated, and cheated. They strategically 

revealed and concealed. Eyewitnesses reported Abu Abed had become intoxicated with 

power and profit, lowering the effectiveness and cohesion of the LSAG-SOIs. In March, 

preferences diverged, and distrust became open. The partners hedged, cheated, and 
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pursued private arrangements: the United States with the Government of Iraq to assume 

responsibility for the SOI pay and integration, and the LSAG-SOIs engaged in other 

partnerships and secret deals for the post-U.S. period they envisaged.  

From 2009 through 2011, the alliance showed signs of fracture, each partner 

suffered in the dysfunctional codependent relationship because each member continued to 

use its partner for a discreet capability it could not get on its own. Thus, the partners 

remained in alliance, accomplishing separate parochial objectives, while also unaligned 

with partners on many other fronts.  

When the alliance disintegrated in 2009, there was no defection like the LSAGs 

had orchestrated against AQI a year prior, since low cohesion prevented a group-

consensus on leaving the alliance. The alliance slowly deteriorated, fragmenting, since 

the Ameriyah Knights began seeking other independent options in response to the U.S. 

announcement to withdraw. This signaled the end of the alliance, but like Axelrod’s 

cooperation tournament, a continuous game suddenly became a finite game, prompting 

the LSAGs to exit prior to the last move.110  

Some Knights left the group and migrated to the other nascent, armed groups. 

Others stayed and were jailed or killed by the state armed sovereign.111 Still others faded 

back into the community and waited for more auspicious conditions. 

From 2009 to 2014, the remnants of AQI in Iraq formed a new group, the Islamic 

State of Iraq and Syria (ISIS). The Naqshbandi Army, a Sufi-Ba’athist nationalist group 
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led by Izzat Ibrahim al-Douri, also came into play and vied for power.112 Later in 2014, 

the vulnerable Sunni umma once again would rely on co-ethnic jihadis to provide alliance 

protection and annihilation at the hands of the Shia.113 The eventual ISIS alliance of 2014 

is beyond the scope of this work, but it is worth mentioning that the eventual outcome of 

this alliance was that subordinate partners quickly discovered that they had acquired 

short-term protection at the cost of a longer-term captivity at the hands of a very violent 

“partner.”        
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Chapter 5:  Abu Gharib, 2004–2009  

 

5.0  Introduction 

  The town of Abu Gharib in northwest Baghdad, Iraq, is a prison town. Shortly 

after his assent to power, Saddam Hussein erected a maximum-security prison in Abu 

Gharib in the 1950s that operated until 2003. The prison featured abhorrent living 

conditions, torture, and executions. Originally built for violent criminals, Saddam, 

consistent with coup-proofing, used it to house and torture political prisoners and persons 

considered threats his regime. It is reported to have held over 50,000 prisoners.1 In 2003, 

as the U.S. invasion force closed in on Baghdad, Saddam emptied the prison. He released 

the prisoners with the idea that the faithful (fedayeen), regardless of political and 

ideological affinity, would rally in defense of a threatened Iraq. 

Abu Gharib is known to the rest of the world as the infamous detainment facility 

the United States operated from 2003 to 2006.2 The U.S. coalition ran detainment 

operations from 2003 to 2004, when a scandal broke out over prisoner abuse and torture. 

By 2006, the United States transferred all detainment facilities over to the Iraqis. 

Subsequently, the prison operated under the Iraqi Ministry of Justice until April 2014. 

Under Iraq’s watch, the Islamic State of Iraq and Syria (ISIS) had staged multiple prison 

breaks to free its fighters and supporters. In its last year, the prison held 2,400 

                                                           
1 Seymour Hersh, “Chain of Command,” The New Yorker, May 17, 2004; see also, U.S. Dept of the Army, 
Inspector General, Detainee Operations Inspection (Washington, DC: DIANE Publishing, 2004). 
2 Antonio Taguba, The Taguba Report on Treatment of Abu Ghraib Prisoners in Iraq: a 15-6 Investigation 

on the 800th Military Police Brigade (New York: Cosimo Reports, 2004); Martin Asser, "Abu Ghraib: Dark 
stain on Iraq's past,” BBC News, May 24, 2004; “Abu Ghurayb Prison," Global Security, 
globalsecurity.org, 2005. "Notorious Abu Ghraib prison shuts down amid increasing Iraqi violence," RT, 
April 15, 2014; U.S. Army Inspector General report, Detainee Operations Inspection, 2004.  
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predominantly Sunni detainees. The Justice Ministry then closed the prison amid fears 

that ISIS would seize the facility and use it as a fortified stronghold.3 

This chapter, however, is not about the infamous prison. This chapter centers on 

the Sunni local, sub-state armed groups (LSAGs) that existed in the town of Abu Gharib 

from 2004 through 2009. These LSAGs initially formed and fought as individual groups 

against two armed sovereigns: the Iraqi state’s security forces and the U.S. coalition. To 

bolster their effort, the Abu Gharib LSAGs allied with an international jihadist franchise 

(IJF), al-Qaeda in Iraq (AQI), to gain assistance expelling the U.S. forces. The mission 

failed, and the alliance did not endure.  

In a complete reversal, the LSAGs next allied with the foreign armed sovereign, 

the United States, to expel their former alliance partner and survive annihilation from the 

state armed sovereign. That mission achieved moderate success, but the alliance did not 

last.  

This case of the Abu Gharib LSAGs follows a basic plotline: alliance formation, 

fragmentation, counter-alliance formation, fragmentation, and preparation for another 

alliance. This story is not unusual in civil wars, yet it defies conventional civil war 

explanations. This is because civil wars have changed, but our conception of them has 

not. First, civil wars and insurgencies are multiparty affairs with scores, sometimes 

hundreds, of LSAGs.4 As such, LSAGs must form alliances, and bolster their abilities 

                                                           
3 Durand Adnan and Tim Arango, "Iraq shuts down the Abu Ghraib prison, citing security concerns," New 

York Times, April 15, 2015. 
4 The number of LSAGs in the Syrian conflict, 2011-2019, is estimated to be over 300; see Marie 
Allansson, Erik Melander, and Lotta Themnér, “Organized violence, 1989-2016,” Journal of Peace 

Research 54, no. 4 (2017): 574-587; also, Peter Wallensteen Wars, “Civil Wars and Armed Conflict. 
Pattern, Trends and Analytic Paradigms,” in Michael Stohl, Mark I. Lichbach, and Peter Grabosky, eds., 
States and Peoples in Conflict. Transformations of Conflict Studies (New York: Routledge, 2017), chapter 
14. 
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and capabilities, to prevent from being eliminated by many battlefield predators. LSAGs 

want to operate on their own, but the appeal to partner is so great, LSAGs are compelled 

to form alliances. This chapter demonstrates that while some rebel groups may “ally to 

win,” making alliance decisions based upon power, enrichment, and accomplishing 

insurgent objectives, this was not the case in Abu Gharib, from 2004 to 2011. Rather, the 

Abu Gharib rebels allied to survive and changed alliance partners multiple times to 

ensure survival. 

All civil war alliances are not doomed to fail. In fact, the alliances forged 

northwest of Baghdad had the necessary factors to endure. The problem is most civil war 

actors are faced with desperate resource needs, suffer internal rivalries, and must make 

decisions with imperfect information in a lethal environment. They partner with the hope 

that their alliances will shore up their weaknesses to help them survive, and ideally thrive, 

on the modern battlefield. These alliances form to satisfy short-horizon concerns and not 

long-term, strategic considerations. The alliances act to satisfy each partner’s parochial 

concerns while they ignore or downplay the divergent and detrimental aspects of the 

alliance. While allied, the partners exist in a state of codependence, ignoring the harmful 

aspects and focusing only on the short-term, helpful aspects. If in codependence the 

LSAG can grow capability to allow it to survive without the alliance, it may advance 

from being concerned about survival to higher order functions. 

This differs from the conventional view of civil war alliances, which contends 

alliances are formed by rational calculations and, thus, groups ally with other groups that 

provide the best chance of winning. In essence, the civil war battlefield is a complex, 

interactive environment which is not accurately modeled by linear preference structures 
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and clear-headed cost-benefit estimations. The reality is alliance decisions often are 

consequences of crisis management, responses to intimidation or bad decisions, and 

choices debated and contested within armed groups. 

5.1  Geography and Environment 

 Abu Gharib is a town of approximately 189,000 Iraqis located on the western 

edge of Baghdad, some 20 miles from Baghdad’s city center.5 The town is just northeast 

of the Baghdad International Airport (BIAP). It is rumored that a century ago, the town 

was small and originally tucked inside the Baghdad city limits, between al-Ghazaliyah to 

the northeast and al-Ameriyah to the southeast.6 But the town expanded westward into 

Anbar Province in the early 20th century with a larger portion of the urban development 

residing outside the Baghdad Governorate boundaries. Today, Abu Gharib is claimed by 

residents of both Baghdad Province and Anbar Province. The Baghdad Governorate line 

bisects Abu Gharib’s south and central farm fields and includes a small urban sprawl, 

which includes the al-Kazimiyah village. Outside the governorate line rests Abu Gharib 

city center, including the village of Khan Dhari. 

The origin of the town’s name is also contested. Some locals claim “Abu Gharib” 

was named after “the father of the crows,” since many crows poach vegetation in the 

agricultural areas. Others claim it stands for “father of the stranger,” connoting the area is 

                                                           
5 189,000 represents census data from 2003, see Joel D. Rayburn and Frank K. Sobchak, eds., The U.S. 

Army in the Iraq War: Volume I, Invasion, Insurgency, Civil War 2003-2006 (Carlisle, PA: U.S. Army War 
College Press, 2019). 
6 Relayed by cultural advisor/fixer, in discussion with author, #JRP18041802, 2018, though this claim is 
contested by both Baghdad and Anbar province residents, each claiming Abu Gharib was not, in their 
lifetimes, ever considered part of Baghdad, others claiming it has always been part of Baghdad or Anbar, 
respectively.  



254 

 

not quite Baghdad and not quite Anbar. Abu Gharib has the unfortunate circumstance to 

be contested by both provincial populations.7  

Two major thoroughfares connect central Baghdad with Abu Gharib. The first is 

the Abu Gharib Expressway, or Route 97, which runs east-west through Baghdad’s 

western half, stretching from the north end of Baghdad’s Mansour District and then going 

west through Abu Gharib and further west into Anbar Province. Route 97 connects with 

Iraq Highway 1 in Abu Gharib, which heads west to Jordan and Syria. The Abu Gharib 

Expressway borders southern Ghazaliyah as it enters Abu Gharib.  

The second east-west road is Highway 11, which travels from the southern end of 

Baghdad’s Mansour District, from Yarmouk westward, passing through Khadra and 

Ameriyah, eventually intersecting with Route 97 in Abu Gharib. Highway 11 continues 

west through Abu Gharib another 10 km before passing through to al-Fallujah and ending 

in al-Ramadi.  

Traveling west away from Baghdad’s center, Route 97 departs from the dense, 

urban high-end neighborhoods to more open, industrial and farmland spaces. Leaving 

Baghdad and passing south of Ghazaliyah, west-bound travelers on Route 11 pass 

underneath the Olive (al-zeytoon) Bridge that spans Route 11 and marks entry into Abu 

Gharib. The north side of Olive Bridge descends into Bakriyyah village, a rural, farm 

village that is situated on the western end of al-Ghazaliyah. Here, there are large empty 

parking lots filled with trucks of all kinds: semi-tractor trailers, produce trucks, 

refrigerator trucks, dump trucks, cement trucks, hotel shuttle buses, school buses, and 

other vehicles used for transportation and industry.  

                                                           
7 Cultural advisor/fixer, in discussion with author, #JRP18041802, 2018. 
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The trucks loiter and park in these dirt lots, used as a transshipment junction from 

all points west into Baghdad. There are several makeshift mechanic shops and two gas 

stations bordering the dirt lots. Depending on the scarcity and price of fuel, black 

marketers with plastic containers filled with gas fuel line the lots and side roads selling 

their black-market commodities.    

The south end of Olive Bridge descends into neighborhoods (mohallahs) in Abu 

Gharib’s village of Kazimiyah. Kazimiyah is bordered in the north by Route 97. Olive 

Bridge road cuts south through Kazimiyah and spans only a few kilometers until it 

reaches the village’s southern border, the east-west Highway 11. Kazimiyah’s southern 

mohallahs border the fence line for BIAP. Kazimiyah also touches the Radwaniyah 

Palace presidential complex, which spans north and east of BIAP. The Radwaniyah 

Palace complex comprises nine presidential palace sites, including the Al-Faw complex, 

which lies east of Abu Gharib and northeast of BIAP.  

Southeastern Kazimiyah also extends via dirt roads north of BIAP and the palace 

complex to a small entry point to the Sunni enclave of Ameriyah. And to the west, 

Kazimiyah is bordered by the Al Thahab al-Obeidi district, which features the 

intersections of Route 97, Iraqi Highway 1, and Highway 11 before opening into Abu 

Gharib proper and the village of Khan Dhari. As travelers pass this series of road 

intersections, they see a five-square-mile walled, fenced, and towered complex that 

formerly served as the Abu Gharib prison. Empty since 2014, it is an unmistakable 

behemoth that towers over a multiple-highway cloverleaf interchange. 

This eastern section of Kazimiyah features a neighborhood called “White Gold,” 

since it hosts a milk factory. This site, a large commodity in agricultural Abu Gharib, is 
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the site of a milk factory erected in 1980 and long suspected to be a weapons production 

plant supporting the munitions produced for the Iran-Iraq war and the 1991 Gulf War. 

Hand-painted signs once claimed it was a “baby milk factory.”8 Bombed in the 1991 Gulf 

War during the U.S. air campaign, the site was rebuilt; however, the new factory 

remained under suspicion, believed to be a dual-use biological weapons production 

facility. These claims were later refuted in the Iraq Survey Group’s 2004 report.9  This 

section of Kazimiyah also houses the Baghdad Agriculture Center and the Baghdad 

University College of Agriculture.  

Moving west in Abu Gharib into Khan Dhari, this village houses a water 

purifying plant for greater Baghdad and the region’s agriculture. The Khan Dhari market 

area is an ethnic and religious mix of Sunni and Shia. It also features the largest Wahhabi 

enclave in Iraq. It is not extremist Wahhabi, although rumors report extremists are there, 

but rather it is, by Iraqi standards, a highly religious sect, owing to the uneducated 

population and the nature of the agri-business in the region.10  

Abu Gharib is a working-class town. It has a history of peaceful Sunni-Shia 

accommodation and coexistence as a working-class suburb of Baghdad. All through the 

day, truckloads of manufactured and agricultural goods arrive from all points west to 

                                                           
8 Charles Jaco, The Complete Idiot’s Guide to the Gulf War (Indianapolis: Alpha Books, 2002), 138, which 
details CNN’s Peter Arnett 1991 report from bombing of the Abu Gharib baby milk factory, versus GEN 
Colin Powell’s assertion that the plant was used to make chemical weapons. The chemical weapon claim 
was later refuted as faulty intelligence.  
9 Central Intelligence Agency, “Comprehensive Report to the Special Advisor to DCI on Iraq’s WMD,” 
September 30, 2004, accessed https://www.cia.gov/library/reports/general-
reports1/Iraq_wmd_2004/index.html; also CIA, “Statement on the Interim Progress on the Activities of the 
Iraq Survey Group- Central Intelligence Agency,” 2003, accessed http://ww.cia.gov/news-
information/speeches-testiminy/2003/david_kay_10022003.html; also CNN, “Intelligence Failures in Iraq,” 
August 18, 2005, transcript, accessed http://transcripts.cnn.com/TRANSCRIPTS/0508/18/i_ins.01.html.   
10 Former U.S. Commander, Abu Gharib, in discussion with author, #KP180222, 2018; cultural 
advisor/fixer, in discussion with author, #JRP18041802, 2018. 



257 

 

transload into smaller vehicles to supply markets and stores across Baghdad. The 

hospitality industries, including hotels, restaurants, shuttle buses, food, and equipment, all 

originate or are transshipped from Abu Gharib. The locales often joke that if the Abu 

Gharib Expressway was bombed and unpassable, Baghdad services would shut down 

completely. Abu Gharib also features an electrical power station and a cement factory. 

Housing in Abu Gharib is inexpensive compared to Baghdad, which reflects its 

manual-labor and uneducated worker status. In 2017, Workers may rent or buy houses for 

$100 per square foot in Abu Gharib versus $800 per square foot in Ameriyah or Khadra, 

only a few miles away.11  

Elsewhere to the east, Abu Gharib features neighborhoods called “The Message” 

(Ar Reseleh), which hosted religious men; “Engineering Village” (Hay Mohandeseen), 

which hosted construction workers; and other large, government-build neighborhoods 

consolidated by trade-type. These included “The Garage,” which was home to auto and 

machinery mechanics and “The Exchange,” which was home to those who supported the 

truck-transfer points, including logicians, forklift drivers, warehouse workers, oil and gas 

workers, customs officials, and other blue-collar workers. Abu Gharib had a car factory 

and an associated neighborhood for assembly line workers, as well as multiple fuel 

stations for the cars, buses, and trucks that frequented the town. There was a 

neighborhood called Hamid Chawan named after a martyred commander in the Iran-Iraq 

war, and it was adjacent to the neighborhood called “Diver” (gowas), which housed 

                                                           
11 Reflects 2018 prices, though the AG-to-Baghdad proportions were consistent through the last two 
decades, about 1/8 the square foot price, as relayed by cultural advisor/fixer, in discussion with author, 
#JRP18041802, 2018. 
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underwater divers who performed dam construction and military diver tasks in nearby 

Lake Tharthar and Lake Habbaniyah. 

There was also a neighborhood that was home to health care professionals who 

staffed the administrative and less educated positions in Baghdad’s many hospitals. Abu 

Gharib also featured a hospital, in the Al-Radwaniyah section. By 2003, the hospital 

became sanctuary for Sunni only. For Sunni in northwest Baghdad, the only available 

hospitals for injuries and illnesses were Abu Gharib or Yarmouk. The Shia used the 

hospital in al-Shula. 

While transiting Route 97 west toward Fallujah, drivers passing the Highway 

11/1/97 cloverleaf interchange passed under the Peace and Victory Bridge, adjacent to 

the memorial park of the same name that commemorated the Iran-Iraq war. This bridge 

overlooked al-Nasr Wal Salam village and transited north to the Shia enclave in the 

village of Ibrahim Bin Ali.             

The “Caldron of Chaos.” Abu Gharib is an ideal setting to cultivate an 

insurgency. The auspicious geography, a working-class suburb supporting Baghdad’s 

elite class, makes Abu Gharib apt to be a support zone for Baghdad’s commercial labor 

services. These features also make it an ideal support zone for Baghdad’s insurgency. 

 Geographically, it resides on the major thoroughfares from Syria. It is close 

enough to Samara and Fallujah to be influential, but it is far enough to provide sanctuary 

for insurgents who find those towns risky.  

Rebel rockets and mortars erected in southeast Kazimiyah could easily range 

Baghdad’s Radwaniyah Palace complex or BIAP. The hybrid rural-urban setting provides 

attackers the capacity to blend back into the countryside. For moving logistics, people, 



259 

 

weapons, materiel, and money, Abu Gharib is the last jumping-off point before entering 

Baghdad. Entry into Baghdad can be done via multiple routes. The high-speed Abu 

Gharib Expressway is the fastest and most direct avenue. There exists an Iraqi Army (IA) 

checkpoint on the thoroughfare at the entrance to Baghdad, south of Ghazaliyah. 

However, former insurgents report the IA were either too lazy to search vehicles or too 

incompetent to catch large contraband flowing into Baghdad. On the few occasions the 

insurgents were caught smuggling bootleg commodities, the IA were easily bribed.12  

Smugglers and operatives could exit Abu Gharib Expressway just before the IA 

checkpoint and travel north into Ghazaliyah via Bakriyyah village. A former headquarters 

for the Iraqi Republican Guard and personal retreat location for Uday Hussein, Bakriyyah 

was replete with rural roads, dirt trails, and farmers’ fields. Bakriyyah village had hidden 

cache locations, served as a logistics hub for the insurgent groups in Ghazaliyah, and was 

an empathetic population support zone owing to its Ba’athist benefactors. 

Just to the south, paralleling the expressway, Highway 11 dumped into Ameriyah, 

where innumerable rural “rat lines” ran south out of Abu Gharib into Ameriyah. Further 

south, multiple routes offered circumvention of BIAP to the west and opened into al-

Yusufiyah and al-Mahmudiyah, two breeding grounds of insurgent activity that formed 

the cradle of the insurgent southern belt. 

Insurgents also had multiple routes from Abu Gharib into Baghdad via the 

northern routes, although these were more tenuous. The northern routes were rural and 

unguarded by IA or the U.S. coalition, but Sunni had to travel north from Abu Gharib 

through Ibrahim Bin Ali to Shula, a sectarian Shia enclave. 

                                                           
12 Former SOI commander, in discussion with author, #KPA170616, 2017, and from author’s notes, 2007. 



260 

 

Abu Gharib was an ignored municipality. It was part of Baghdad, but not quite 

Baghdad; it was part of Anbar, but not technically Anbar. The town formed in the seam. 

It was secular, since work was the first principal, yet it housed the deeply religious 

Wahabi enclave. A portion of Abu Gharib reflected economic Baghdad, driven by 

business and instrumentalism. Other parts were tribal, reflecting influence from Anbar. 

Abu Gharib’s comparative advantage was as a commercial goods and services transit hub 

and exchange point. 

All these attributes made Abu Gharib the ideal location to wage insurgency. One 

U.S. Commander, when describing the conditions, stated, “Look at the history, culture, 

geography, religion, identity, economy, grievances, road infrastructure, and tribal politics. 

Abu Gharib is the ‘Caldron of Chaos.’”13  

The geographic and demographic result disrupted social cohesion in Abu Gharib. 

Inside the discreet mohallahs, social cohesion was easy because these neighborhoods 

were designed specifically to house singular trades, skills, and vocations. The networks 

were open, permeable, and inclusive because members looked, acted, spoke, and worked 

like the others. Pre-2003 invasion, there was not a Sunni-Shia divide, since the dominate 

identity markers were not religious sects or ethnic groups, but trades and jobs.14 Abu 

Gharib featured many mixed Sunni-Shia marriages. Outside the mohallahs, however, 

there was no larger social net. The mohallahs did not interact with each other in any way. 

Even the small soccer stadium was only mildly attended since, in Baghdad, the 

hospitality industry operated nights, weekends (prayer Fridays), and holidays, and the 

                                                           
13 Former U.S. Commander, Abu Gharib, in discussion with author, #KP180410, 2018. 
14 Cultural advisor/fixer, in discussion with author, #JRP18041802, 2018. 
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support staffs did, too.15 It is appropriate that gharib is the Arabic word for “stranger,” 

because nearly 200,000 Iraqis lived in this town but had very little social interaction; it 

was a town inhabited by strangers.16     

5.2  The Actors  

5.2.1 LSAGs 

 The dominant tribe in the Fallujah-Abu Gharib area was the al-Zobai tribe. The 

Zobai tribe’s leader was Sheik Harith Sulayman al-Dhari. Sheik Harith al-Dhari was a 

Sunni cleric and chairman of the Association of Muslim Scholars. He was also head of 

the 1920s Revolutionary Brigade, an umbrella insurgent group that fought against the 

United States and Shia in 2003. He became the leader of the 1920s Revolutionary 

Brigade because of the prominent role his father and grandfather had played in the 1920s 

Revolutionary Brigade’s tribal uprising against the British and the Ottoman Turks. 

In 1907, after departing the Boer War, British Colonel Gerald Leachman came to 

the Middle East as a political officer. A contemporary of T.E. Lawrence, Leachman was 

less famous than Lawrence because he did not live to write his memoir. Nevertheless, 

Leachman served in the Middle East during WWI working with the tribes, as Lawrence 

had done. 

 In Fallujah in 1920, while visiting grandfather Sheik Dhari to negotiate loyalty 

payments, Sheik Dhari’s son (modern Harith al-Dhari’s father) shot and killed COL 

                                                           
15 Former fighter, in discussion with author, #JRP180421, 2018. 
16 This translation is contested, since the spelling of Abu Gharib is also recorded as Gharab, Ghraib, 
Ghrayab, and others. Nevertheless, here I defer to the locals rather than the scholars, since the locals, even 
if incorrect, have attached meaning to the concept; also, cultural advisor/fixer, in discussion with author, 
#JRP18041802, 2018; former fighter, in discussion with author, #JRP180421, 2018; see also Mark 
Lieberman, blog, Language Log, February 14, 2008, accessed 
http://itre.cis.upenn.edu/~myl/languagelog/archives/001899.html.     
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Leachman.17 This sparked tribal uprisings throughout the region known as the 1920 tribal 

revolution. This prompted the League of Nations to grant Great Britain governance rights 

in Iraq, permitting the United Kingdom to establish Iraqi monarchical self-rule under 

British protection. This would lead, in 1932, to Iraqi independence. For this action, Harith 

al-Dhari the elder, COL Leachman’s assassin, has been hailed as a hero and father of 

early-day Iraq. In 2003, in Fallujah, Harith al-Dhari the younger propagated his father’s 

legacy and became the “Father of the Sunni Insurgency” and the leader of the 1920s 

Revolutionary Brigade.18  

In 2003-2006, Harith al-Dhari was in Jordan controlling the insurgency through 

his family and tribal contacts.19 The Americans referred to him as “the Rheostat” because 

he could turn the heat up or down in the insurgency.20 His son, Muthanna Harith al-Dhari, 

ran the Zobai tribe in Fallujah and acted as Iraq’s on-the-scene 1920s Revolutionary 

Brigade commander.  

In late 2006, the Zobai tribe experienced difficulty. There was an ongoing tribal 

split over the future of power in the region, the alliances with AQI, and the Anbar 

Sahwah. The Anbar Awakening, or Sahwah, developed with guidance from Sheik Sattar 

Abu Risha of the western Anbar Dulaimi tribe. The Sahwah, from late 2005 to early 

                                                           
17 H.V.F. Winstone, OC Desert; The Life of Lieutenant-Colonel Gerard Leachman (London: Quartet 
Books, 1982); Winstone also wrote several biographies of Gertrude Stein, T.E. Lawrence, and other Brits 
famous for traveling the Middle East; also Derek Hopwood, “British Relations with Iraq,” February 10, 
2003, accessed http://www.bbc.co.uk/history/recent/iraq/britain_iraq_03.shtml; also history of Colonel 
Gerard Leachman, Cambridge Forecast Group, blog, March 26, 2008, accessed 
https://cambridgeforecast.wordpress.com/2008/03/26/colonel-gerard-leachman-iraq-1920/; also, N. Bray A 

Paladin of Arabia. The Biography of Brevet Lieut.-Colonel G. E. Leachman, (London: Unicorn Press, 
1936); Eid Al Yahya, Travelers in Arabia (London: Stacey International, 2006). This Leachman connection 
made in interviews with cultural advisor, in discussion with author, #KP180518, 2018; Former U.S. 
Commander, Abu Gharib, in discussion with author, #KP180222, 2018. 
18 Cultural advisor, in discussion with author, #KP180518, 2018. 
19 Rayburn, et al., The U.S. Army in the Iraq War: Volume II, 2019, 150-158. 
20 Cultural advisor, in discussion with author, #JRP170809, 2017. 
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2007, gained momentum. The Zobai of eastern Anbar were faced with a dilemma: stay 

with AQI or join the Sahwah. As with many such groups, this dilemma over alliances 

split the Zobai into factions. 

One of the Zobai who made the difficult decision to split from his tribe over the 

AQI question was a charismatic insurgent leader named Karim Ishmael Hassan al-Zobai. 

He went by the name Abu Marouf.  

Abu Marouf was a member of the 1920s Revolutionary Brigade and active in the 

insurgency. At one time, he was Number 7 on the U.S. “high-value target” list of Iraqi 

insurgents.21 Abu Marouf was a strict disciplinarian, a natural-born combat commander, 

and an exceptional insurgent leader. Since he was in the Zobai tribe, AQI contacts came 

naturally. Abu Marouf operated out of Khan Dhari. He also had a brother Faisel, who was 

an active Jaysh al Islami (JAI) leader in Fallujah.  

A third important actor from the LSAGs was a rival to the Zobai, Thamir Kadhim 

al-Tamimi, known as Abu Azzam.22 Abu Azzam was not from the Dulaimi tribe 

allegedly but had worked closely with them as early as 2003 when AQI had first arrived 

in Anbar. Abu Azzam hailed from southwest of Abu Gharib, the Habbaniyah area. He 

initially developed close ties with AQI as one of the JAI leaders although he often 

claimed there was no real tie between the resistance and AQI—just a campaign of 

cooperation against the Americans.23 Abu Azzam was not a combat commander, but 

more like a politician. He always appeared clean cut, dressed in a suit, and spoke 

                                                           
21 Michael R. Gordon and Bernard E. Trainor, The End Game: The Inside Story of the Struggle for Iraq, 

from George W. Bush to Barack Obama (New York: Pantheon Books, 2012), 379; former U.S. 
Commander, Abu Gharib, in discussion with author, #KP180222, 2018. 
22 Juan Cole, OSC: Former Sunni Insurgent Turns to Politics, Informed Comment, Blog, June 5, 2008, 
accessed, https://www.juancole.com/2008/06/osc-former-sunni-insurgent-turns-to.html.   
23 Marc Lynch, “The battle's done, and we kind of won, so we sound our victory cheer: where do we go 
from here?” blog, January 21, 2008, accessed Abu Aardvark. 
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eloquently. Fighting, however, was not his forte. Politics was Abu Azzam’s game.24 He 

worked hard to spread his vision of Sunni reclamation, restoring the Sunni to power, and 

started a political party to achieve those ends.25 He brought a number of JAI leaders with 

him to Abu Gharib, including his brother, Abu Zachariah, who would become a JAI 

leader north of Abu Gharib. This coterie of loyalists bolstered Abu Azzam’s power 

base.26  

Multiple LSAGs operated from the Abu Gharib area. They included the 1920s 

Revolutionary Brigade, JAI, Hamas in Iraq, Jayesh Muhammed, and Jayesh al-

Mujahideen.27 There were also countless tribal militias and other local protection armed 

groups.  

5.2.2  Armed Sovereigns 

The Iraqi Armed Forces. The IA unit responsible for the area in Abu Gharib 

was the 3d Brigade, 6th Iraqi Army Division, “the Muthanna Brigade,” led by Brigadier 

General (BG) Nasser Ghanam al-Hiti. BG Nasser was cordial but clear about his mission 

to exterminate all Sunni insurgents in the area. The IA manned the checkpoints on Abu 

Gharib Expressway leading in and out of Baghdad, and on that authority, they took 

liberties to patrol and be active in Abu Gharib. There were enough Shia areas in Abu 

Gharib that BG Nasser could operate freely within the Abu Gharib municipal boundaries, 

                                                           
24 Middle East Media Research Institute, “Former Terrorist of the "Islamic Army" in Iraq Abu Azzam Al-
Tamimi: An American Withdrawal Will Spell Disaster—Iranian Occupation More Dangerous,” transcript, 
January 18, 2008. 
25 Al-Jazeera, “Iraqi Awakening Councils form Party,” Al-Jazeera News, April 14, 2008. 
26 Former U.S. Commander, Abu Gharib, in discussion with author, #KP180222, 2018. 
27 Cultural advisor/fixer, in discussion with author, #JRP18041802, 2018; former fighter, in discussion with 
author, #JRP180421, 2018; former U.S. Commander, Abu Gharib, in discussion with author, #KP180222 
and #KP180410, 2018.  
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though on the periphery of the Sunni areas. His presence was felt daily in the town and 

stoked fear among the Sunni residents. 

Eyewitnesses declared Prime Minister Maliki himself understood the threat posed 

by the tribes, the insurgents, and Abu Gharib, the Anbar gateway into Baghdad.28 He kept 

constant pressure on BG Nasser to operate in the area.    

The Militias. The militias did not have an active presence in Abu Gharib as they 

did in other parts of Baghdad, like Ghazaliyah, Khadra, and Ameriyah. The center of Abu 

Gharib was in Sunni tribal country, technically Anbar Province, and militias prowled the 

north and east periphery. However, north of the center of Abu Gharib lay the rural 

Ibrahim Bin Ali area, which was predominantly Sunni, though it bordered the western 

edge of al-Shula, the Shia “Sadr City of the West.” Additionally, many Shia enclaves, 

home to laborers, in Abu Gharib for the militias and its armed gunmen, the sakake, 

caused a constant threat to Sunni in the city centers.  

Unfortunate Sunni who ventured too far north of the expressway could find 

themselves victims of sectarian violence. The truck exchange point, at the juncture of 

Abu Gharib and Ghazaliyah, served as an occasional body dump for the militia’s armed 

henchmen, the sakake. This area proved useful both to conduct sectarian operations and 

to broadcast violent signals to the Sunni via the massacred and mutilated bodies.29   

As with most other areas, there was always suspected, but never substantiated, a 

link between the militias and the state armed sovereign’s Iraqi Army. There was, 

however, harmony of interests. The militias could expect to receive passive support from 

                                                           
28 Former U.S. Commander, Abu Gharib, in discussion with author, #KP180222, 2018; cultural 
advisor/fixer, in discussion with author, #JRP18041802, 2018. 
29 Author’s notes, TOA, 2007. 
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the state armed sovereign, since it was doing work congruent with the state armed 

sovereign’s wishes, but collusion between the armed entities was still deniable. 

Armed Soveriegn-The United States. The United States was slow to recognize 

the critical juncture that Abu Gharib presented to the incubating insurgency. As with 

most areas in Iraq, between 2003 and 2005, the town was only periodically and lightly 

patrolled in that time. Although the prison was in the U.S. core interest, the town was not. 

The U.S. Marines were deeply engaged in Ramadi and Fallujah during the early period 

and rarely ventured east of Fallujah. Several units from the U.S. Army patrolled Abu 

Gharib in 2004-2006 but were spread too thin to be effective stemming insurgent 

operations. In addition to the thin coverage, there was a large seam between the U.S 

Marines in Fallujah and the U.S. Army lightly patrolling Abu Gharib. It was not until 

2006 when the surge forces provided the area with a battalion-sized U.S. force from the 

1st Cavalry Division. 

During this later period, the U.S. Battalion Commander in Abu Gharib could see 

how decisive the area was to the insurgency and AQI.30 The lone U.S. unit’s higher 

headquarters, however, had other objectives, and often the Abu Gharib unit was under 

resourced. The headquarters stood opposed to arming or siding with Sunni groups or 

tribes. Thus, the headquarters would not entertain creative solutions, choosing instead to 

contain the insurgency.31 It was the neighboring U.S. Army brigade, the unit that had 

responsibility for Baghdad’s Mansour District—Ameriyah, Ghazaliyah, Khadra, and 

                                                           
30 2-5 Cavalry, 1St Brigade, 1st Cavalry Division, commanded by then-LTC Kurt Pinkerton.   
31 Former U.S. Commander, Abu Gharib, in discussion with author, #KP180222, 2018. 
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Shula—that also recognized how important Abu Gharib was in influencing all of 

northwest Baghdad.32          

5.2.3 The International Jihadist Franchise  

 Abu Musab Al-Zarqawi fled Herat, Afghanistan, after the United States began its 

bombing campaign in late 2001. Transiting through Iran, he emerged in Iraqi Kurdistan 

in the spring of 2002.33 He remained in the mountains above Sargat, Biyara, and Tawela 

for a few months, integrating with fellow Jordanian Ra’id Khurysat and Ansar al Islam.34 

Sometime in late 2002, in preparation for the U.S. invasion, and assuredly because the 

jihad in Kurdistan had not flourished in three years under Khurysat, Zarqawi left for 

Fallujah.35  

While in Fallujah, Zarqawi’s organization began to grow. He was joined there by 

members of Ansar al-Islam, Ansar al-Sunnah, and other jihadists from his time north of 

al-Sulaymaniyah.36 Recruiting was easy in the tribal regions of Anbar. 

Zarqawi operated as Jama'at al-Tawhid wal-Jihad until October 2004 when he 

pledged (bayat) and became an AQI franchise, Tanzim Qaidat al-Jihad fi Bilad al-

                                                           
32 Dagger Brigade, Then-Col J.B. Burton, Commander 2d Brigade, 1st Infantry Division. 
33 Hassan Hassan, “The True Origins of ISIS,” The Atlantic, November 30, 2018, accessed 
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al-Sunnah Acknowledges Relationship with Ansar al-Islam, Reverts to Using Ansar al-Islam Name,” 
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36 Lydia Khalil, “The Kurdistan Brigades: Al-Qaeda’s Kurdish Henchmen,” Terrorism Focus 4, no. 14 
(May 18, 2007), accessed   
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Rafidayn, or the “Organization of Jihad’s Base in Mesopotamia,” informally known as 

“al-Qaeda in Iraq.”37 Zarqawi set out to pursue a strategy that was already in the works: 

he collected LSAGs. AQI found a hospitable sanctuary, co-mingling with the Zobai tribal 

groups, in Fallujah and to the west in Abu Gharib.    

5.3  Alliance #1: Abu Gharib LSAGs-AQI, 2003–2007  

The Zobai tribe is quick to point out that they did not support Saddam Hussein but 

that they were a part of his patronage network and received money from him for over 

three decades.38 Mostly for oil pipeline and roadway protection, specifically the Abu 

Gharib Expressway (Highway 97) and Highway 11 from Abu Gharib through Ramadi. 

The Zobai rejected Saddam’s overthrow by the U.S. coalition in 2003 and conducted 

advanced planning to resist the 2003 U.S. invasion.39    

 When the U.S. toppled the Saddam Hussein regime, the 1920s Revolutionary 

Brigade was already in action. However, Abu Gharib was “the first place AQI came 

because of the transient nature of the town,” recalls a fighter; “there was no collective 

security or trust among the people. They came in 2004 and 2005, but they flourished in 

2006.”40   

                                                           
37 Gilles Kepel and Jean-Pierre Milelli, Al Qaeda in its own Words (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 
2008); Brynjar Lia, Architect of Global Jihad: The Life of Al Qaeda Strategist Abu Mus’ab al-Suri (New 
York: Oxford University Press, 2014); Ali H. Soufan, The Black Banners: The Inside Story of 9/11 and the 

War Against Al Qaeda (New York: W.W. Norton and Company, 2014); Fawaz A. Gerges, The Rise and 

Fall of Al Qaeda (Cambridge: Oxford University Press, 2011) and ISIS: A History (Princeton, NJ: 
Princeton University Press, 2014); Fishman, The Master Plan: 2016; Barak Mendelsohn, The Al-Qaeda 

Franchise: The Expansion of al-Qaeda and its Consequences (London: Oxford University Press, 2015). 
38 David J. Kilcullen, “Field Notes on Iraq’s Tribal Revolt Against al-Qa’ida,” CTC Sentinel (West Point: 
Combating Terrorism Center, October 2008), accessed https://ctc.usma.edu/field-notes-on-iraqs-tribal-
revolt-against-al-qaida/.   
39 Former fighter, in discussion with author, #JRP180421, 2018.  
40 Ibid. 
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There was no effective Government of Iraq during this time “except on paper,” 

therefore, no law and order existed. The sheiks and the tribes controlled their respective 

regions from Abu Gharib out to Ramadi. Anbar sought to create its own governance 

structure since there was none.41 Former fighter Yasir recalls that there was “no one 

wanting to join AQI, but they could not wait to allow the situation to develop.”42 

Kilcullen describes the AQI offer to the tribes: 

Qa’ida came to the tribes and said, ‘We are Sunni, you are Sunni, the 
Americans are helping the Shia. Let’s fight them together.’ So, the tribes 
fought the occupation forces alongside al-Qa’ida.43         
 

In Abu Gharib, Muthanna Harith al-Dhari also had many contacts with AQI 

through his father, Sheik Harith al-Dhari the elder, since AQI and the Zobai had worked 

together in the region since 2003. It was Sheik al-Dhari the elder, however, who had 

close ties to al-Qaeda. Sheik al-Dhari was not an extremist, though this is contested 

because of his Wahhabi ties. Eyewitnesses claim that he forged coalitions with Abu 

Gharib’s Wahhabis near the Khan Dhari market, out of pragmatism, not ideology.44 

However, the Zobai tribe’s strong Salafist ties to the Wahhabi faction in Khan Dhari 

proved amenable to AQI when it first arrived in Abu Gharib.45    

In the early days of the insurgency, it was Sheik al-Dhari the elder who received 

and negotiated with al-Qaeda corporate’s “Abdulla-One-Arm.”46 This Zobai-AQI 

cooperation made al-Dhari the elder popular with AQI. After the 2006 death of AQI 

                                                           
41 Ibid. 
42 Ibid. 
43 Kilcullen, “Field Notes on Iraq’s Tribal Revolt Against al-Qa’ida,” 2008, as drawn from his informant 
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44 Former fighter, in discussion with author, #JRP180421, 2018; former U.S. Commander, Abu Gharib, in 
discussion with author, #KP180222 and #KP180410, 2018.  
45 Rayburn, et al., The U.S. Army in the Iraq War: Volume II, 2019, 155. 
46 Former U.S. Commander, Abu Gharib, in discussion with author, #KP180222, 2018. 
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leader Abu Musab Al Zarqawi, Usama Bin Laden publicly eulogized Zarqawi. In that 

eulogy, he also praised Harith al-Dhari the elder.47  

The AQI-LSAG alliance operated with lethal efficiency in Anbar from 2004 

through late 2005. This period included both battles of Fallujah. In the first battle of 

Fallujah, lasting from April 4 to May 1, 2004, the United States lost 27 U.S. servicemen, 

and over 200 Iraqi insurgents were killed.48 In the second battle of Fallujah, the United 

States suffered 95 killed and 560 wounded, while the insurgents suffered an estimated 

1,200-2,000 killed and 1,500 captured. The second battle of Fallujah commenced on 

November 7 and ended December 23, 2004.49 In 2005, fortunately for the U.S. coalition, 

the AQI-LSAG alliance began to crack. Eyewitnesses at the time cite several reasons.  

First, LSAGs began to feel duped in the AQI strategy. The AQI-led strategy had 

the “pernicious effects” cycle. That is, AQI directed attacks, and LSAGs led the attacks, 

which prompted the armed sovereigns to react—and often overreact—against the LSAGs 

and the community. This prompted more LSAG attacks, to which the armed sovereigns 

responded with more disproportional overreaction.50 This was an injurious cycle, and the 

LSAGs—almost exclusively—bore the consequences. 

Second, AQI encouraged a more lethal, bold strategy for attacking the Americans 

and the IA. This followed al-Zarqawi’s original civil war strategy outlined to AQ central 

                                                           
47 Middle East Media Research Institute, September 8, 2006, special dispatch 1286, UBL speech, accessed 
https://www.memri.org/reports/bin-ladens-speehes-2003-2006. 
48 "No Longer Unknowable: Falluja's April Civilian Toll is 600," Iraq Body Count, 26 October 2004.  
49 See Tony Karon, “The Grim Calculations for Retaking Fallujah,” Time, November 8, 2004, accessed 
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in the Hassan Ghul letter of 2004.51 AQ central disapproved the strategy but anointed 

Zarqawi the Iraq franchise under two conditions: AQI would focus more on the U.S. “far 

enemy” and not on intra-Muslim conflict. Zarqawi joined AQI in October 2004, was 

named emir in January 2005, and immediately defied the AQ central edict.52 In January 

2005, less than 3 months after gaining franchise status, Zarqawi met with Ansar al-

Sunnah and Jayesh Muhammed leaders in Abu Gharib to plan the campaign against the 

Shia.53 The intent of the civil war was to wake the “sleeping” Sunni population and 

catalyze the movement.  

This strategy included more attacks upon civilian areas, causing panic and 

disarray that showed the local people that the armed sovereigns could not maintain 

stability. Further, improvised explosive device (IED) attacks and snipers in the mohallahs 

were other tactics to bait the armed sovereign security forces. Once lured into isolated 

mohallahs, the U.S.-IA forces were ambushed. These attacks predictably caused 

collateral civilian casualties and damage. Collateral damage as a consequence of their 

alliance with AQI did not cause LSAGs to fear loss of support among their population 

base, as argued by scholars.54 LSAGs continued to identify with people with whom, and 

neighborhoods in which, members grew up.55 The LSAGs came from mohallahs like 

                                                           
51 Dexter Filkins, “The Struggle for Iraq: Intelligence; U.S. says Files Seek Qaeda Aid in Iraq Conflict,” 
The New York Times, February, 9, 2004, accessed https://www.nytimes.com/2004/02/09/world/the-
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these and were more reticent to bring the battle to the neighborhoods. These members 

had the capacity to blend into their neighborhoods to escape immediate threats of 

violence. But former fighters expressed dissatisfaction with this tactic.56 They had to deal 

with the fact that their main ally had become a serious threat to their neighborhoods. Yet 

this was an alliance that was not easy to break. 

In Abu Gharib, AQI killed or intimidated the trash collectors. This resulted in 

trash piling up in the mohallahs. The trash piles hid IEDs, which allowed AQI to better 

target the U.S. and IA forces. This tactic distressed the LSAGs, since it showed they were 

not in control of their own mohallahs.57 Nevertheless, the tactic seemed to work. The 

U.S. and IA forces would suffer casualties and act (or overreact) on the local population. 

This allowed AQI to reassert to the LSAGs that the alliance was essential to ensure Sunni 

survival. This reasoning was compelling, even with knowledge among LSAGs that AQI 

was a major reason why their neighborhoods had become so violent.58 This left the 

LSAGs in an “alliance” that reasonably could be described as a hostage situation.59  The 

fact that the LSAGs were coerced, manipulated, and out-maneuvered into an alliance 

supports this work’s assertion that the alliance relationship was codependent.    

                                                           
Times, Desperate Measures: The Causes of Civilian Victimization in War,” International Security 30, no. 4 
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Third, AQI asserted more control. This included acts such as arranging local 

marriages, marrying into the tribes, graft and protection from the local businesses, and 

“taking a cut” and tithing from the existing businesses. The people, and the LSAGs, had 

not anticipated this level of intrusion.60  

Fourth, AQI was becoming more demanding and less respectful of the tribes in 

general. The jihadists were becoming more authoritarian, not respecting the tribal 

customs and laws. AQI imposed a new structure that did not account for existing tribal 

structure. Additionally, they justified the changes and new rules with religion, often 

deriding tribal customs as un-Islamic and not in accordance with the Quran.61  

Fifth, AQI became increasingly brutal toward the sheiks, the tribe members, and 

LSAGs’ network of supporters. Throughout 2005 and into 2006, AQI killed LSAG leader 

Abu Marouf’s brother, cutting his head off with a razor. Abu Marouf further claims AQI 

killed 13 other relatives and over 450 members of the tribe.62 Even the leader of the 

1920s Revolutionary Brigade, Harith al-Dhari, asserted AQI killed 50 people in his 
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family.63 As in other areas, AQI’s alliance strategy came with a heavy dose of violent 

intimidation.  

   In April 2005, AQI led an attack on the Abu Gharib prison to free an AQI 

leader.64 The LSAGs that supported the raid, which featured two car bombs and follow-

on ground assault, were disinterested in these daylight, brazen, high-risk attacks. The 

LSAGs bore a high proportion of the risk for what they considered peripheral interest.65    

For LSAGs, there were not many good options. The LSAGs’ alliance partner, 

AQI, became more authoritarian and brutal, acting in its interests outside the alliance 

bargain. However, the LSAGs needed AQI because the United States had, it appeared, 

made a pact with the Iraqi government. The U.S. and IA forces increased attacks as well, 

becoming more lethal. The United States was doing a better job of discerning between 

AQI fighters and locals.66 However, LSAGs still received much of the retributive 

violence. After the U.S. unit in Abu Gharib received casualties in the Khan Dhari market 

area, they bulldozed the market.67 
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The IA was also stepping up attacks and oppression, becoming increasingly 

violent at major check points and on local patrols. By agreement with the United States, 

IA patrols in the area were supposed to be joint patrols. Yet, the IA begin to patrol 

independently.68 They arrested random military age males on false charges. As one 

former fighter relayed, “I was accused of killing someone and I proved I was in the 

university taking an exam at the time, but it did not matter. I spent 4 months in Abu 

Gharib and 17 months in Camp Bucca.”69 

The militia checkpoints were also on the rise. Nearly all vehicular traffic that 

ventured from Abu Gharib north to Ibrahim Bin Ali faced multiple militia check points at 

which Sunni travelers were robbed, beaten, and killed.70  

The U.S. and LSAG Signal. In late 2006, a new U.S. “surge” unit arrived 

assigned to Abu Gharib. Unlike the previous years, Abu Gharib represented a seam 

between the U.S. units and the IA units that operated independently. This new U.S. unit, 

however, covered the entire sector. It found most of Abu Gharib had only been 

sporadically patrolled and at least 25 percent of Abu Gharib had not been patrolled at 

all.71 The unit began to interact with the locals to build relationships.  

The locals, who included some LSAG leaders, studied the United States to 

understand its approach and personality. The new U.S. Commander, in this period, was 

besieged with the “fake sheik” phenomenon: scores of individuals approached and 

promised everything possible. These men promised to rid Abu Gharib of AQI, restore 
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order to the municipal, clean the streets, rehabilitate buildings, restore electricity, and 

more. The list was endless. Another U.S. Commander south of Abu Gharib experienced 

the same phenomena, which he termed the endless meetings with sheiks, drinking tea, 

bargaining and posturing as “Sheikapalooza.”72  

Typically, the offeror would present himself as a sheik, signaling he had access to 

people, resources, and power. Most were conmen looking to profit from the U.S. forces 

who brought lucrative contracts. The new unit sought to determine the legitimate, 

trustworthy actors from the swindlers.  

The people of Abu Gharib conducted the reciprocal signaling game. They tested 

the new unit to see if it made realistic assessments, did not over-promise, delivered on 

realistic ventures, didn’t overreact, and kept its word.  

Over time, Abu Azzam al-Tamimi emerged as a legitimate interlocutor. He spoke 

well, had vision for the future, compromised, and seemed to have the connections he 

claimed to have. Having been associated with the original Sahwah movement in western 

Anbar a few months earlier, he left the Dulaimi tribe because he claimed Abu Risha had 

made the movement about himself and his personal enrichment. Abu Azzam returned to 

Abu Gharib and sought to carry his vision of the political Sahwah to Baghdad.73 He was a 

politician and wanted to spearhead the movement across all Iraq.74       

Abu Azzam was a planner. He described initiatives and ideas he had for 

newspapers, female employment, food for the hungry, and children’s charities. He was 
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different in that he spoke beyond immediate needs and wants, but rather he waxed about 

posture and vision and linked current action to future state. While all these ideas did not 

materialize, he earned the cautious trust of the coalition forces. He was former JAI, but 

everyone in Iraq had blood on his hands.75   

  This period of judging credible signals and weeding the charlatans from the 

genuine powerbrokers lasted from December 2006 to March 2007. It was in the spring of 

2007 that the U.S. Commander asked for volunteers for a “neighborhood watch” 

program. Abu Azzam brought 3,000 volunteers to a warehouse to fulfill the U.S. 

Commander’s vision. It was a mixed lot, some were young men looking for a paycheck; 

others wanted to be part of an adventure. Some carried themselves and responded to 

commands like military men. To the United States, it seemed that Abu Azzam had 

delivered.76  

During this time, the U.S. Coalition Office of Reconciliation facilitated the 

introduction between the U.S. Commander in Abu Gharib and Abu Marouf.77 Abu 

Marouf was different than Abu Azzam. Abu Marouf also brought volunteers and young 

men for the new security initiative. Abu Marouf was not politically polished like Abu 

Azzam. He was more warlord than political visionary. However, witnesses also say Abu 

                                                           
75 Former U.S. Commander, Abu Gharib, in discussion with author, #KP180222, 2018, emphasis added. 
76 Former U.S. Commander, Abu Gharib, in discussion with author, #KP180222, 2018; reported in Gordon, 
et al., The End Game, 2012, 378, as 3,000 men; reported in  Rayburn, Vol II, 2019, 176, as a “few thousand 
men.”  
77 On Abu Marouf, see Gordon, et al., The End Game, 2012, 377-82; Kimberly Marten, Warlords, 2012, 
172; Michael Weiss and Hasan Hasan, ISIS: Inside the Army of Terror (New York: Regan Arts, 2012), 77; 
Patrick Cockburn, “If there is no change in three months, there will be war again,” The Independent, 
January 28, 2007, accessed http://www.independent.co.uk/news/world/middle-east/if-there-is-no-change-
in-three-months-there-will-be-war-again-774847.html; John F. Burns and Alissa J. Rubin, “U.S. Arming 
Sunnis in Iraq to Battle Old Qaeda Allies,” The New York Times, June 11, 2007, accessed 
https://www.nytimes.com/2007/06/11/world/middleeast/11iraq.html; Muhammed Adullah, “Sunni Official 
Predicts Upsurge in Resistance Attacks,” Niqash, accessed 
https://www.niqash.org/en/articles/politics/2416/Sunni-Official-Predicts-Upsurge-in-Resistance-
Attacks.htm; email Kershaw (2/10 MTN) 2019, email Valledor (2-14 INF) 2019. 
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Marouf was effective, intelligent, a solid tactician, and a man of action. He commanded 

many locals from Fallujah and Abu Gharib, leveraging his Zobai and 1920s 

Revolutionary Brigade contacts and subordinates. When the U.S. Commander in Abu 

Gharib sought to organize Abu Marouf’s volunteers, they showed up with all types of 

heavy munitions: DShK heavy machine guns, rocket propelled grenades, AK-47s, and 

other hardware.  

Abu Marouf had earlier made informal alliances with the U.S. forces south of 

Abu Gharib in the Zaidan area. West of Baghdad and south of Abu Gharib, Marouf and 

his lieutenant, Abu Ahmed, assisted the U.S. forces to rid the region of AQI months 

before the Sahwah would take hold in nearby Abu Gharib or Ameriyah.78 The U.S. 

Institute of Peace acted as consigliere in a mediation role and negotiated the local sheiks 

to a local cessation of hostilities.79 The local Sunni, many of Marouf’s men, began to 

betray AQI and to provide intelligence in exchange for pay and protection.80 This 

occurred nearly a year before the Zobai would acknowledge AQI’s brutality that led to 

the eventual breakdown of the AQI-1920s Revolutionary Brigade alliance.       

In Abu Gharib, the U.S. Commander tested the local groups in March 2007 when 

he inquired about an AQI IED at Abu Gharib’s power station that had killed a U.S. 

serviceman from the previous rotation. After a short time, he received a cell phone 

number, allegedly belonging to the bomber. The tip turned out to be true and led to the 

                                                           
78 Valledor, email 2019. 
79 U.S. Institute of Peace, “Mahmoudiyah: Cornerstone for Peace and National Accord,” October 2007, 
accessed https://www.usip.org/sites/default/files/file/mahmoudiya_accord.pdf. 
80 Abels, “Will the COINdinistas Rise again?” 2017.  
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capture of the bomber. This act constituted a credible gesture that the LSAGs had broken 

with AQI.81 

For the LSAGs, they were aware of the technological advantage and lethality of 

the U.S. coalition. They surmised that, if directed against AQI, this would provide the 

LSAGs with an edge to keep retribution to a minimum. The LSAGs were familiar with 

the jihadist’s locations, tactics, and mindsets. The LSAGs had greater numbers and better 

knowledge of the networks and environment. Together, the United States and LSAGs 

could eliminate the AQI threat in Abu Gharib.82 

It is not clear to what extent the LSAGs hedged against AQI or “played both 

sides” while they evaluated whether or not the U.S. alliance would solve their problem 

and would prove a reliable partner. However, this uncertainty is congruent with the 

theory and formulation of civil war alliances contained in this work. After the LSAGs’ 

perception of AQI shifted from ally to enemy, and after the tribal split over the issue, we 

would expect the LSAGs to break alliance immediately and be all-in with the U.S. 

coalition. Conventional civil war models based upon rationality suggest that the moment 

the costs outweigh the benefits, the LSAGs would defect from the alliance. At a 

minimum, an objective calculation of how AQI killed local sheiks, to increase its own 

coercive control, dictates the way tribes and LSAGs can execute an immediate, clean, 

unambiguous break. However, the empirics do not support this view. Neither the Zobai 

tribe nor the Zobai-breakaway LSAGs immediately exited the AQI relationship after it 

                                                           
81 Former U.S. Commander, Abu Gharib, in discussion with author, #KP180222, 2018. 
82 Former fighter, in discussion with author, #JRP180421, 2018; former fighter, in discussion with author, 
#KP190201, 2019. 
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was no longer profitable. There was pressure and sufficient reason to break up with AQI. 

However, a consequential time and series of events passed before the actual breakup. 

Consistent with codependent relationships, the partners stayed together even when 

the alliance was dysfunctional, unfunctional, or harmful. The threats from outside the 

alliance, though unknown, seem greater than threats from inside the alliance. The 

partners stay in alliance longer than rational calculations predict. This is because alliance 

members in a codependent relationship fail to set clear expectations, fail to communicate 

effectively, and become resentful over each other’s contributions. They mistrust, deceive, 

blame, and become preoccupied with the other’s performance.83 Yet they stay in the 

relationship because they cling to the value they have assigned to the narrow set of 

circumstances and conditions that originally brought the alliance together. Problems 

inside the alliance seem measurable, manageable, and can be justified as anomalies. 

Threats outside the alliance, real and imagined, appear more hazardous.  

To the LSAGs, the IA represented a grave threat. However, once the U.S. 

screening and registration for the LSAGs’ home guard began, the U.S. soldiers isolated 

the LSAGs from the IA. Further, the U.S. Commander began to protect the Sunni from 

BG Nasser and his Muthanna Brigade from January through April by small gestures that 

prevented the Muthanna Brigade from committing sectarian acts. To the LSAGs, this was 

a credible sign that the United States could be trusted.84         

                                                           
83 Layne A. Prest and Howard Protinsky. "Family Systems Theory: A Unifying Framework for 
Codependence." American Journal of Family Therapy 21, no. 4 (1993): 352-360; Soo-Young Kwon, 
"Codependence and Interdependence: Cross-Cultural Reappraisal of Boundaries and 
Relationality," Pastoral Psychology 50, no. 1 (2001): 39-52. 
84 Former U.S. Commander, Abu Gharib, in discussion with author, #KP180222, 2018; former fighter, in 
discussion with author, #JRP180421, 2018. 
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Abu Azzam and Abu Marouf were different people. They came from different 

lineage, had different incentives, and possessed two different management and leadership 

styles. They also had different visions. During the initial period, they were not outwardly 

hostile but maintained a healthy yet cordial rivalry marked equally by suspicion and 

mistrust.  

Abu Azzam relayed to the U.S. Commander that “if this initiative fails, it is 

because you did not give me enough power. Without power, I cannot get enough popular 

support—and without that, the Sahwah will fail.”  

Likewise, Abu Marouf said separately, “Just give me the command, the funds, 

and the authority and I will clean up this [Abu Gharib] problem.”85 

The U.S. Commander relented to neither request but cleverly kept all parties in 

play, creating a triangle of trust and distrust between the two personalities. Each former 

LSAG leader had a direct line to the U.S. Commander, but all operations had to be done 

collectively, creating an incentive to “deal straight” lest one commander “rat out” the 

other to gain influence and advantage. This fostered an equilibrium that allowed the 

program to flourish.86  

By May 2007, even Harith al-Dhari, citing brutality, civilian violence, and 

aggression against his own family, publicly broke with AQI.87 This proved fortuitous for 

Abu Marouf who had split from Zobai over the AQI issue. Once Harith al-Dhari 

embraced the Sahwah, Abu Marouf regained some tribal influence (wasta) and gained 

                                                           
85 Former U.S. Commander, Abu Gharib, in discussion with author, #KP180410, 2018.  
86 Former U.S. Commander, Abu Gharib, in discussion with author, #KP180410, 2018.  
87 Bobby Gosh, “Al-Qaeda Loses a Friend in Iraq,” Time, May 14, 2007, accessed 
http://content.time.com/time/world/article/0,8599,1620607,00.html. 
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access to more of the tribe’s resources. This further enabled the Abu Gharib Sahwah 

movement. 

5.3.1  Threat Perception  

The tribes and LSAGs that existed in Anbar Province and western Baghdad were 

aware of the threats they faced from late 2002 through 2007. First, the tribes faced the 

pending American invasion which would assuredly change their way of life. They sought 

to create groups, mostly arranged by tribe, but also groups with different leaders for 

different purposes. The 1920s Revolutionary Brigade was re-activated by Harith al-Dhari, 

even though he fled to Jordan before the invasion. This group formed, organized, and 

politicked early for leadership of the Sunni insurgency and Iraqi resistance effort for the 

next six years.  

Second, there was the threat from AQ, Abu Musab al Zaqawi’s Tawid Wal Jihad, 

Ansar al-Islam/Ansar al-Sunnah, and other jihadist groups. Initially, these groups were 

not the LSAGs’ problem; they were the solution. After the U.S. invasion and into the 

summer of 2003, these groups stoked fear, inflated threat, and argued that working with 

the Salafist-jihadist groups would improve resistance. It would also increase the odds that 

the invaders would fatigue and withdraw. Considering the evidence, this logic proved 

compelling. In late 2004, when Tawid Wal Jihad “unified the flags” and became an AQ 

franchise, this logic proved irrefutable.88 

Soon after the U.S. invasion, the Shia militias formed and sought to gain profit, 

power, and revenge in the absence of state control. The threat to the LSAGs from the 

                                                           
88 Jama'at al-Tawhid wal-Jihad translates in English to “Organization of Monotheism and Jihad.” 
However, during his time in Iraqi Kurdistan Spring 2002, he reportedly spoke often about “uniting the 
flags” of jihad and consolidating the insurgency into a larger, coherent movement; Sargat Achmed, in 
discussion with author, #JRP180418, 2018. 
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militias was high. The United States was new to the theater of operations and appeared to 

be allied with the state. They lacked the insight to understand the militia threat to the 

Sunni. Further, the militias had freedom of movement and access to the Sunni in Abu 

Gharib. This threat, according the LSAGs, remained unchecked from 2004 through 

2006.89 Moqtada al Sadr’s militia pursued three goals: continuing De-Ba’athification, 

expanding influence of the Sadrist movement, and forcing coalition forces to withdraw.90  

Once the state armed sovereign consolidated its resources and formed 

organizations, it reformed the IA, now purged of Sunni, and embarked on a campaign to 

rid Iraq of its Sunni “dead-enders” and nascent rebellion. This action also provided a 

cover for an illicit sectarian campaign. By the time BG Nasser received command of the 

2d Brigade, 6th Iraqi Army, and deployed in northwest Baghdad to eliminate threats 

against the Iraqi state, the Muthanna Brigade became an extant threat to the LSAGs in 

Abu Gharib. BG Nasser was rumored to have ties both with the Shia militias and the 

LSAGs. The militias assisted him with access to certain neighborhoods they controlled, 

while the LSAGs, it was rumored, bribed him for releasing Sunni prisoners and 

equipment.91  

Finally, the U.S coalition, after successfully deposing the Iraqi dictator, was slow 

to transition into fighting an insurgency. It focused on what it believed to be regime 

loyalists, “dead-enders” who were trying to restore the Sunni to positions of power, and 

                                                           
89 Renaud Mansour, Thanassis Cambanis, and Michel Wahid Hanna, “These Iraqi Militias are attacking 
protesters and getting away with it. Here’s Why,” Monkey Cage blog, Washington Post, November 8, 
2019; accessed https://www.washingtonpost.com/politics/2019/11/18/these-iraqi-militias-are-attacking-
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#KPA170616, 2017; former fighter, in discussion with author, #JRP180421, 2018.  
90 Rayburn, et al., The U.S. Army in the Iraq War: Volume II, 2019, 69. 
91 Ibid, 174. 
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former regime loyalists.92 When the United States recognized the nature of the fight on 

which it embarked, it was clumsy in execution. All Sunni, it seemed, were al-Qaeda, 

matching the narrative that Iraqi government-allied militias advanced. This situation 

matured over time, but it required experience and time to understand the conditions in 

Abu Gharib. Until then, Sunni LSAGs were observationally equivalent to AQI, which 

was a growing liability for the LSAGs that relied on AQI for protection. This resulted in 

the United States applying its full combat power against the LSAGs. It was not until 2006 

that the U.S. coalition recognized that all fights were local to the conditions, and the 

LSAGs behaved like AQI but were not ideologically aligned.   

These dangers combined to create, in the minds of the LSAGs, a series of threats 

that they could not defend alone. They allied with the IJF to leverage their funding, 

organization, and experience against the U.S. invaders, the militias, and the state armed 

sovereign.  

Initially working alone against these four hazards, The LSAGs moved from no 

alliance, to tactical cooperation and uncoordinated action in harmony with the IJF, to a 

full alliance. Figure 5.1 shows this continuum. 

 

                                                           
92 Author’s notes, transfer of authority, northwest Baghdad, November 2007. 
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In late 2006 and into 2007, the LSAGs observed the transition of AQI from ally to 

enemy.93 Further, they began to recognize that the U.S. coalition transformed from enemy 

to ally. The militias and the state armed sovereign remained a constant peril. Brutality, 

increased control, disrespect for the tribal laws and customs, and the invasive jihadist 

behavior prompted the LSAGs to reevaluate its alliance. However, the U.S. forces also 

had to be able to critically evaluate and assess their alliance with Iraqi government forces 

and what observers on the ground in Iraq saw as their implicit association with the 

government’s militia partners. Once presented with a counter alliance, the United States 

and its robust war capability, a new alliance option emerged. An alliance with the United 

States would solve the long-term problems the Sunni experienced, but could, in the short 

term, provide protection for the other threats. An alliance with the United States would 

certainly ameliorate the cost of defection from AQI, and it appeared the U.S. forces in 

Abu Gharib were empathetic to the militias’ threat. The United States also seemed 

willing to protect the Sunni from the state armed sovereign.  

Given this calculation, in the late 2006 and in the spring of 2007, the LSAGs in 

Abu Gharib broke their alliance with AQI and realigned with the U.S. coalition.  

In more general terms, this episode demonstrates how partners can remain in an 

alliance well beyond the point at which a pure calculation of interests would predict 

defection.  Intimidation and clever tactics on the part of AQI led the LSAGs to remain in 

what had become a codependent relationship that even the LSAG leaders recognized was 

a dysfunctional arrangement. It is also worth noting for this argument about alliance 

formation that the LSAGs’ switch rested on the political reevaluation of the overall 

                                                           
93 For the role of perception and the shifting cognitive images, see Cottam and Huseby, Confronting Al 

Qaeda, 2016, see chapter 1. 
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situation, since another potential partner, the U.S. coalition, had emerged. The U.S. forces 

and LSAGs shared a mutual interest in alliance well before one physically occurred, but 

both had to come to a point at which they could critically assess their circumstances and 

contemplate change. 

5.3.2  Internal Group Cohesion 

 The tribes in Anbar typically have high cohesion. This is because solidarity to a 

tribe (asabiya) is a customary norm that has existed for centuries. Further, honor and 

prestige (sharaf) are core values and required to live, work, and prosper within the 

structure.94  

However, tribes are hierarchical and divided by subordinating structures that 

underpin the larger organization. These groups sometimes coalesce under different 

circumstances. This creates agency problems for the paramount sheik and the larger tribal 

organization. If there were not agency problems, we might expect every member of the 

Zobai to be a 1920s Revolutionary Brigade member. Every member of the tribes, 

however, was not an active insurgent.  

It is a common assumption in conventional civil war literature to treat insurgent 

groups and movement as unitary actors. These groups, however, are not unitary actors.95 

Civil war struggles are local, personal, and contextual. More accurately, they resemble, as 

Bakke et al articulated, a shifting set of actors who share a central identity but who also 

have malleable allegiances and potentially divergent interests.”96    

                                                           
94 Cottam and Huseby, Confronting Al Qaeda, 2016, 6-7. 
95 Mahoney, “Splinters and Schisms,” 2017; Cunningham, et al., “Shirts Today, Skins Tomorrow,” 2012; 
Findley and Rudloff, “Combatant Fragmentation and the Dynamics of Civil Wars,” 2012.  
96 Bakke, et al., “A Plague of Initials,” 2012; also cited in Mahoney, “Splinters and Schisms,” 2017. 
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This was the case in Abu Gharib. In the 2002 lead-up to the 2003 invasion and the 

2003-2005 insurgent period in Abu Gharib, the tribes existed as a primary identity group. 

Though unclear, this was likely an intimate group; however, that period is outside the 

scope of this project. Having been raised in the tribal supra-structure system in the 

months before and after the U.S. invasion, these members now formed into LSAGs. 

These groups were permeable, because members of the tribe could join the LSAGs while 

still keeping membership in the tribe. If a group member found he was not suited for 

fighting or resistance, he could exit the LSAGs while maintaining membership in the 

tribe. The LSAGs had high integration, since they embarked on insurgent operations in 

lieu of previous jobs and vocations, but all had not yet proved themselves in the 

resistance endeavor. The LSAGs had common goals: ensuring their survival against the 

invading U.S. forces, and, later, protecting themselves against the ungoverned Shia 

militias and state armed sovereign. By virtue of being a team of teams, they were 

hierarchical during this period. From 2004 through 2005 in Abu Gharib, cohesion was 

lower than the earlier station when the tribe was the primary identity vehicle. However, in 

2004 Iraq, the Zobai tribe and the 1920s Revolutionary Brigade were task groups, 

indicating the organizations possessed high internal cohesion. This coding is shown in 

Figure 5.2.  
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In 2006, however, things changed in Abu Gharib.  

All members of the Zobai were not loyal to AQ/AQI like the Zobai leadership and 

select Zobai clans. Muthanna Harith al-Dhari, acting in place of his father, led the Zobai 

tribe and, de facto, led the 1920s Revolutionary Brigade insurgent group. Subsequently, 

the tribe fractured and split in 2006. This is significant. Splitting from one’s tribe comes 

with significant social costs, as the tribe is a series of social networks with reach to its 

members, thereby facilitating social sanctions when the members exhibit adverse 

behavior.97 Intertribal rivalry and warfare eventually weakened Zobai such that Muthanna 

al-Dhari reevaluated the equities: the al-Faris clan remained staunchly pro-AQI, while 

most of the other tribes resented its indiscriminate targeting of civilians, forced 

marriages, and internal power-grab.98 A March 23, 2007 assassination attempt by AQI-

led tribal factions against Deputy Prime Minster Salam Zobai, coupled five days later 

with a suicide bombing against Harith al-Dhari’s half-brother, tipped the scale.99   

                                                           
97 James Habyarimana, Macartan Humphreys, Daniel N. Posner, and Jeremy Weinstein, “Why Does Ethnic 
Diversity Undermine Public Goods Provision,” American Political Science Review 101, no. 4 (November 
2007): 709-725. 
98 Rayburn, et al., The U.S. Army in the Iraq War: Volume II, 2019, 158. 
99 Thahir al-Dhari, half-brother and paramount sheik in Fallujah, was targeted, and the attack killed his son; 
see William Knarr, et al., Al Sahawah—The Awakening, Vol II, Al-Anbar Province, Multi-National Force-

West, Area of operations, Atlanta (Alexandria, VA: Institute for Defense Analysis, 2013).  
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Abu Azzam exhibited agency when he split from the western tribes and the 

original Sahwah movement to attempt to lead an independent Sahwah movement in 

Baghdad. Abu Azzam was a member of JAI but breaking from AQI and making peace 

with the United States was a second, costly split. Further, Abu Marouf split with the 

Zobai tribe when he believed the future of the resistance movement in Iraq was not 

aligned with AQI, as his elders in Zobai tribe had believed. 

These two groups, JAI and the 1920s Revolutionary Brigade, led by Abu Azzam 

and Abu Marouf, respectively, broke in parallel from Dulaimi/JAI and Zobai, 

respectively. This tribal fracture disrupted the Zobai cohesion. The 1920s Revolutionary 

Brigade ceased to be a cohesive organization when an element of the group broke to 

pursue another strategy. Likewise, all the AQI-affiliated tribes in the region—Mohemedi, 

Junayli, and Albu Issa—suffered schisms that disrupted their cohesion. The groups—JAI, 

Jayesh Muhammed, Jayesh al-Rashideen, and the 1920s Revolutionary Brigade—

experienced dissension and splits. Therefore, in the second half of this period, from 2005 

to 2006, the breakaways from the 1920s Revolutionary Brigade and JAI were loose 

associations of insurgents conducting uncoordinated rebellion. This loose association-low 

cohesion coding is shown in Figure 5.3.       
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5.3.3  Alliance 1 Outcome 

This chapter detailed the origin of the LSAGs in Abu Gharib, the AQI alliance, 

and its fragmentation. The U.S invasion and the toppling of the Sunni regime posed a 

high threat to the tribes and the LSAGs. The LSAGs’ threat emanated from three entities: 

the unchecked Shia militia activity, the sectarian IA forces, and the U.S. forces. These 

threats drove the LSAGs to ally with AQI in 2004.  

From 2004 through 2006, AQI and the tribes worked together to guard against the 

militia and the IA and to expel the U.S. invaders. With protective help from AQI, the 

external threat from battlefield predators was low. Additionally, the LSAGs possessed 

task group-high cohesion, since they ran successful insurgent operations in Abu Gharib. 

Therefore, during this period, the LSAGs operated in a state of codependence while in 

alliance with AQI. Figure 5.4 shows this state.  

  

By late 2006, however, the situation had changed. AQI was becoming 

increasingly brutal. The Dulaimi tribe initiated the Sahwah under Sheik Sattar Abu Risha. 

However, some tribe members, including political advisor Abu Azzam who had a 

different vision for the Sahwah, split from the tribe.  

The Zobai tribe also suffered a split. Harith al-Dhari, leading both the Zobai and 

the larger Sunni Resistance effort, chose to remain loyal to AQI. This represented a moral 



291 

 

hazard, since he was not in Iraq to feel the effects of AQI brutality. Abu Marouf departed 

the Zobai tribe and the 1920s Revolutionary Brigade with over 1,000 men to form a new 

LSAG in Abu Gharib.100 Abu Marouf’s brother, Feisal, served as a former Iraqi Army 

Republican Guard soldier under Saddam and then became a commander in the 1920s 

Revolutionary Brigade in Fallujah. He also split from the Zobai over the intrusive, brutal 

AQI treatment and summed it up when he said, “When we compared the [Shia] Militias 

and al-Qaeda to the Americans, we decided we should choose the Americans.”101 Feisal 

operated against AQI in Fallujah, teaming with the Dulaimi’s Sahwah militia from 

Ramadi. He also cleverly orchestrated local ceasefires with Sunni groups JAI, Jayesh 

Muhammed, the 1920s Revolutionary Brigade. Feisal also negotiated a cessation with 

jihadists Ansar al-Sunnah, who were ripe for inter-rebel rivalry against AQI owing to 

jealousy and power.102     

During this period, the 1920s Revolutionary Brigade fractured, and the new 

breakaway groups were nascent and reforming. The Dulaimi tribe initiated the Sahwah in 

Anbar. That was a split from AQI, but the Dulaimi experienced internal schisms as well, 

owing to disputes over strategy and leadership. The organizational level factors that 

normally served to cohere groups were in flux: ideological disputes, geographic 

separation, ethnic divisions, and economic incentives. Under these disruptive conditions, 

no tribe or local armed group possessed high cohesion. AQI’s brutality and failure to 

protect the LSAGs from its external threats changed the Abu Marouf LSAG’s perception 

                                                           
100 Patrick Cockburn, “Who is the Enemy,” London Review of Books 30, no. 5 (March 6, 2008): 14, 
accessed https://www.lrb.co.uk/v30/n05/patrick-cockburn/who-is-whose-enemy.  
101Cockburn, “Who is the Enemy,” 2008, 15, accessed https://www.lrb.co.uk/v30/n05/patrick-
cockburn/who-is-whose-enemy. 
102 Rayburn, et al., The U.S. Army in the Iraq War: Volume II, 2019, 156; former fighter, in discussion with 
author, #JRP180421, 2018. 
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of AQI from ally to enemy. The split from its larger insurgent organizations caused the 

fragmentation of the 1920-AQI alliance. It was not until the Abu Marouf LSAG-U.S. 

forces alliance solidified that the remainder of the 1920s Revolutionary Brigade broke 

from AQI as well.  

In sum, AQI’s high threat against the 1920s Revolutionary Brigade split the group 

into factions. Some stayed loyal to Harith al-Dhari and the main tribe, such as the 

operational commander, his son Muthanna. This suggests those closer to the leadership 

“at the top” experienced less violence or perceived less threat than the tactical, “on the 

street” fighters. Those on the ground, like Abu Marouf, split to consolidate and defend 

against AQI, the IA, and the U.S. coalition forces. A few factions simply stopped acting, 

melted into their daily jobs, and waited to see how the situation developed.103 In the end, 

the high threat from AQI and the other battlefield predators, coupled with the lack of trust 

and confidence in 1920s Revolutionary Brigade leadership made the factions fracture 

from the primary group.  The 1920s Revolutionary Brigade fragmented from the AQI 

alliance. This is shown in Figure 5.5.   

  

5.4 Alliance #2: LSAG-SOI-U.S. alliance, 2007–2008   

                                                           
103 Cockburn, “Who is the Enemy,” 2008; former fighter, in discussion with author, #JRP180421, 2018. 
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In May 2007, The U.S. Commander in Abu Gharib formed the Concerned Local 

Citizens group. The headquarters, U.S. forces in Iraq, suggested this catchy name, which 

implies the “neighborhood watch” concept of locals who band together to protect their 

neighborhoods from AQI. However, they were not “simple tribal folk” who had turned 

on al-Qaeda. Cockburn observed that Sunni were being portrayed as “pacific 

householders heroically restoring law and order.” But, in fact, “they were the same Sunni 

guerrillas who have been fighting the U.S. for five years.”104 Critics claim the United 

States “handed over Sunni areas to the guerrilla groups such as the 1920 Brigades and the 

Islamic Army who have been blowing up American solders since 2003.”105 There is 

evidence to support this claim. COL Feisal, the new police chief in Fallujah, and 

unsurprisingly Abu Marouf’s brother, explicitly stated, “The worst day of my life was 

when Saddam Hussein fell in 2003.” But, he admitted, the Americans were better than 

AQI.106 Cockburn writes, “[Col Feisal] chokes himself off” from retelling a story about 

the first battle of Fallujah against the Americans in April 2004 in which Feisal led 

Resistance fighters. "The Americans now give me everything I want," Feisal says.107  

The point is group names like the “Sons of Iraq” and “Concerned Local Citizens” 

give the impression the Sunni fighters were local, altruistic, and patriotic. However, most 

fighters in the Abu Gharib SOI were not local. Further, many “concerned local citizens” 

were not “concerned” about anything other than their own welfare.108 Next to Abu 

Marouf’s house was a rubbled edifice, allegedly destroyed by U.S. bombs, upon which 

                                                           
104 Cockburn, “Who is the Enemy?” 2008. 
105 Cockburn, “If there is no change in three months, there will be war again,” January 28, 2008 accessed 
http://www.independent.co.uk/news/world/middle-east/if-there-is-no-change-in-three-months-there-will-
be-war-again-774847.html. 
106 Ibid.  
107 Ibid. 
108 Former U.S. Commander, Abu Gharib, in discussion with author, #KP180222, 2018. 
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was spray painted, “Long Live the Mujahidin” and “We will avenge the American infidel 

state.”109  

Despite this risk of working against the infidels, the Zobai internal split allowed 

Abu Marouf to support U.S. forces with seasoned, local fighters. Coupled with Abu 

Azzam’s political acumen and his men, the groups coalesced with the U.S. forces as 

SOIs. “The area would not have been pacified and wrested under control without these 

men,” recalled the U.S. Commander in Abu Gharib.110 

 Later, the U.S. Commander in Abu Gharib, at the invitation of the U.S. 

Commander in the adjacent Mansour district (Ameriyah, Ghazaliyah, Khadra, and Shula), 

brought Abu Azzam to meet the SOI leader from Ameriyah, Abu Abed. This meeting 

centered on the idea that Abu Gharib was central to the insurgent operations that were 

rampant in Ameriyah. Also, the Ameriyah SOI commander, like Abu Marouf, had a flair 

with leading and managing his LSAG, but he lacked a broader vision of how to connect 

the events in a single town to a broader movement. The meeting was productive, but no 

grand ideas, plans, or resource-sharing had occurred. Abu Gharib and Ameriyah were, 

congruent with the complexities of the modern civil wars, local, personal, and unique. 

The situations shared similarities, but each respective town’s personality, constituency, 

and incentive were too different to generalize into a common solution set.111  

                                                           
109 Anthony Shadid, “In Iraq, Political Ambiguity,” Washington Post, April 4, 2009, accessed 

http://www.washingtonpost.com/wp-dyn/content/article/2009/04/03/AR2009040303437.html. 
110 Former U.S. Commander, Abu Gharib, in discussion with author, #KP180222, 2018; former U.S. 
Commander, in discussion with author, #KP170811, 2017; Richard A. Oppel, “Iraq Takes Aim at U.S. Tied 
Sunni Groups’ Leaders,” The New York Times, August 22, 2008, accessed 
https://www.nytimes.com/2008/08/22/world/middleeast/22sunni.html; Patrick Cockburn, “Why Iraq Could 
Blow Up in John McCain’s Face, CounterPunch, March 7, 2008, accessed 
https://www.alternet.org/story/79037/why_iraq_could_blow_up_in_john_mccains_face.    
111 Former U.S. Commander, Abu Gharib, in discussion with author, #KP180410, 2018; former U.S. 
Commander, in discussion with author, #KP170811, 2017. 
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  In Abu Gharib, the United States sought to pursue a longer-term strategy, not one 

of simply arming local groups to protect themselves. They sought a deal with the Iraqi 

government to integrate Sunni into the security forces. In Abu Gharib, the United States 

was one of the first in Baghdad and eastern Anbar to execute this plan.  

Many parallel plans for the SOIs were being drawn up; most had the Sunni 

shipped to the police academy located off the Radwaniyah complex near BIAP. Maliki, 

however, did not want the Abu Gharib fighters so close to the seat of the new Iraqi 

government; he blocked the plan.  

After much negotiation, the United States secured from Maliki agreement to ship 

mobile trainers north to a makeshift complex in Nasir Wal Salam village in Abu Gharib. 

However, the Iraqi government pulled a trick. The Iraqi Government Reconciliation 

Committee met to approve the training. They presented the list of approved names, but 

they had swapped the lists. From the original list of 1,500 Sunni candidate names, the 

government had replaced 500 with Shia names, many from Sadr City. When confronted, 

the Reconciliation Committee bargained and threatened to end the process and start 

again. The United States was in a hurry to show progress and, in the end, relented. The 

Government of Iraq used time as a weapon to garner an outcome more favorable to its 

interests.112  

The training occurred, with approximately 800 Sunni and what turned out to be 

approximately 300 Shia. This was suboptimal, and many local Sunni were upset. To the 

                                                           
112 Former U.S. Commander, Abu Gharib, in discussion with author, #KP180410, 2018. 
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Americans, however, this was a strong beginning, demonstrating the Sunni would be 

integrated into the Iraqi security services.113  

The Alliance Staggers. The Nasir Wal Salam training was the first and only 

training the Abu Gharib SOIs received. In late 2007 and all through 2008, there were no 

further classes, there was no talk of additional training, and there were no orders for 

Sunni to work as Iraqi police. Maliki himself became convinced the United States had 

been duped by the Sunni rebels’ pledges of loyalty. This was simply, as Maliki saw it, a 

scheme for the Sunni to reclaim power in Iraq.114 As months went by and there were no 

orders for Sunni police or additional training, the SOI leaders began to get restless.  

Abu Azzam, in this period, continued to support his group and work the long-term 

strategy with the U.S. Commander. He brought in another JAI member, one better with 

commanding troops, named Abu Zachariyah. Abu Zachariyah was a warlord type who 

could handle the troops downward as Abu Azzam worked the politics upward. Abu 

Azzam would not work with Abu Marouf unless explicitly directed. The internal SOI 

rivalry, in early 2008, was heating up. Abu Azzam understood the path to reconciliation, 

peace, and power-sharing was through the U.S coalition. He was also an advocate of 

Sunni being integrated into the security forces but was wary of Government of Iraq 

promises. Abu Azzam had become more vocal about the collusion between the Shia 

militias and Iran. He would not, after a while, do much without being in close contact 

with the protective U.S. Commander.115 
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During this period, the IA began to increase its presence in Abu Gharib. 

Originally “partnered” with U.S. forces and forbidden from running unilateral operations 

in the town, the IA began working independent operations in Abu Gharib. BG Nasser al-

Hiti, commander of IA 2d Brigade, 6th Iraq Army Division, “The Muthanna Brigade,” 

increased the pace of operations. He produced “lists” of Sunnis who were known, or 

suspected, supporters of the Awakening councils. “These people are cancer,” BG Nasser 

said, “and we must remove them.”116       

BG Nasser began issuing arrest warrants for the Abu Gharib SOIs. He claimed his 

orders came from the military’s Baghdad Operations Center, which he said was taking 

orders from Iraqi judicial authorities. Maliki considered Abu Azzam “tricky as a fox” and 

a “chameleon who changed his color” according to the circumstance.117 During this 

period, the Muthanna Brigade arrested 50 Abu Gharib SOIs. The U.S. Commander 

worked behind the scenes to get the names of the Sunni. Over a period of weeks, the U.S. 

Commander found and released the Sunni. The SOI concept in Abu Gharib, however, 

was undermined daily by the state armed sovereign who felt threatened from the SOIs. 

BG Nasser thought the SOIs would, in only a matter of time, take up arms against 

the state again “like a drug addict who quits only to take drugs again.”118 BG Nasser 

claimed that reconciliation was impossible and that he would quit before he ever worked 
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with former insurgents with blood on their hands. “They committed crimes and attacked 

the Iraqi Army and the American Army,” Nasser asserted, “and there is no way to 

rehabilitate them.”119  

In some ways, BG Nasser was correct. The SOIs began to get impatient with the 

Government of Iraq’s plan to integrate them into the security forces. The Iraqi 

government was “slow-rolling” the plans for the integration.120 “If there is no change in 

three months there will be war again,” said Abu Marouf plainly.121 

Abu Marouf became more bellicose and said in an interview with Patrick 

Cockburn,  

"If the Americans think they can use us to crush al-Qa'ida and then push us to one side, 

they are mistaken.” Abu Marouf said that “all he and his tribal following had to do was 

stand aside and al-Qa'ida's fighters would automatically come back.” If they did, Abu 

Marouf threatened, he might have to ally himself to a resurgent al-Qaeda in order to 

"protect myself and my men."122 

 Still, the Abu Gharib SOIs continued to provide intelligence on AQI activity. On 

March 20, 2008, the SOIs provided tips and assisted the U.S. investigation and search for 

missing U.S. Army soldier Keith “Matt” Maupin. Back in April 2004, a convoy led by 

the 724th Transportation Company was ambushed in Abu Gharib. The “Good Friday” 

ambush—and the first anniversary of the fall of Baghdad to U.S. coalition forces—

resulted in eight deaths, including Maupin, the first U.S. soldier missing in action (MIA). 
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Almost four years later, on March 20, 2008, the Abu Gharib SOIs helped the United 

States find and recover Maupin’s remains and change his status from MIA to killed in 

action (KIA).123      

By the late summer of 2008, the Abu Gharib LSAG-SOI alliance was fracturing. 

The U.S. “surge” units began to withdraw. The close relationship that Abu Azzam and 

Abu Marouf held with the U.S. Commander in Abu Gharib faltered when the U.S. unit 

redeployed and the unit was not replaced. The U.S. plan returned to pre-2007 levels of 

coverage, which meant one U.S. unit covered more territory and could not be present in 

all paces. Because Fallujah was tactically more important and volatile, Abu Gharib 

received little attention and coverage.  

 The Muthanna Brigade and the militias again had unfettered access to the area. By 

late 2008 and into 2009, the U.S. troops continued to withdraw and covered the area less 

frequently. The LSAGs reverted to self-protection, and many returned to the tribe and 

other security options that better guaranteed their survival. The Abu Gharib LSAG-SOI-

U.S. alliance never signaled a clear end, but it dissolved over time when the partners 

ceased working with each other. The United States, the alliance partner who had assumed 

responsibility of Sunni protection from external threats, retrograded from the battlespace. 

The LSAGs collapsed to take care of their own survival.124  

5.4.1 Threat Perception 
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  From the beginning of the LSAG-SOI-U.S. alliance in May 2007 to its demise in 

2008, the threats modulated. There were over 50 Shia militias in the region, but the 

Madhi Army of Muqtada al Sadr was the closest, and most lethal.125 With access from 

Shula through Ibrahim Bin Ali, the LSAGs of Abu Gharib could not venture north of the 

Abu Gharib Expressway. This threat remained constant. Relying on the U.S. alliance 

partner was effective for the period that the United States was present in force.  

The state armed sovereign, less dangerous because it was more visible, was 

determined to eliminate the LSAG-SOI, as it proposed a threat to the state apparatus. 

When the IA realized the LSAG-SOI received protection from the U.S. coalition, they 

used more clever, indirect methods to threaten the LSAG. Issuing warrants, making 

arrests, and increasing their presence in Abu Gharib proved successful in harassing and 

eradicating the SOI. The U.S. alliance partner actively sought to defend against this 

threat.  

The IJF threat was ameliorated after the LSAG-SOI alliance was formed and the 

Zobai tribal and 1920s Revolutionary Brigade leadership realized the “concerned local 

citizen” strategy would result in accomplishing their objectives. The Zobai leadership 

reuniting with Abu Marouf allowed the SOI concept to flourish and the U.S. targeting of 

AQI to gain precision.  

During this time, May 2007 through June 2008, the threat from external predators 

was low because the U.S. alliance partner performed its function of protecting its 

partners. 
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In late summer 2008, things changed. The state armed sovereign increased its 

pressure, feeling more threatened by the U.S. relationship with the LSAG-SOI. It also 

feared the plan to integrate the Sunni into the state institutions would achieve success. 

The Muthanna Brigade became more present, disruptive, and coercive with the LSAG-

SOIs.  

As the United States thinned out its forces to pre-2007 levels, the U.S. presence 

and saturation that was critical to the LSAGs’ security diminished. With fewer combat 

forces in the battlespace and more area to cover, the stay-behind caretaker, the U.S. 

forces, could not uphold agreements with the LSAG-SOIs. The LSAG-SOIs chose the 

United States as an alliance partner with the hope that it would eliminate threat from 

external predators. The U.S. alliance accomplished LSAG-SOI protection for a year. 

However, the U.S. plan was to transfer security responsibility to a cooperative state 

security apparatus that included the Sunni as state-trained and sanctioned security forces 

in its own areas. This did not happen. The state armed sovereign had time, resources, and 

politics on its side. The state armed sovereign was also aware of the U.S. desire to 

conduct a transition and withdrawal from Iraq. The United States, therefore, began its 

withdrawal without the requisite and agreed-upon support from the state armed 

sovereign. This resulted in the U.S. withdrawal prompting the Sunni security protections 

to evaporate. Consequently, the United States failed to meet its alliance obligations. With 

the United States unable to provide the LSAG-SOI security, the LSAG’s threat returned 

to high.  

5.4.2  Internal Group Cohesion  
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  LSAG-SOI internal group cohesion in Abu Gharib from 2007 to 2008 was poor. 

There were no single or multiple common threads through to the multiple groups with 

diverse identities. For example, other LSAGs in southern or eastern Baghdad held 

common Ba’athist or pro-Saddam regime ideology. Others had tribal, religious, or former 

military experience. All these group markers assist groups in fostering cohesiveness.  

Yet the LSAGs and SOIs from Abu Gharib yielded a diverse set of fighters with 

discreet and varied interests. Because Abu Gharib was a transportation hub and 

transshipment station for economic affairs in Baghdad, this rendered the region transient 

and heterogenous. The SOI formations, therefore, were composed of a mix of identities 

from the region. 

 The LSAGs’ leadership in Abu Gharib was also not local to Abu Gharib. Abu 

Marouf lived and operated in Khan Dhari, but his roots, lineage, and tribe were centered 

in nearby Fallujah. He occupied his Khan Dhari dwelling fully after the 2005-2006 split 

from the Zobai.126 Likewise Abu Azzam was not local to Abu Gharib but rumored to be 

from Habbaniyah, a town southwest of Fallujah, which rests beside the eponymous Lake 

Habbaniyah.127  

This is important because cohesive groups have commonalities that set them apart 

from others. These commonalities often create affinity that can help foster cohesion. 

                                                           
126 Referred to as a dwelling, but it was in fact a fortress. This walled compound came complete with 
concrete walls, barbed and concertina wire, sniper and machine gun parapets, and a sliding metal gate 
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between 2004 and 2005; cultural advisor/fixer, in discussion with author, #JRP18041802, 2018; former 
fighter, in discussion with author, #JRP180421, 2018.  
127 Cultural advisor/fixer, in discussion with author, #JRP18041802, 2018; former fighter, in discussion 
with author, #JRP180421, 2018.  
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Tribe and geographic locality are two cohesion markers that are simple and common 

affinity enablers.  

From the break from AQI and the forming of the SOI, the two groups, JAI and 

1920s Revolutionary Brigade, can be coded as task groups. They both initially sought to 

repel the U.S. invaders but found themselves threatened by their alliance partner AQI. 

Further, since AQI was no longer providing protection for the tribes and groups from the 

sectarian militias and the state armed sovereign, the groups broke ties. In coming together 

under the direction and auspices of the U.S. coalition, the groups were task-focused on 

three objectives.  

First, the groups had to reestablish protection for the state armed sovereign and 

sectarian militias with the help of an ally that had capability and willingness.  

Second, the groups needed help expelling AQI who had now become a threat to 

the tribes and groups. The groups knew the operating procedures, locations, safe houses, 

infiltration routes, logistics distribution methods—all the pertinent IJF operational details. 

However, the groups needed to trade this information with an actor capable of using the 

information to perform lethal, precision targeting against the threat.  

Third, the groups needed a long-term solution to regain prominence, prestige, and 

power in a future Iraq. The Sunni wanted to become part of Iraq’s institutions to protect 

and grow its minority population in some new stasis, post-Saddam regime. The United 

States could service all those needs.  

From May 2007 through the end of the year, the SOI in Abu Gharib, a 

combination of two primary groups, is coded as a task group with high internal cohesion. 

This is because they had only recently come together focused on a narrow task, remained 
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small, exhibited permeability, had high interaction, had common goals, and were under a 

hierarchical system. Given this assessment, the LSAG-SOI internal cohesion for 2007 is 

coded as high for task group. This is depicted in Figure 5.6.  

 

In 2008, however, the situation changed. After six months of working together, 

Abu Azzam’s JAI group and Abu Marouf’s 1920s Revolutionary Brigade began to 

compete over influence, resources, and power. This manifested in a competition to 

undermine the other before the U.S. Commander.128  

Had the two groups remained cohesive, we might have expected to see behaviors 

typical of wartime coalition partners: aggregating their resources, sharing intelligence, 

and synchronizing their efforts.129  

On the contrary, Abu Azzam and Abu Marouf were rivals. They did not share 

resources and intelligence. Instead they engaged in distrust, social undermining, and 

intergroup rivalry, an intervening variable that shaped their capacities and decision-

making processes concerning alliances. This was evident in the manner and frequency 
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they would engage with the U.S. coalition commander who had, arguably, the strongest 

tribe in the area with the most resources. Success of the SOI project was largely up to the 

Americans, as the groups had broken from their tribes and respective groups to form with 

the Americans. Further, the two groups incurred a retributive cost of betraying their 

former alliance partner, AQI. 

Therefore, the Azzam LSAG and the Marouf LSAG, each leading diverse task 

groups, formed a single, Abu Gharib SOI group. The Abu Gharib SOIs constituted a 

social group brought to together by common circumstance and some shared identity and 

task markers, but not enough to cohere for tasks. This is true because they split from their 

respective organizations, and they were not in existence for a long duration. Additionally, 

the SOI groups accepted outsiders who were not tribal loyalist, thus proving permeable. 

The SOIs had a common goal, but it was not a two-faction consensus. In other words, the 

SOI supra-group’s goals were not constituent of the sub-group’s goals. The SOIs were 

hierarchical along JAI or 1920s-Zobai lines, but they only answered to their respective 

leaders. In this sense, the SOIs were not loyal to Abu Gharib SOI command, except as 

instrumentalists receiving the benefits provided by the U.S. alliance. 

 In winter 2008 and into early 2009, only 18 months after forming, the internal 

cohesion of the SOI in Abu Gharib was low. This is shown in Figure 5.7.  
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5.4.3  Alliance Outcome 

From May 2007 through December 2007 and January 2008, the Abu Gharib SOIs 

achieved a state of codependence with their U.S. alliance partner. This is true because the 

U.S. coalition commander in Abu Gharib managed the threat from AQI, the militias, and 

the state armed sovereign. The SOIs had high cohesion, since they were a task group 

focused on their own survival and achieving a pathway to becoming part of the state’s 

security institution. Figure 5.8 shows this dynamic.  

 

From fall of 2008 through spring of 2009, however, Abu Gharib SOIs fragmented 

from the U.S. alliance. The change occurred in late 2008 because of three events.  
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First, the Government of Iraq undermined the U.S. plan to integrate the SOIs into 

Iraq’s state security apparatus. The Maliki government was too fearful of ceding power to 

the Sunni, especially the Sunni armed groups. It was also not politically sustainable to his 

Shia constituency. Thus, Maliki and the Iraq state executive obstructed the U.S. path to 

Sunni security service integration.  

Multi-National Force-Iraq Commander General Petraeus also realized that 

whoever paid the SOI would have control over them. Initially, it was the paymaster in 

Multi-National Force-Iraq. By late 2008, it transferred to the Iraqi government. This gave 

Maliki great control over the SOIs.130  

Second, the United States announced its withdrawal from the region and began 

retrograding the U.S. forces, including the battalion-sized unit from Abu Gharib. This left 

the SOI concerned that it would again become exposed to the region’s predators.  

Third, the state armed sovereign, the IA, began to harass and target the SOIs. 

While the IA needed the SOIs to help rid the area of the IJF threat, once accomplished, 

the state armed sovereign had no more use for the armed Sunni LSAGs.  

 The SOIs in late 2008 were again under threat from their regional and 

international enemies. Additionally, the SOIs had low cohesion owing to the intergroup 

rivalry that fomented in competition for U.S. resources and power. The result is the SOIs 

fragmented from the LSAG-SOI-U.S. alliance. Figure 5.9 demonstrates this state of play.  

                                                           
130 Joel Wing, “Inside The Surge An Interview With Prof Peter Mansoor Former Executive Officer To Gen 

Petraeus,” Musings on Iraq Blog, December 13, 2013, accessed 
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5.5 Conclusion  

 Consistent with the theory outlined in chapter two, in 2004, the Abu Gharib 

LSAGs joined the AQI alliance from three threats. The first threat was the U.S. coalition 

that toppled the Saddam regime. The second threat was the Shia Iraqi Security Forces, 

predominantly the army, and, to a lesser extent, the police. The third threat was the Shia 

militias bent on revenge during the post-war anarchical period. The LSAGs enjoyed a 

brief period of alliance harmony when AQI protected the LSAGs from these external 

threats. When AQI shifted its strategy and initiated a sectarian war against the Shia, the 

LSAGs’ survival once again came into jeopardy. Unable to protect themselves and 

increasingly exposed, the LSAGs further suffered threat when AQI increased coercion to 

force LSAG compliance. Remaining in the codependent relationship for as long as 

possible, the LSAGs lost both factors required to remain in alliance: protection from 

external threat and the ability to keep internal cohesion. Without these, the alliance 

fractured. 

The LSAGs had few options. Taking up a new, hasty alliance with the United 

States, the LSAGs once again received protection from the new combination of civil war 

predators. This LSAG-SOI-U.S. alliance formed on a narrow set of objectives valued by 
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each respective partner. The alliance partners had two primary shared interests: cessation 

of violence in the street of Abu Gharib and a long-term security arrangement for the 

Sunni with the Government of Iraq. Now in a new alliance, the U.S. coalition protected 

the LSAGs, and the members existed in a state of codependence from 2007 to 2009. To 

achieve to those interests, however, each partner used the other, constantly maneuvering, 

manipulating, lying, and hedging. Each sought to achieve its own parochial objectives. 

This alliance weakened in 2009 when the United States announced its intention to 

withdraw and turn over the SOI security and livelihood to the Iraqi government. The 

alliance existed in name for another two years, but the partnership dissolved well before 

the withdrawal started.  

The empirical reality in Abu Gharib defies the conventional civil war alliance 

explanation. This explanation suggests that civil war alliances form and the partners work 

harmoniously for a common goal, accommodating and granting concessions until the 

alliance objectives can be achieved. Partners are free to accomplish parochial objectives 

but not at the expense of the alliance. Partners are expected to subordinate their own 

principal concerns for the good of the alliance, presuming the alliance will, in the end, 

satisfy each partner’s requirements.  

Further, the conventional alliance model suggests that once the alliance achieves 

its objectives, or the partners are not getting their parochial needs met, the partners will 

voice their needs, and the alliance partners will accommodate to maintain the alliance. 

These alliance norms describe when partners “ally to win.” 

This did not happen in Abu Gharib from 2004 through 2009. The alliance partners 

deceived, threatened abandonment, conducted in-fighting, exhibited jealousies, 
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manipulated one another, and constructed outside-alliance side deals. The Abu Gharib 

empirics, therefore, suggest the LSAGs did not ally to win, but allied to survive. 

Once the alliance began to show signs of fracture, each partner suffered in the 

dysfunctional codependent relationship because each member continued to use its partner 

for the attribute that made it attractive in the outset. Thus, the partners remained in 

alliance despite the partnership reaching high levels of dysfunction.  

In the case of Abu Gharib, the LSAGs only possessed high cohesion in their 

initial partnership stage. This occurred in both alliances, with AQI and the United States.  

After the initial honeymoon period, however, the internal LSAG cohesion 

weakened. The alliance was destined to fragment since the durability of the alliance is 

linked to the partners’ internal cohesion.  

Critics of this theory may contend that the ultimate fragmentation from the U.S. 

alliance in 2008 might have been different if the LSAGs had another viable partner in the 

battlespace. Indeed, if an alliance partner fails to satisfy its alliance responsibilities, we 

would expect alliance members to search for partners who can. However, congruent with 

this theory, if a partner has low cohesion, it will encounter difficulty moving from one 

alliance to another while maintaining itself as a group. Additionally, this theory asserts 

that if threat is high, the new alliance will be initiated under the same circumstances, 

aligning for time horizon, immediate result. Alliances formed under these conditions will, 

this theory predicts, result in fragmentation.  

This counterfactual materialized in 2014 when the Abu Gharib LSAGs found a 

viable partner when ISIS formed. The LSAGs formed a hasty alliance with ISIS, enabling 

it to again achieve its immediate, parochial objectives under the umbrella of the alliance 
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objectives. While a detailed study of the Abu Gharib LSAG-ISIS alliance is outside the 

scope of this work, the evidence suggests the theory herein may contribute to 

explanations of the alliance fracture in 2018.
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Chapter 6:  Alliance Formation and Duration Outside Iraq 

 

6.0  Introduction 

 The previous chapters demonstrated why, in civil war, local, sub-state armed 

groups (LSAGs) form alliances and why those alliances fail or succeed. The central idea 

is if LSAGs could endure on their own, they would. If they could survive, flourish, and 

contest the central government we would expect them to do that. We might find them 

joining other groups or joining an alliance. This is the phenomenon of allying to win.  

However, all groups on the battlefield have different relative power capabilities. If 

there is power discrepancy between large groups and small or between the weak and the 

strong, the civil war battlefield is sufficiently perilous that the group is at risk to be 

attacked for its recruits, resources, or territory. To avoid annihilation or consumption by 

more powerful groups, weaker groups will ally to survive. The earlier chapters illustrated 

that small armed groups form alliances because they perceive threat.  

The duration of the alliance is contingent upon the external threat and the LSAG’s 

internal cohesion. Many LSAG alliances fail, but LSAGs with high cohesion may endure 

in a state of codependence if the alliance partner satisfies its alliance obligation to protect 

the LSAG. If the alliance partner does not protect the LSAG from predators, high 

cohesion LSAGs will defect as a group. Low cohesion LSAGs fracture internally and 

fragment from the alliance. 

 Can this theory be generalized to civil wars and insurgencies outside Iraq? Does 

the theory travel? 
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 This chapter examines three cases outside Iraq to see if the variables engage in a 

manner the theory predicts. To properly test the theory, we must review the scope 

conditions and specify the domain in which the generalization applies.1           

 The theorized mechanism engages under two necessary conditions. The first 

necessary condition occurs when states are weak. States become weak and fail when they 

are convulsed by internal violence and can no longer deliver public goods to their 

citizens.2 Typically, states seek to regain control and quell insurrection and rebellion. 

This is the first condition under which civil wars and insurgency foment. The second 

necessary condition occurs when multiple parties in conflict compete for primacy. To 

engage the mechanism, at least three parties must classify a multiparty conflict—a state 

armed sovereign, an international jihadist franchise (IJF), and a local, sub-state armed 

group (LSAG).  

The first actor required, the state armed sovereign, cannot or will not provide 

security to its citizens, but it does employ forces against rebels and insurgents in attempt 

to regain control of the security situation. The state may have more armed sovereigns if 

the forces of a neighboring state, a sympathetic state, or a foreign-imposed regime-

change intervene either to assist or contest the state.  

The second actor required, an IJF, such as al-Qaeda (AQ) or the Islamic State 

(IS), infiltrates weak states because it can gain sanctuary, develop a presence, and 

                                                           
1 Alexander L. George and Andrew Bennett, Case Studies and Theory Development in Social Science 
(Cambridge: MIT Press, 205), 119. 
2 Robert I. Rotberg, “Failed States, Collapsed States, Weak States: Causes and Indicators,” in Rotberg, ed., 
State Failure and State Weakness in a Time of Terror (Washington, DC: Brookings Institute Press, 2003), 
1-25. 
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promote its global caliphate project. IJFs expand their presence and execute a vanguard 

strategy by dispatching franchises to do the core jihadist’s work.  

The third actor required is the LSAG—nascent, autonomous, non-state actors who 

rely on the use of threat or force to accomplish objectives.3 Some armed groups supply 

regional and local security and protect the community when the government cannot be 

relied upon. They may also be insurgent groups who seek to destabilize the state and 

change or replace the existing governance structure. They may be militias that rise to gain 

economic opportunity and power for political control. Gangs and “commercial” armed 

groups may also arise in response to poor economic conditions and deprivation.  

A multiparty civil war or insurgency normally invites other conditions that are not 

necessary for the mechanism of LSAG alliances but that arise naturally from predatory 

actors contesting power in a weak state. These conditions include a vulnerable 

population, economic inequality or depravation, social inequalities and repressed 

minority groups, and asymmetric power among all the battlespace actors.  

This chapter profiles three states that meet these conditions: Syria, Yemen, and 

Mali. These are not in-depth case studies. Rather, they are summaries of the actors, the 

conflict, and the alliance dynamics that substantiate the mechanism is present, engaged, 

and functions as theorized outside of the scenarios described in Iraq. 

6.1  Syria 

 The 2011 Arab Awakening in Syria transformed that state into a rebel 

commonwealth. In 2016, the Syrian conflict boasted over 1,000 armed groups.4 Groups 

                                                           
3 Melander, et al., “Organized Violence, 1989-2015,” 2016, 773; Thomson, Armed Groups, 2014, 4. 
4 “List of armed groups in the Syrian civil war,” World in War, blog, October 2016, 
http://www.worldinwar.eu/list-of-armed-groups-in-the-syrian-civil-war/. 
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were fighting for and against the Syrian Assad regime, for and against the establishment 

of a caliphate, and for and against the international forces fighting in a regional 

hegemonic bid. 

 At the start of the conflict, the Free Syrian Army (FSA), a mixture of Free Officer 

Movement members and other defectors from the regime forces, established themselves 

to protect the protesters from government crackdowns. In a few months, the FSA became 

an umbrella for scores of secular rebel groups. The FSA would grow to have hundreds of 

rebel groups. 

Only months later in August 2011, the jihadists arrived. Abu Muhammad al-

Joulani, a Syrian, departed a struggling al-Qaeda in Iraq (AQI), then the nascent Islamic 

State in Iraq (ISI), to form AQ’s branch in the Syrian theater.5 In an attempt to distance 

itself from its parent AQ, the franchise called itself Jabhat al-Nusra.6 Formally 

established in October 2011, al-Nusra publicly announced its formation in January 2012.7 

In less than a year, al-Nusra quickly grew to be the strongest jihadi organization in Syria. 

As Syrian scholar Lister notes, al-Nusra presented itself as a “hyper-localized” jihadi 

organization that would implement a patient, long-term strategy.8 

                                                           
5 Mendelsohn, The Al Qaeda Franchise, 2016, 164; Moghadam, Nexus of Global Jihad, 2017, 164; Joseph 
Holliday, “Syria’s Maturing Insurgency,” Institute for the Study of War, Middle East Security Report 5, 
2012, 19; see also Holliday, “Syria’s Armed Opposition,” Institute for the Study of War, Middle East 
Security Report 3, 2012; Elizabeth O’Bagy, “Jihad in Syria,” Institute for the Study of War, Middle East 
Security Report 6, 2012; also see O’Bagy, “The Free Syrian Army,” Institute for the Study of War, Middle 
East Security Report 9, 2013; Tom Cooper, “Syrian Conflagration: The Civil War 2011-2013,” Middle East 

at War, Vol I (London: Helion & Company, 2015).     
6 Jabhat al-Nusra, or “the al-Nusra Front” as it’s sometimes called; full name is Jabhat an-Nuṣrah li-ahli 
ash-Shām min Mujahideen ash-Shām fi Sahat al-Jihad, which translates to "Victory Front for the People of 
the Levant by the Mujahideen of the Levant on the Fields of Jihad." See also, Daveed Gartenstein-Ross and 
Thomas Joscelyn, “Rebranding Terror: Nusra’s Renaming Is Part of al Qaeda’s Plan,” Foreign Affairs, 
August 28, 2016.  
7 Charles Lister, The Syrian Jihad (Cambridge: Oxford University Press, 2015), 59.  
8 Lister, The Syrian Jihad, 2015, 67.  
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The bulk of the organization remained loyal to AQ, but a power-hungry ISI 

sought to claim ownership of the al-Nusra front in April 2013. This coincided with ISI 

officially rebranding as the Islamic State in Iraq and Syria (ISIS). The ISIS claim of al-

Nusra as a subsidiary caused a feud (fitna) between AQ and ISI that resulted in splits, 

divisions, and infighting. Al-Nusra, later morphing to Jabhat Fatah al-Sham, served as 

one of three jihadi umbrellas that encompassed over 30 jihadist organizations.  

The armed sovereigns in Syria included the government forces of the Assad 

regime and scores of government-backed militias. These militias included Iraq’s Popular 

Mobilization Forces, Popular Mobilization Units, and Peace Brigades, as well as 

Lebanon’s Hezbollah. The regime was also backed by Russia and Iran. In opposition to 

the regime was a U.S. coalition of North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO) and non-

NATO forces representing over 10 states. Opposition included Bahrain, Jordan, United 

Arab Emirates (UAE), Saudi Arabia, and Qatar. Turkey served as an active armed 

sovereign, fighting regime forces, but also worked against the Kurdish (Peshmerga) 

Syrian Defense Force, who was anti-regime and secessionist.  

 At the regional and national level, large armed groups competed over strategically 

important areas, military materiel (like tanks and artillery), and political legitimacy. At 

the community-level, LSAGs fought over territory and resources. “Sanctuary and guns,” 

one Syrian conflict combatant articulated, “[one] must have a place to operate and one 

must protect himself.”9 

 Jund al-Aqsa. One group that distinguished itself in Syria was Jund al-Aqsa. 

Initially named Saraya al-Quds, the group formed in Idlib in 2012 under Sheikh Abdul 

                                                           
9 Christopher Phillips, The Battle for Syria: International Rivalry in the New Middle East (New Haven: 
Yale University Press, 2016), chapter 9; also, Lister, The Syrian Jihad, 2015. 
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Aziz al-Qatari. Here, we see evidence of rebel tradecraft, masking, and survival 

techniques to promote small group survival.  

First, Jund al-Aqsa was a breakaway from al-Nusra, though some claim it was 

more of a sub-franchise, to expand jihadi influence in the Idlib and Hama governments.10 

Some experts claim it was intended to extend al-Nusra influence in the area while 

simultaneously providing an additional layer of insulation between itself and AQ.11 Al-

Nusra itself began that way. Others suggest the Jund al-Aqsa “emancipation with strong 

ties” turned into pure “emancipation” over time.12 Al-Nusra also experienced this with 

AQ. 

Second, Jund al-Aqsa originally sought to provide sanctuary for foreign fighters 

entering the Syrian conflict.13 The group had ties to Iraq, Algeria, and Jordan through 

senior Jund leaders. However, the new 50-man group discovered it could not sustain 

itself without a deep, local presence. Many of the local recruits joined because of the 

close ties to ISIS; some thinking Jund was an ISIS affiliate.14 This caused multiple shifts 

within the organization and a constant tension between foreign fighters with long jihad 

experience and younger, local fighters in search of other goals.    

                                                           
10 Mapping Militant Organizations, “Jund al-Aqsa,” Stanford University. Last modified August 2017, 
accessed http://web.stanford.edu/group/mappingmilitants/cgi-bin/groups/view/669; Lister, The Syrian 

Jihad, 2015, 352-353. 
11 Lister, The Syrian Jihad, 2015. 
12 Lister, The Syrian Jihad, 2015; also Lister, “Profiling Jabhat al-Nusra,” The Brookings Institute, Center 
for Middle East Policy Paper, no. 24 (July 2016): 26; also, Jennifer Cafarella, “Jabhat al-Nusra in Syria: An 
Islamic Emirate for AL-Qaeda,” The Institute for the Study of War, Middle East Security Report 25, 
December 2014, 15.  
13 Joanna Paraszcuk, “Another Split Among Chechen Jihadists over Fight with ISIS,” From Chechnya to 

Syria: Tracking Russia-speaking Foreign Fighters in Syria, blog, March 14, 2014, accessed 
http://www.chechensinsyria.com/?p=20668.  
14 Moghadam, The Nexus of Global Jihad, 2016, 165; Aymenn Jawad Al-Tamimi, “Muhajireen Battalions 
in Syria (Pat VI),” Pundicty Blog, August 19, 2014, accessed 
http://www.aymennjawad.org/15207/muhajireen-battalions-in-syria-part-iv. 
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Third, the group had deep ties to the Gulf and established independent presence to 

free itself to receive funding from Qatar. Abu Abdulaziz al-Qatari founded the group and 

served as the first emir. Al-Qatari adopted a nom de guerre from Qatar having lived and 

sired two sons there. A Palestinian citizen of Jordan, his real name was Muhammed 

Yusuf Uthman Adb Al Salam. Al-Qatari had served in AQI and had handled financial 

affairs for ISIS in its early years before going to Syria with al-Joulani.15 With 

international funding from Qatar and Turkey, Jund embarked on a series of “buying up” 

local groups to expand its presence and cement its local legitimacy.16 Having money also 

aided expansion, as Jund reached 300 fighters each in Idlib and Hama governorates and 

started a third wing in Aleppo. It peaked in 2015 at approximately 1,000 fighters.17 Jund 

al-Aqsa operated successfully in many independent operations and was referred to, in 

jihadist circles, as the “Independent Battalion.” This name came as a result of two 

actions.  

First, while commissioned to provide al-Nusra strategic depth against the ISIS 

invasion of Syria, by September and October 2013, Jund instead struck independence 

from al-Nusra, choosing to tactically ally with ISIS, Southern Revolutionary Front (SRF), 

and other groups that AQ or al-Nusra would not approve. Jund simultaneously, however, 

maintained presence in the al-Nusra alliance for protection and cooperation.  

                                                           
15 David Andrew Weinberg, “Analysis: Jund al Aqsa’s deep Gulf roots,” The Long War Journal, November 
18, 2016, accessed https://www.longwarjournal.org/archives/2016/11/analysis-jund-al-aqsas-deep-gulf-
roots.php.  
16 Weinberg, “Analysis: Jund al Aqsa’s deep Gulf Roots,” 2016. 
17 Mapping Militant Organizations, “Jund al-Aqsa,” Stanford University. Last modified August 2017; 
Charles Lister, “Al Qai’da Plays a Long Game in Syria,” CTC Sentinel, Combating Terrorism Center at 
West Point, September 2015; Tam Hussein, “Why Did Jund Al-Aqsa Join Nusra Front in Taking Out 
‘Moderate’ Rebels in Idlib?” Huffington Post, June 11, 2014. 
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Second, Jund had leadership ties to ISIS and a large fighter constituency that 

identified with ISIS. In 2014 and 2015, when AQ and al-Nusra broke with ISIS over 

indiscipline and fitna in the Syrian jihad, Jund’s al-Qatari mediated, albeit unsuccessfully, 

between the groups.18 Jund, however, affirmed to follow AQ’s Zawahiri, not joining ISIS 

but remaining neutral and not fighting against ISIS. Thus, Jund al-Aqsa refused to accuse 

Muslims of apostasy, as ISIS was quick to do and as AQ would do on occasion.19 This 

neutral position contributed to the group being known as independent.  

Threat Perception. The civil war battlefield presented Jund al-Aqsa three 

primary threats, two external and one internal. The first external threat was fighting the 

Syrian regime and other regime-backed forces. The group engaged in guerilla warfare 

and, to the extent the regime could lure the group into the open, conventional combat. 

The second external threat was foreign armed sovereigns’ aerial bombing via drone-strike 

or fighter aircraft.  

Non-state actors formed the second external threat on the Syrian battlefield. These 

groups were often backed by armed sovereigns and possessed technically advanced 

weapons. For Jund al-Aqsa, avoiding inter-rebel rivalry meant maintaining a position of 

ideological neutrality. However, it also hindered it. Local rebels and other armed civilians 

                                                           
18 Reuters, “Al Qaeda leaves east Syria strongholds to Islamic State-monitor,” July 3, 2014, accessed 
https://uk.reuters.com/article/uk-syria-crisis-islamicstate/al-qaeda-leaves-east-syria-strongholds-to-islamic-
state-monitor-idUKKBN0F80SS20140703.  
19 Hussein, “Why Did Jund Al-Aqsa Join Nusra Front in Taking Out ‘Moderate’ Rebels in Idlib?” 2014; 
Thomas Joscelyn, “Al Qaeda front group claims success in key Syrian town,” The Long War Journal, 
Foundation for the Defense of Democracies, 5 November 2015; Aymenn Al-Tamimi, “Al Qai’da 
Uncoupling: Jabhat Al-Nusra’s Rebranding As Jabhat Fateh Al-Sham,” CTC Sentinel, Combating 
Terrorism Center at West Point, August 22, 2016; Lister, The Syrian Jihad, 2015, 170 and 197.  
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fearful of ISIS invasion attacked and destroyed ISIS and Jund al-Aqsa fighters, lumping 

the two together.20 

The third threat was internal group dissension. In 2013, Jund was primarily a 

foreign group, but by 2014, because of effective local recruiting, membership became 

majority Syrian-local.21 The myriad of armed jihadi and local groups meant sub-factions 

and fighters could move easily among groups that aligned with their personal, internal 

ideological preferences and goals. 

Still, Jund al-Aqsa, stayed a “third way group,” not wholly subscribing to AQ or 

ISIS but rather occupying ideological space between them. Jund also remained in alliance 

with AQ-al-Nusra to enjoy protection from the external threat that al-Nusra provided. In 

exchange for protection from al-Nusra, Jund collaborated on intelligence, assisted with 

tactical fighting, and provided funds.22 Jund’s relationship with al-Nusra is marked by 

codependence, however, given its membership in alliance while maintaining autonomy to 

pursue its own objectives.   

From 2014 through 2016, while Jund’s threat was low and its internal cohesion 

was high, Jund experienced many battlefield successes. In February 2014, the group 

captured the town of Ma’an and launched an offensive against the Hama airport.23 In 

September through October 2014, Jund assisted the al-Nusra coalition in defeating the 

U.S.- and Saudi-assisted SRF. In early 2015, Jund assisted al-Nusra in the total 

                                                           
20 Agence France Presse, “34 jihadists dead after rebel clashes in Syria’s Idlib: activists,” as reported in The 

Lebanon Star, January 7, 2014, accessed http://www.dailystar.com.lb/News/Middle-East/2014/Jan-
07/243312-34-jihadists-dead-after-rebel-clashes-in-syrias-idlib-activists.ashx#axzz2pdWJiZa1. 
21 Paraszcuk, “Another Split Among Chechen Jihadists over Fight with ISIS,” 2014; Hussein, “Why Did 
Jund Al-Aqsa Join Nusra Front in Taking Out ‘Moderate’ Rebels in Idlib?” 2014. 
22 SITE Intelligence, “Jund al-Aqsa,” Washington, D.C., November 2019; see also SITE, “Jabhat al-
Nusra.”  
23 Veryan Khan, “Jund al-Aqsa,” Terrorism Research and Consortium (TRAC), accessed 
https://www.trackingterrorism.org/group/jund-al-aqsa. 
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destruction of Harakat Hazm, the FSA- and U.S.-backed group that received funding and 

training from the U.S. military operations center (MOC).24 Al-Nusra, with Jund’s help, 

captured the U.S. TOW antitank missiles from Hazm fighters, filming a propaganda 

video using the munitions.25 In July 2015, the group raided police and judicial municipal 

buildings in Kafr Nabl.26  

Despite the group’s reputation for neutrality and independence, the group, owing 

to its mix of jihadist leadership and its young, local fighters, often committed atrocities. 

Sam Heller called the group “al-Nusra’s hyper extreme wing.”27 In fall 2016, the United 

States placed Jund on the State Department’s list of terrorist organization and credited 

Jund with massacring 40 civilians.28  

In early 2015, the group withstood leadership blows. Jund learned definitively 

that its leader, Sheikh Abdul Aziz al-Qatari, died back in 2014 while he attempted to 

mediate an ISIS-AQ dispute.29 Al-Qatari’s corpse turned up in a well in Deir Sunbul at 

the home of the SRF leader.30 At the time, Jund selected a new leader, unsurprisingly, 

from the al-Nusra ranks. The new Jund leader, Said Arif, an Algerian who participated in 

                                                           
24 Charles Lister, “An Internal Struggle: Al Qaeda’s Syrian affiliate is grappling with its Identity,” 
Brookings Institute, May 31, 2015, accessed https://www.brookings.edu/blog/markaz/2015/05/31/an-
internal-struggle-al-qaedas-syrian-affiliate-is-grappling-with-its-identity/; also, Lister, The Syrian Jihad, 
chapter 12. 
25 Lister, The Syrian Jihad, 315.  
26 BBC News, “Syria conflict: Rebels capture key Idlib army bases,” December 15, 2014, accessed 
https://www.bbc.com/news/world-middle-east-30476609. 
27 Sam Heller, “Keeping the Lights on In Rebel Idlib,” The Century Foundation, November 16, 2016, 
accessed https://tcf.org/content/report/keeping-lights-rebel-idlib/?session=1.   
28 Reuters, “U.S. sanctions jihadist Syrian rebel group Jund al-Aqsa,” September 16, 2016, accessed  
 https://www.reuters.com/article/us-mideast-crisis-syria-jund-al-aqsa-idUSKCN11Q1LH; also, Thomas 
Joscelyn, “AQ front group claims success in key Syrian town,” The Long War Journal, November 15, 
2015, accessed  https://www.longwarjournal.org/archives/2015/11/al-qaeda-front-group-claims-success-in-
key-syrian-town.php. 
29 Lister, The Syrian Jihad, 2015, 353; Mapping Militant Organizations, “Jund al-Aqsa,” Stanford 
University. Last modified August 2017. 
30 Lister, The Syrian Jihad, 2015, 190. 
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the Arab-Afghan wars in the 1990s, was a known to Usama Bin Laden and Aymen al 

Zawahiri. Arif participated in jihad in Afghanistan and Chechnya before importing terror 

to France, after which he was jailed for the 2000 Strasbourg Christmas bomb plot and the 

2003 Eiffel Tower bomb plot.31 He escaped French jail and joined al-Nusra in Syria in 

2013. In 2014, he took over for an assassinated Sheikh al-Qatari.  

However, in May 2015, a U.S. airstrike killed Arif.32 Jund suffered multiple 

leadership decapitations that handicapped its effectiveness.33 This caused AQ’s emir, 

Aymen al-Zawahiri, to issue an order to al-Nusra’s Joulani to cease using Syria as a base 

for planning attacks on the West or Europe “so as not to muddy the war.”34 The West’s 

arming and backing of rival rebel groups did not gain results, but its drone campaign 

proved to cause exceeding damage. The implication of targeting the “far enemy” had a 

retributive cost that the jihadists could not tolerate.35 Al-Zawahiri reversed two decades 

of Bin Laden’s core strategy to save the Syrian jihad project. 

 

The Alliance Outcome: Fragmentation. In late 2015 to early 2106, however, the 

AQ-ISIS feud accelerated. The rift had not healed from the fray a year earlier, when, in 

                                                           
31 Thomas Joscelyn, “Another al Qaeda veteran reportedly killed while leading Jund al Aqsa in Syria,” The 

Long War Journal, May 27, 2015. 
32 Lister, The Syrian Jihad, 2015, 353.  
33 For leadership decapitation debate, see Bryan C. Price, Targeting Top Terrorists: Understanding 

Leadership Removal in Counterterrorism Strategy (New York: Columbia University Press, 2019); and the 
essays that sparked the debate, Price, "Targeting Top Terrorists: How Leadership Decapitation Contributes 
to Counterterrorism," International Security 36, no. 4 (2012): 9-46; Patrick B. Johnston, "Does decapitation 
work? Assessing the effectiveness of leadership targeting in counterinsurgency campaigns." International 

Security 36, no. 4 (2012): 47-79; Jenna Jordan, "When Heads Roll: Assessing the Effectiveness of 
Leadership Decapitation," Security Studies 18, no. 4 (2009): 719-755. 
34 McCants, The ISIS Apocalypse, 2015. 
35 Fawaz A Gerges, The Far Enemy: Why Jihad went Global (London: Cambridge University Press, 2009); 
Anthony Celso, Al-Qaeda's Post-9/11 Devolution: The Failed Jihadist Struggle Against the Near and Far 

Enemy (London: Bloomsbury Publishing, 2014), chapter 2; Steven Brooke, "The Near and Far Enemy 
Debate," in Assaf Moghadam and Brian Fishman, eds., Fault Lines in Global Jihad: Organizational, 

Strategic, and Ideological Fissures (New York: Taylor & Francis, 2011), 63-84. 
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good faith, AQ sent envoy Abu Khalid al-Suri to Syria. In response, ISIS killed him.36 

The rebel rivalry intensified. In March 2015, Jund al-Aqsa joined a new al-Nusra alliance 

that included four other groups. It was unclear whether this new alliance represented an 

emancipated Jund negotiating as an independent partner or whether it was a refresh of the 

old al-Nusra alliance. Author al-Tamimi asserts Jund al-Aqsa appeared to have sought 

continued protection by pledging allegiance to Jabhat Fatah al-Sham.37 Al-Nusra formed 

this new group with a Fatah al-Sham for two reasons. First, to distance itself from AQ 

and to present a broader appeal to armed groups around Syria. Second, al-Nusra and ISIS, 

in this period, were suffering from effective U.S. and Russian air campaigns.38 This 

transition suggests Jund al-Aqsa sought to rejoin the Fatah al-Sham alliance for survival. 

Al-Nusra led the Fatah al-Sham alliance, and Jund sought to become first among 

equals within the ranks. The new alliance with al-Nusra, however, would backfire. The 

powerful Ahrar al-Sham, also in the alliance, was numerically superior to Jund and 

competed for al-Nusra’s patronage. Lister called the Nusra-Ahrar al-Sham alliance “the 

most impactful and long-lasting cooperative in the fight against the Assad regime.”39 The 

only obstacle to the two movements combining forces,” continued Lister, “is Nusra’s 

over ties to AQ.”40 Ahrar al-Sham possessed an AQ-sympathetic faction but also an ISIS-

                                                           
36 William McCants, The ISIS Apocalypse: The History, Strategy, and Doomsday Vision of the Islamic 

State (New York: St. Martin Press, 2015), 86-88; Brian Fishman, The Master Plan: ISIS, Al Qaeda, and the 

Jihadi Strategy for Final Victory (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2016), 166-167; see also Fishman, 
"The Man Who Could Have Stopped The Islamic State," Foreign Policy (2016); Aryn Baker, “Al Qaeda’s 
Top Envoy Killed in Syria by Rival Rebels,” Time, February 24, 2004; Tricia Bacon, Why Terrorists 

Groups Form International Alliances (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 2018), 212. 
37 Aymenn al-Tamimi, “Jund al-Aqsa withdraws from Jaysh al-Fatah,” Pundicity blog, October 15, 2015, 
accessed http://www.aymennjawad.org/2015/10/jund-al-aqsa-withdraws-from-jaysh-al-fatah. 
38 BBC News, “Syria war: Who are Jabhat Fateh al-Sham?” August 1, 2016, accessed 
https://www.bbc.com/news/world-middle-east-36924000; see also, Al-Tamimi, “Jabhat Fatah al-Sham 
removes Jund al-Aqsa from its ranks,” Pundicity blog, January 23, 2017.39 Lister, “Profiling Jabhat al-
Nusra,” 2016; also Cafarella, “Jabhat al-Nusra in Syria,” 2014. 
39 Lister, “Profiling Jabhat al-Nusra,” 2016; also Cafarella, “Jabhat al-Nusra in Syria,” 2014. 
40 Lister, “Profiling Jabhat al-Nusra,” 2016. 
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sympathetic faction. Ahrar directed its factions to mobilize to political pressure against 

Jund. Jealousies, charges of corruption (fasad), and allegation of hypocritical behavior 

(manafak) between the two groups intensified.41 Ahrar al-Sham accused Jund of 

accepting money from the Gulf states for not attacking ISIS, in effect helping ISIS and 

profiting from “third way” neutrality. This led Ahrar al-Sham and 16 other FSA factions 

to declare their intentions to “vanquish Jund Al-Aqsa and hunt down all of its 

members.”42  

By November 2015, Jund defected from the Jaiysh al Fatah alliance.43 Almost 

immediately after the defection, Jund al-Aqsa suffered infighting and a leadership 

schism. Having reached a peak of 1,600 fighters in 2015, now in early 2016 Jund 

numbered half, many of whom had joined ISIS.44 Geographically spread between Hama, 

Idlib, and Aleppo, Jund leadership experienced command and control difficulty. 

Suffering increased pressure from external threats, Jund cracked under the pressure of the 

Ahrar al-Sham inter-rebel rivalry.45 Three days after clashing with Ahrar al-Sham, Jund 

al-Aqsa fractured and dissolved. The Jund leadership, those close to AQ, pledged 

allegiance to Fatah al-Sham’s al-Nusra core, citing its choice to “preserve Muslims’ 

                                                           
41 Lister, The Syrian Jihad, 2015, chapter 12. 
42 Enab Baladi, “Jund al-Aqsa Swears Allegiance to Former Al-Qaeda Affiliate,” Syrian Observer, October 
10, 2016, accessed https://english.enabbaladi.net/archives/2016/10/jund-al-aqsa-swears-allegiance-former-
al-qaeda-affiliate/#ixzz6IZsOauZr. 
43 Aymenn al-Tamimi, “The Fitna in Deraa and the Islamic State Angle,” Pundicity blog, March 26, 2016, 
accessed http://www.aymennjawad.org/18648/the-fitna-in-deraa-and-the-islamic-state-angle.  
44 al-Tamimi, “Jund al-Aqsa withdraws from Jaysh al-Fatah,” 2015. 
45 Enab Baladi, “Jund al-Aqsa Swears Allegiance to Former Al-Qaeda Affiliate,” 2016. 
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blood” and to end the internal fighting between Jund al-Aqsa and Ahrar Al-Sham.46 Most 

of the low-level streetfighters joined ISIS.47  

Tactical remnants from the group and surrounding area tried to revive the Jund al-

Aqsa name and pledge loyalty to ISIS in 2016 and 2017. However, this was a different 

group, seeking to profit on the past successes and brand developed from the AQ-

emancipation in 2012 lasting through 2016.  

Conclusion. Congruent with this work’s theory, Jund al-Aqsa enjoyed a 

successful run as an armed group in Syria while in the al-Nusra alliance. Enjoying the 

patronage and capitalizing on the strength and success of al-Nusra, Jund operated in the 

state of codependency. That is, Jund al-Aqsa traded loyalty, tactical and operational 

action, international funding, and organizational support for protection from external 

threats and brand recognition. Jund survived the asymmetric power relationship enjoying 

patronage and support from al-Nusra. Moreover, Jund built capability, expanding from 

the initial 50 members to 1,600 members in three major cities. It participated in major 

battles and shared in important victories, including the sieges of Aleppo and Idlib. During 

this period, internal cohesion was high. This is true because the core Jund al-Aqsa came 

from former AQ operatives, al-Nusra members, and foreign fighters with shared 

experiences. Later, when the group expanded and gained a local-Syrian complexion by 

                                                           
46 Jihad Intel, “Jund al-Aqsa,” blog, accessed https://jihadintel.meforum.org/group/123/jund-al-aqsa; Enab 
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47 Thomas Joscelyn, “Jund al Aqsa leaders join al Nusra Front,” The Long War Journal, February 16, 2016, 
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Tamimi, “Has Assad's New Offensive Changed Syria's Front Lines?” Pundicity blog, November 15, 2015, 
accessed http://www.aymennjawad.org/18084/has-assad-new-offensive-changed-syria-front-lines.  
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surfeit of local fighters, Jund al-Aqsa maintained high cohesion by funding and enjoying 

battlefield victories. Every major victory in Syria from 2012 through 2013 was anti-

regime and jihadist-led, prompting Lister to note that “the most notable trend in Syria in 

2013 has been the increasing strategic supremacy of Islamist groups.” 48 Jund exhibited 

some agency from its alliance partner, refusing to participate in ISIS calumny and the 

AQ-ISIS jihadi feud. Nevertheless, from 2012 through early 2015, Jund al-Aqsa’s threat 

was low while its cohesion was high, and it enjoyed a codependent relationship with its 

alliance partner, al-Nusra. Figure 6.1 shows this relationship. 

   

However, in 2015, the alliance encountered some difficulty. Jund al-Aqsa 

embarked on some brutal campaigns, committing massacres and suicide bombings, in 

actions that undoubtedly represented the Islamic State-sympathetic faction in the group. 

Al-Nusra embarked on a different strategy, purportedly subordinating its own ambitions 

for “the Syrian cause.” This made al-Nusra popular. As Lister explained,  

Jabhat al-Nusrah remained, for all intents and purposes, and despite an 
increasingly assertive and self-interested behavior, an insurgent 
organization that a majority of Syrians refused to turn against—so long as 
it continued to play a valuable role fighting the regime. ‘Nusrah has never 
acted to damage the revolution,’ said one FSA leader with close ties to the 

                                                           
48 John B. Judis, “John Kerry says Syria’s Moderate Rebels are Rising. Here is Why You Should be 
Skeptical,” The New Republic, September 8, 2013, accessed https://newrepublic.com/article/114632/syrian-
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U.S.-led MOC in Southern Turkey, ‘and the people see it as an honorable 
organization’49 

  
 The divergence between the stronger and weaker alliance partners began to show 

in strategy and actions. This culminated in the AQ-IS feud, which escalated when IS was 

unwilling to compete with al-Nusra for Syrian primacy. Instead, ISI transformed into 

ISIS and challenged AQ for global jihadi leadership. In 2015 and beyond, ISIS won the 

battlefield victory and recruiting competition.  

 During this period, the U.S. trained and equipped mission that had been slow to 

start gained traction, and rebel rivalries increased on the civil war battlefield. With 

competition from ISIS, pressure from the U.S. coalition and its proxies, and Ahrar al-

Sham infighting under the Jaiysh al-Fatah umbrella, Jund al-Aqsa suffered increased 

threat from battlefield predators. Jund’s rivals demonstrated penetration, lethality, and 

intention to bring harm. This threat coupled with the breakdown of internal group 

controls, owing to schisms for jihadists’ loyalty, caused the Jund’s cohesion to fall from 

an intimate group to a social group. By early 2016, Jund al-Aqsa dissolved, fragmenting 

from the al-Nusra alliance and ceasing to be a group at all. This dynamic is shown in 

Figure 6.2.  

                                                           
49 Quoted from Lister, The Syrian Jihad, 2015, 305; see also Judis, “John Kerry says Syria’s Moderate 
Rebels are Rising. Here is Why You Should be Skeptical,” 2013. 
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6.2 Yemen   

 Yemen is not only one of the most impoverished nations in the Middle East but 

also in the world. In 2010, it had a per capita gross domestic product (GDP) of less than 

$100, placing it 133 out of 169 states.50 Yemen has several natural resources. It possesses 

oil reserves; natural gas; mineral resources; the most fertile, arable land on the Arabian 

Peninsula; and fish along the 1,200 miles of coastline.51 Yemen’s geography, the 

southern end of the peninsula, makes it a valuable seaport for import and export in the 

region. Yet Yemen stayed poor and underdeveloped, experienced chronic conflict, and 

claimed the top the spot in the Fund for Peace’s annual Fragile State Index.52 Yemen has 

undergone almost constant civil war since 1994. In 2009, it was known as the “land with 

                                                           
50 Human Development Report 2010, United Nations Development Program, accessed 
http://hdr.undp.org/en/content/human-development-report-2010.  
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more guns than people.”53 These conditions contributed to Yemen becoming home to 

AQ’s most powerful franchise, al-Qaeda in the Arabian Peninsula (AQAP). 

Formed in January 2009, AQAP announced its formation via webcast on the same 

evening that newly elected U.S. President Barack Obama gave his inauguration speech in 

the United States. In his speech, President Obama reiterated a campaign promise to close 

the detention facility in Guantanamo Bay, Cuba. Simultaneously, the three founders of 

AQAP, two of whom were former Guantanamo Bay detainees, announced AQAP as a 

merger between AQ members in Yemen and Saudi Arabia.54    

 Over time, AQAP grew to be AQ’s most important branch. After the United 

States pursued and suppressed AQ after September 11, 2001, AQAP stepped in and 

consistently pursued the “far enemy” strategy and attacked against the West. These 

attacks included Umar Farouk Abdulmutallab’s Christmas Day underwear bomb attempt 

on December 25, 2009.55 Abdulmutallab studied under the New Mexican jihadist cleric 

Anwar al-Awlaki, who also helped radicalize a number of the 9/11 hijackers from a 

California mosque. Awlaki is also credited with radicalizing U.S. Army Major Nidal 

Hasan before the 2009 Fort Hood massacre. AQAP, and to a lesser extent al-Awlaki, 

tried to attack the United States in the October 2010 “printer ink bomb plot” in a cargo 

                                                           
53 Jane Merrick and Kim Sengupta, “Yemen: The Land with More Guns than 
People,” The Independent, 20 September 2009, accessed http://www.independent.co.uk/news/ 
world/middle-east/yemen-the-land-with-more-guns-than-people-179.  
54 Gregory D. Johnsen, The Last Refuge: Yemen, Al-Qaeda, and America’s War in Arabia (New York: 
W.W. Norton and Company, 2013), xv; Robin Simcox, “Ansar al-Sharia and the Governance in Yemen,” 
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Islamic State in Syria." Washington Institute for Near East Policy, April 9 (2013); Mapping Militant 
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Combatting Terrorism Center, September 2011, accessed 
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Gerges, The Rise and Fall of Al-Qaeda, 2011, 11; Celso, Al Qaeda’s Post-9-11 Devolution, 2014, 147. 
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plane from Yemen to United States.56 AQAP codenamed the cargo plane bomb 

“Operation 4200” because that is what it would have cost to perform the act, designed to 

cause tens of millions of dollars in damages to the U.S. transportation infrastructure.57  

AQAP played such a central role in AQ’s jihad and importing terrorism to the 

United States, Aymen al- Zawahiri promoted AQAP’s emir, Nasir al-Wuhayshi, to AQ 

General Manager. This the first time a franchise leader, and not an AQ insider, had filled 

this position since the AQ began.58 Also, AQAP posed such a jihadi threat to the United 

States that the Obama administration made the controversial move to assassinate a U.S. 

citizen.59 On September 30, 2011, the United States killed al-Awlaki in a drone strike.60  

As the Arab Spring in North Africa and the Middle East began to threaten 

regimes, the movement connected with the 2010 Yemeni insurrection already underway 

protesting President Saleh’s 33-year rule. This presented a strategic opportunity for 

AQAP. The power vacuum caused by Saleh’s abdication allowed AQAP sanctuary in 

towns governed by tribal warlords resisting the Yemeni government rule.61  

                                                           
56 Celso, Al Qaeda’s Post-9-11 Devolution, 2014, 147; CNN Wire Staff, “Yemen-based al Qaeda group 
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57 Yoram Schweitzer and Aviv Oreg, “Al Qaeda’s Odyssey to the Global Jihad,” Institute for National 

Security Studies, Tel Aviv University memorandum no. 134, March 2014, p. 35 and note 11, p.96.  
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In March 2011, AQAP thought it was the right time to take territory for the 

caliphate AQ sought. AQAP emir Al-Wuhayshi had earlier written a letter to Usama Bin 

Laden in Pakistan about territorial expansion and jihadi governance.62  

“If you want Sana’a,” Wuhayshi urged, “[t]oday is the day.”63 Bin Laden 

discouraged the move, claiming they were “in the preparation stage” for a caliphate, and 

cited but two reasons against holding territory. First, governance is not easy, as the 2007-

2008 Iraq adventure demonstrated. “It is not enough to bring regimes down,” Bin Laden 

mentored Wuhayshi. “[O]ne must maintain control and bring services to the public under 

its authority.” Second, no Islamic empire “will endure as long as America continues to 

possess the ability to topple any state we establish.”  

“We have to remember,” Bin Laden continued, “that the enemy toppled the 

Taliban and the Saddam regime.”64 

Al-Wuhayshi could not resist. In March 2011, AQAP fighters descended from the 

mountains of Azzan in the Shaqwa Province to the nearby Abyan governorate. AQAP’s 

spinoff armed group, Ansar al-Sharia (AAS) (Supporters of Islamic Law), re-branded to 

avoid U.S. targeting, attacked the town of Ja’ar in the Abyan Province, 30 miles north of 

the port city Aden. Ja’ar did not resist the takeover, as the town featured the remnants of 

                                                           
62 McCants, The ISIS Apocalypse, 2015, 52; Mendelsohn, The Al-Qaeda Franchise, 2016; Moghadam, 
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the Aden Abyan Islamic Army that had fought in the Soviet-Afghan wars.65 The jihadists 

had tried to take Ja’ar “many times before,” sometimes holding the town for a few weeks 

before being driven out by the state army forces from the local garrison.66 In 2011, 

however, the revolution that had toppled the Yemeni president, Ali Abdullah Saleh, split 

the army and turned units against each other, weakening security forces.67 The jihadists 

took advantage, and this time they succeeded in Ja’ar.  

Already in possession of the towns of Shaqra and Azzan, and with the addition of 

Ja’ar, the jihadis built momentum.68 In May, AQAP/AAS seized the capital city of 

Abyan, Zinjibar overwhelming an Army garrison there that provided vehicles and 

weapons.  

As Simcox asserts, AQAP-AAS did not have to win a series of set-piece battles.69 

The U.S. Ambassador of Yemen said at the time that “there was simply no one there to 

stop them.”70 Indeed, the initial AAS “assault” consisted of simply occupying key 

positions and terrain in the hours of limited visibility. AAS seized Ja’ar without a shot.71  

In truth, AQAP-AAS had formed alliances with local tribes and southern 

secessionist forces. AQ had subtly been testing a new strategy since the Awakening in 
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68 Bill Roggio, “AQAP Takes Control of Another Town in Southern Yemen,” The Long War Journal, 
March 25, 2012, accessed 
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Iraq. The governance failures in Iraq “were not lost on [AQ],” assert Peter Neumann, a 

radicalization expert at King’s College London. “There was a huge amount of soul-

searching going on within the movement afterwards," he says. "And the conclusion was 

that al-Qaida would have to immerse themselves with the people rather than go against 

them."72 

Ansar al-Sharia rebranding was, in part, done by AQAP to present a new face and 

this new way of business. Though AAS had the same AQAP membership, the new name 

was intended “to project a kinder, gentler image.”73 AAS began administering the towns 

and “were essentially the de facto government there,"74 says Princeton’s Yemen expert, 

Johnsen. "It was al-Qaida who was providing services, al-Qaida who was providing 

teachers, and running the police forces and so forth.” As difficult as it is to believe, al-

Qaida “was doing a better job of providing services to some of these areas than the 

Yemeni government had been doing for decades."75 

AAS was careful to stress its ties to south Yemen when possible. The “emir” or 
“governor” of Ansar al-Sharia’s territory in Abyan, a charismatic figure named 
Jalal Muhsin Saleh Bal’idi al Marqishi, known as Abu Hamza. The Marqishi tribe 
is from Abyan. Projecting an image of a local speaking to locals, Abu Hamza 
functioned as spokesperson for all the AAS press releases.  He also emphasized 
his local roots by adopting the name “al-Zinjibari.”76  
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Eyewitnesses say AAS was “genuinely trying to provide services in the areas it 

controlled as a means of establishing support and legitimacy.”77 With the help of the 

locals, the AAS governance project went well. Residents of Ja’ar said life under AAS 

was stable. One passerby, when asked by a jihadist official what he thought of the “new 

[militant] government,” said it was “peaceful” and “nice.”78 Other locals reported AAS 

provided them with reliable services, including electricity, food, water, and even health 

care, which they would not otherwise be able to find.79 

Abu Zubayr Adel al-Abab, Ja’ar’s jihadist commander, promised that AAS would 

find “solutions” for the biggest problem facing Ja’ar: a “lack of public services such as 

sewage and water.”80 Taking a more conciliatory approach, AAS provided services to 

needy populations that the central government in Sana’a had been incapable of providing 

for many years.81 At the same time, AAS introduced an alternative legal system and 

provided food, gas, and fresh water to the population under its control.82 The achievement 

AAS was especially proud of, and the people appreciated most, was its ability to provide 

electricity.83  

When asked how AAS treated the town, one villager responded, “Oh, sweet. They 

were great!” “How many times have we asked for it and demanded it, electricity and 
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water, no one gave us our request…God give them goodness, [AAS] didn’t fail us.”84 

Another remarked, “Ansar Al-Sharia did what the generations before didn’t do.”85 

At the edge of the bustling market, jihadi fighters patrolled with their “newly 

commandeered armored vehicle,” freshly painted with their insignia and flying a black 

AQ flag.86 Gunmen on motorbikes patrolled the dusty, potholed streets. Many of the 

town's buildings had been rubbled by air strikes.87 

Here, AQAP and its affiliates attempted to build a new society. The jihadi 

administration abolished taxes, provided free water and electricity, and installed sewage 

pipes. People living in the desert outside the town credited the jihadis with connecting 

their village to the electricity grid for the first time in their lives. Jihadi trucks distributed 

water to villages and Bedouin settlements on the outskirts of town.88 

At the entrance to the courthouse, which the militants also used as a police station 

and jail, flew a black al-Qaeda flag. Above the door entrance hung a sign that announced, 

“The Islamic Emirate of Waqar,” the name AQAP-AAS gave to their new territory.89 

People came to the jihadis from surrounding towns to ask the Sharia courts to “solve their 

problems," an AAS member said. "The sharia justice system is swift and incorruptible. 

Most of the cases we solve within the day."90 An AAS Sharia judge boasted the new 
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courts had resolved 42 cases in two weeks and claimed that people traveled from outside 

the controlled areas for a “swift and incorruptible judicial system.”91 

A Coercive Caliphate. Not long after the territorial rule began, AAS encountered 

trouble. Patronage seeped back into the local administration, with hospital access denied 

to normal townsfolk, the priority going to the militia and fighters.92 This preferential 

treatment considered public goods as club goods and was reminiscent of the government 

regime.  

AAS began to use coercion to maintain control. It was spring 2012 when the 

services stopped and the hadud, Sharia-justice for the most serious crimes, accelerated. In 

Ja’ar, one of AQAP’s religious leaders, Adl al-Abab, reminded “bread and butter alone 

would not feed the Muslim soul.”93 The Sharia courts must dictate, and the people must 

submit, “to the punishments for sin as proscribed in the Islamic scriptures.” 

Journalists visiting Ja’ar gained access to the jail where a dozen captured soldiers 

were being held. When asked what AAS would do with the soldiers, Fouad, a former 

English student at the college of literature at Sana'a University and now a jihadi, replied, 

“Sharia gives us three ways to deal with them, either we release them, which we won't, or 

[government prisoner] exchange, or kill them.”94  

The towns featured many rubbled buildings, but the jihadi governance did not 

make this a priority. Ja’ar had been a bloodless occupation, but the occupation of Zinjibar 

included a battle with the local garrison. The day after AAS stormed the Yemeni military 

base outside Zinjibar killing more than 150 Yemeni soldiers and capturing 73 more, 
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donkey carts lined litter-strewn streets. Shortly after the occupation, government shelling 

and U.S.-assisted aerial attacks caused damage. Journalists, allowed into the town, 

reported that “feral cats and dogs tiptoe past bullet-pocked storefronts and vacant 

buildings.”95 Many of the people in Ja’ar, Zinjibar, and the other occupied towns escaped, 

fleeing both the future jihadi rule and the government’s bombardment.  

In spring 2012, a time of harvest for the agricultural town, the fertile land around 

Ja’ar appeared deserted. The irrigation canals, neglected for eight months, had “dried up 

and the yellow earth was cracked and powdery.” Mango and papaya orchards “withered 

into swirling clouds of dust.”96 Less than 30 miles outside of Ja’ar in government-

controlled areas, tens of thousands of refugees packed into schools outside of Ja’ar, 

where they lived among uncollected garbage, raw sewage, and poverty.97 

Despite AAS attempts to win the hearts and minds in a political competition with 

the government, the jihadists’ true agenda and brutality became apparent. AAS crucified 

one suspected spy, while others were publicly executed.98 A local sheikh in Ja’ar objected 

to the treatment and was imprisoned. AAS flogged those who drank alcohol and banned 

Arabic music. The jihadis assaulted those who did not attend mosque at the required 

times.99   
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When asked of jihadi rule, one elder remarked, "They got three men from three 

different areas and they cut their hands," he said. The elder continued,  

No one dares to raise his voice in Ja’ar, let alone steal. This town has gone 
quiet. Even in the market, no one shouts. Al-Qaida have imposed security, 
but if they suspect that someone is a spy he will disappear.100 
 
Addressing multiple accounts of hand-chopping for the crime of stealing, jihadi 

judges defended the acts, saying, “such incidents are not to punish the thief, it is to deter 

the rest of society.”101 Another AAS member emphasized context, saying, “If you steal 

food from the market because you are hungry, we will not cut your hand. But if you steal 

during prayer time or if you steal more than something like $65, then we cut.”102 There 

were, of course, other accounts of more vicious, capricious violence. AAS cut off a boy’s 

hand, and, when the father asked the AAS fighter why the punishment had taken place, 

the AAS fighter replied that he was “in the mood.”103 

For 15 months, residents of Ja’ar lived under the gaze of armed young men who 

swore allegiance to al-Qaeda, woke people at dawn to pray, and dismembered thieves in 

the name of Islamic law.104 Despite the services AAS provided, the people began to 

change their opinion about AAS and the jihadists’ blueprint for a new society.   

In the beginning when [AAS] came here, they were simple people and 
weak. We were one of those people who were harmed by the government, 
because the government stole from us, and we were without work. We 
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aligned with them in the beginning. We found out, thank God, before we 
did anything with them, we found out that they are liars…they love blood, 
and they are terrorists.105    
 
Many of Ja’ar’s 30,000 residents appealed to the tribal leaders about harsh 

treatment. Even though tribalism was fractured in South Yemen, the people had nowhere 

else to turn.  

Tribal membership is just one social group with cohesion and norms strong 

enough to overcome collective action problems. However, family, religion, geography, 

and a host of other factors also make claims on Yemeni’s allegiance. Additionally, 

globalization has weakened tribalism. Modernization, urbanization, and Yemen’s youth 

bulge have combined to make tribalism a declining social vehicle.106  

Tribes are often corrupt.107 This makes them untrustworthy and unreliable alliance 

partners. Tribes in Yemen have a history of being bought off.108 Scholars assert that tribal 

allegiance is not won over by ideology, but by power, influence (wasta), money, jobs, 

and land.109 Many tribesmen become resentful that the elevated sheikhs live in wealth, 

often living in the Aden or other population centers rather than among their constituents. 
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Resentment is a familiar social mechanism that provides incentive to join alternative, 

often competing, groups.110  

All sheikhs, however, do not enjoy a rich life. The opposite is true as well, and 

that provides another avenue for corruption and jihadi cooperation. Lower sheikhs, who 

were passed over for benefits from the government or the paramount sheikh, are unable 

to provide and resort to trading food and water to AAS in exchange for new recruits.111 

AQAP-AAS also recruits among tribes whose elders prove unpopular, archaic, or 

domineering. AAS entices young tribesmen to join up with promises of salaries and 

weapons.112 Lack of tribal cohesion, infighting, dissension, or tribal divisions provide 

opportunities for AAS. Co-opting locals solves two AAS problems: manpower and local 

information. The corrupt tribal system proved fortuitous for AQAP-AAS. In Yemen, 

jihadi membership steadily grew from 2009 through 2012.113  

“It is problematic to rely on tribes in the long term because Yemeni tribes are not 

ideologically consistent in their loyalties,” wrote Gordon. “Rather,” she continued, “they 

have always been marked by their adaptability.”114 Adaptability, in this case, may be 

synonymous with instrumentalism.  
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Sheikh Tariq Bin Nasser Bin Abdullah al-Fadhli was the region’s most powerful 

sheikh. A controversial figure, he remained under house arrest in Aden. Tariq al-Fadhli, 

was an opportunist and had a career marked by fluctuating alliances.115 He had a long 

history with AQAP and longer with AQ. He fought against the Soviets in Afghanistan 

with Usama Bin Laden. He returned to Yemen to become a leader in the Islamic Jihad in 

Yemen (IJY), an early model for AQAP. IJY is connected to a string of hotel bombings 

and assassination attempts in southern Yemen, including the bombing of two Aden hotels 

in 1992.116 Al-Fadhli played a major role in Yemen’s civil war in 1994.117 Since then, the 

government had bought him off with a government stipend for 15 years to prevent him 

from leading further rebellions. Tariq reportedly oversaw the creation of AQAP training 

camps in Abyan in the past decade.118 When the Arab Spring began, the Yemeni 

government detained al-Fadhli in his home in Zinjibar.119 His sons joined AQAP and 

fought for AAS, a moment he remembers as being “proud.”120  
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Members of the Al-Fadhli tribe were empathetic to the people. The Fadhli tribe, 

however, was the epitome of adaptable and instrumentalist. The largest tribal group in 

south Yemen, the capital of the Fadhli territory is in Zinjibar, only a few miles from 

Ja’ar, and 35 miles northeast of Aden, also the capital of the Abyan Governorate.  

Having acquaintances in both the government and jihadi camps, Tariq al-Fadhli 

participated in mediation councils negotiating ceasefires and the release of AAS 

captives.121 He appeared at the ceremony of the release of the 73 prisoners in Abyan with 

Ansar al-Sharia’s leader, Abu Hamza, and AQAP military commander, later AQAP emir, 

Qasim al-Raymi.122   

Al-Fadhli’s duplicity and opportunism with both actors, state armed sovereigns 

and jihadists, highlight the problem of relying on tribes.  

In May 2012, however, his skills and resources as a former rebel commander 

were required in Ja’ar and the Abyan Governorate. Despite appeals from the people, 

LSAGs, and some of his own tribe members, al-Fadhli chose the jihadi side. Fortunately 

for the residents of Ja’ar, the al-Fadhli tribe was divide over the jihadi issue. Many of the 

tribal members did come to the townspeople’s aid, helping to raise and coordinate tribal 

militias and fighters. These organizations formed the base of what would later be called 

the “Popular Committees.”123  
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A Leader Emerges. With al-Fadhli unavailable to lead the AQAP-AAS revolt, 

Abdul Latif al Sayyed Bafaqih emerged. A former AQAP member and early fighter in 

the Abyan Governorate under AQAP’s military commander Abu Ali al-Hadrami, al-

Sayyed defected with a small group of fighters. In the course for the uprising against 

AAS, he had been the target of at least five separate assassination attempts.124 He was 

injured, along with about 45 of his tribesmen, on August 4 by a suicide attack at a 

memorial service for his nephew at the family home in Batis.125 As the Washington Post 

reported,  

Abdul Latif knows a lot about the al-Qaeda militants lurking in this tense 
southern town. He knows their tribes, knows their tactics. He knows 
because he used to be one of them. That’s why they are trying to kill 
him.126 

 
According to Raghavan, Abdul Latif, “moved from house to house every few 

days” to protect himself from informants and double agents.127 Sometimes described as a 

hero and sometimes a warlord, he “travels only with trusted bodyguards and sleeps with a 

Kalashnikov rifle.”128  

“Now, the war against al-Qaeda is more dangerous than before,” said Sayyed in 

late 2012 after the uprising.129 
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Despite the danger, the time was right for a popular uprising against AAS. The 

governance project lasted over a year. In that time, AAS had gone from savior to 

persecutor. Popular Committees rose in conjunction with two phenomena. First, the U.S.-

backed campaign to destroy AAS in Abyan accelerated via drone warfare. In May 2012, 

the United States executed the first three drone strikes in Yemen, two killing AQAP 

fighters in Ja’ar. The United States would drone eight more times in the next months.130 

Second, The Yemeni government made concessions to the southern secessionist rebels.131  

 Several Ja’ar residents recall how the people who had identified with the jihadists 

began to show up on the Popular Committees. Other, young fighters, who had joined 

AAS from boredom or for pay, were allowed to return to town if they had no blood on 

their hands.132     

After four months of fighting, AAS was forced to withdraw. “The whole world 

was against us,” AQAP’s emir, al-Wuhayshi confessed in internal correspondence.133 The 

most effective weapon of the enemy,” Wuhayshi continued, “were the Popular 

Committees formed of disgruntled tribesman and some Islamic opponents of AQAP.”134 

These were the groups, according to AQAP’s leader, that gathered “by the enemy to 

become a de facto army of the area.”135 McCants, in summing the reversal of AQAP’s 
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governance project, cites “fickle tribal allies, resentful subjects, and powerful foreign 

enemies.136 Even Tariq al-Fahdli fled with Abu Hamza, the AAS emir in Abyan, into the 

mountains around Shaqra after the AAS defeat.137 

Conclusion. Consistent with this work’s theory, civil wars that do not include the 

three required actors—state armed sovereigns, IJFs, and LSAGs—cannot fully explain 

the civil war dynamic. In southern Yemen, the weak nature of the state attracted 

international jihadists. These formations incentivize the state armed sovereign and other 

armed sovereigns to join the counterinsurgency. All parties needed LSAGs for manpower 

and information.  

From the LSAG perspective, as evident in Ja’ar, the state is unable to provide 

public goods, and the people gravitate to organizations and groups that can. This 

encourages nefarious actors, IJFs, from providing the public goods. When IJFs do, and 

the people become dependent upon the service, the IJFs change the social contract. This 

makes it difficult for the central government to ply the people away from their public 

goods supplier. This is because the central government’s challenge is elevated from just 

providing public goods to providing goods better than the people’s current supplier.  

In Ja’ar, the local militia and fighters formed an alliance with AAS. Also, it was a 

threat to their livelihoods. AAS found it easy to ally with LSAGs in Ja’ar, and its control 

over the town met no resistance from the people or tribes, since these groups had three 

vulnerabilities. First, they had a pre-existing distrust of the center government, and AAS 

seemed capable of doing something better. Second, the government’s inability to supply 
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public goods caused the people security and humanitarian concerns. Third, the 

government had displayed endemic corruption, and the people became resentful.138 

Once allied, the al-Fadhli tribe and Ja’ar residents entered a codependent 

relationship with the jihadist occupiers. That is, they had low threat and high internal 

cohesion. This equilibrium was enough to allow the alliance to endure. Figure 6.3 shows 

this dynamic.  

 

 The jihadist’s facade, social control disguised as humanitarian action, eventually 

fell away. Over time, this relation soured. Once the governance project turned into the 

global caliphate project featuring harsh Islamic punishment, the LSAGs’ feelings toward 

AAS turned. The LSAGs and tribal militias, with high cohesion from a long history of 

interaction, coupled with the threat from the jihadists’ extractive and coercive nature, 

caused the LSAGs to defect. In Ja’ar, Abdul Latif Sayyed defected with a small, intimate 

group of fighters. Others quickly joined. This is coded a defection and is demonstrated in 

Figure 6.4. 
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6.3  Mali 

In the 1990s and into the 2000s, the Republic of Mali was the darling democracy 

of the “Third Wave” champions.139 For 20 years, Mali enjoyed the adulation of 

democracy advocates and academics as rule of law, free press, and regular election cycles 

moved the state from authoritarian to democratic.140 A stable government, coupled with 

economic reform mentored by multilateral organizations and foreign donors, moved the 

state-controlled, agro-economy to a liberalized market economy with private investment.  

Somewhere on this journey, Mali became internally riddled with mismanagement 

and corruption. To the outside world, it maintained its facade. On the inside, Mali became 

a hollow state. Hampered by a kleptocratic elite class, an uneven distribution of wealth, a 

limited ability to provide public goods in the capital, and virtually no government reach 

outside the capital, Mali was a house of cards. To add to its troubles, the country 

underwent a youth bulge, had multiple ethnic divisions, and possessed scores of 
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organized armed groups. International jihadists came to Mali and nurtured national 

jihadists. Rebellion sprung up in every form: nationalist, irredentist, ideological, 

religious, “sons of the soil,” and foreign fighters.141  

Geography didn’t help Mali, which is the geographic pivot point from the Sahara 

in the north to the fertile center via the Sahel. It is the gateway from Africa’s center-east 

to Africa’s west coast. Mali borders seven states that supply economic endowments for 

goods transshipment in every direction. Territory and population control are vital for the 

economic well-being of the state, as well as opportunity for non-state actors to enjoy the 

rent-seeking activities. Thus, conflict over the Malian territory in Mali is a natural, 

rational enterprise. All actors sought enrichment and power. These actors included 

government elites, indigenous farmers, local ranchers, armed groups, and criminal 

opportunists.142  

In 2012, Mali was not just undergoing a civil war but experiencing what Scott 

called revolutions within the revolution.143 Our traditional models of civil war and 

insurgency fail to address the complexities in the Malian operating environment. Mali 

had national, international, and supra-national armed sovereigns within its borders. It 

featured domestic and international jihadists. Finally, inherent within the state, Mali had 

hundreds of domestic, local armed groups. 

Mali’s armed groups.  
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In 2012, local, sub-state armed groups (LSAGs) were abundant in Mali for two 

reasons. 

First, there are 35 clusters of people whose cultural, ethnic, religious, or historical 

tradition is strong enough that they identify as a group. The largest, forming over 50 

percent of the population, is Mande. The Puel (or Fulani) comprise 17 percent, the 

Voltaic 12 percent, and the Tuareg and the Arab Berbers each make up another 10 

percent.  

These groups mostly live in the rural areas with only 18 percent of the population 

living in the urban metropoles.144 Since independence in 1960, the state embarked on 

group integration that has had uneven results. For example, the pastoralists who engage 

in sheep and cattle herding often clash with the agriculturalists who traditionally till the 

soil.145 These micro-competitions for territory control and economic opportunity are 

common. These gaps became vulnerabilities exploited by nationalist rebel group leaders 

who blame an effete government, and jihadists who seek to gain control by demonizing 

“the other.”146 

 Second, the Malian elite run the state apparatus and have proved adept at 

solidifying their own positions, but they are unable or unwilling to broaden economic 

policies to the general population. This became a source of grievance for all Mali’s 

groups.  

 Mali has two types of LSAGs: militias formed to protect local group interests and 

nationalist insurgents who seek state secession via self-determination.  
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The first type, local protection groups, arose in a natural way. In 2010-2011, with 

population unrest peaking, Malian president Amadou Toumani Touré (ATT) enacted 

decentralization measures in the north to stave off revolt. He permitted the formation of 

ethnic-based armed militias, thinking they “might balance against each other” politically 

and militarily.147 Some of these armed groups became involved in cocaine trafficking and 

the kidnap-for-ransom business. ATT looked the other way in the face of the smuggling, 

his indifference interpreted as consent by officials who colluded with traffickers. The 

new financial rents “lined the pockets of northern and Bamako elites” and senior 

members in the Malian administration.148 

The advent of armed groups and decentralization did not, as hoped, avert a coup. 

It accelerated one. Moreover, continued political unrest, ethnic grievances, and 

trafficking rents created chaos while African jihadists watched. As early as 2010, 

jihadists joined the melee in the north, appropriating the local issues as leverage to gain a 

foothold in the communities. This caused the local communities to further organize and 

arm. 

The state’s inability to provide security in Mali’s hinterlands left many groups 

exposed to battlespace predators. In response, the groups stood up militias to protect 

themselves. “Since the state left,” claimed one fighter in Mopti, “we have to protect 

ourselves the best we can.”149 The state later outlawed militias, but many transformed 
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into legitimate “hunting groups” while other groups simply kept their militias. Locals 

maintained an armed capability since they remained under threat from predators and the 

state could neither provide protection nor enforce the “no-militia” edict.  

 The second type of LSAG is the nationalist group with secessionist goals. During 

these two decades of democratic transition and while Mali was the “poster child for 

democracy” in an otherwise volatile West Africa, secessionist groups developed.150 

Secessionist groups staged four independence movements since Mali became a state in 

1960. The secessionist groups suffered splits, fractures, and defections that have gone on 

to produce other groups, including jihadist groups. This is because the groups’ goals 

oscillated between true separatist movements and groups calling themselves separatist but 

merely engaging in bargaining with central government for concessions and endowments. 

The Tuareg, a nomadic tribe located in southern Algeria, northern Mali, and 

western Niger, had staged anti-colonial and separatist rebellions in 1916, 1957, 1962, 

1990, and 2006. Each time, the ruling government was able to negotiate the price of 

peace through inclusive policies, representations, bribes, increased representation, or 

Tuareg elite co-option into the government.  

The Tuareg were the most successful minority dealing with the government 

corrupt elite, taking advantage of the great asymmetries among their group, the other 

groups, and the government. They discovered the successful mechanism of vocalize, 

mobilize, and submit the majority to their preferences.151 Using the technology of 
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rebellion, a minority can increase its standing by imposing its ethics and tastes on the 

majority as a spoiler or veto player more than it could through direct appeal.152 The 

Tuareg re-energized the long-standing regroup, the Mouvement National pour la 

Liberation d’Azawad (MNLA). Using the MNLA as their vehicle, the Tuareg increased 

their standing and stature despite numerical inferiority. 

 The Tuareg’s 1990 rebellion in the last century, however, was different. When 

NATO deposed Ghaddafi in Libya in 2011, MNLA benefitted by arms and experienced 

Tuareg fighters, suddenly made available by Libya’s disbanded army.153 Coming on the 

heels of the Arab Spring, and emboldened by popular revolutions and social movements 

that toppled authoritarian leaders, the Tuareg plotted their assault on a weak Mali 

government that hoarded political power and the state’s economic riches. This time, the 

secessionist Tuareg received help. Al-Qaeda in the Islamic Maghreb (AQIM) also 

operated in northern Mali, mostly engaged in the trafficking trade. AQIM vocally 

supported the Arab Spring revolutions in Tunisia, Algeria, and Mali, offering aid and 

training to the Tuareg.154  

 One rebel leader figured prominently. A former member of Ghaddafi’s Islamic 

Legions, Iyad ag Ghaly, an Ifoghas Tuareg from Kidal, founded and led the northern 

nationalist separatist Tuareg groups in 1963, 1992, and 2005. After the 2005 uprising, the 

Malian government incentivized ag Ghaly to join the administration. He went to Saudi 
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Arabia as a diplomat from 2005 to 2008. There, ag Ghaly allegedly “got religion.”155 Ag 

Ghaly returned to Mali expecting to lead the MNLA as he had in the past decades. The 

modern MNLA did not accept his leadership. Instead, ag Ghaly became a negotiator 

between the government and groups conducting kidnap and ransom. His old post as 

leader of the MNLA closed to him, ag Ghaly started the jihadist group Ansar Dine. Using 

his tribal connections and acumen as a politician and fighter, ag Ghaly’s Ansar Dine 

allied with the MNLA. This alliance provided opportunity for other jihadists.  

The jihadists are the third actor in the Malian puzzle. From 2007 through 2012, 

AQIM proved the most powerful jihadist group. AQIM’s emir is the former Soviet-

Afghan war veteran and the Salafist Group for Preaching and Combat (GSPC) Algerian 

civil war fighter Abdelmalek Droukdel.156 Droukdel, also known as Abu Musab Abdul 

Wadud, is a former engineer and an expert in improvised explosive devices (IEDs). 

While serving with GSPC, he aided the merger with AQ.157 Droukdel served as AQIM’s 

emir and operated out of Algeria and Libya. 

A jihadist named Mokhtar Belmokhtar led AQIM’s southern faction in Mali. 

Belmokhtar also had a distinguished jihadi career dating back to the anti-Soviet war in 

Afghanistan with Usama Bin Laden. He also fought with the Armed Islamic Group of 

Algeria (GIA) and GSPC before striking out on his own in Mali with AQIM. The one-

eyed fighter’s greatest contribution to the insurgency effort was his jihadist businessman 
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acumen. He was an experienced trafficker of drugs, weapons, and people. His cigarette 

smuggling from one country to another through Mali to profit on the arbitrage earned him 

the nickname “The Marlboro Man.”158 He transformed AQIM, an insignificant AQ 

franchise, into the most profitable of all the AQ franchises, keeping the AQ central books 

balanced and causing Bin Laden himself to joke about Belmokhtar’s financial skill.159 

Further, Belmokhtar monetized the Western kidnap-and-ransom business in Mali, which 

included kickbacks to Malian government officials, military members, police, and the 

middlemen who negotiated the hostage releases. Researchers estimate his kidnap-and-

ransom annual revenue topped $10 million.160  

Droukdel ousted Belmokhtar as southern AQIM commander in late 2012 for 

“fractious behavior,” which included trafficking drugs, seen as sinful (haram) and 

playing the center between international jihadists, national jihadists (MUJAO), and 

nationalist rebel groups. Belmokhtar would go on to start his own group, al-Mulathameen 

(Masked Brigade), or al-Mua'qi'oon Biddam (Those Who Sign with Blood). He later 

merged with MUJAO (an earlier AQIM breakaway) to form al-Murabitoon (the 

Steadfast). He repledged allegiance to AQ’s Zawahiri and operated al-Murabitoon under 

the Jama'a Nusrat ul-Islam wa al-Muslimin' (JNIM) umbrella. This placed Belmokhtar in 

an alliance with his old organization, AQIM.161   
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Alliance Formation. In 2011, the MNLA, with the introduction of the jihadist 

groups, saw an opportunity. Having established itself as a formidable group decades ago, 

the MNLA consistently failed to achieve its secessionist objectives. Here, the MNLA 

seized the opportunity to win. This formation was not driven by threat as this theory 

describes. Rather, it was governed by the logic described by the conventional civil war 

alliance theories.162 

In 2012, the alliance captured Menaka (January 17), Kidal (March 30), Gao 

(March 31), and Timbuktu (April 1). Five days later, the MNLA declared the northern 

Malian territory of Azawad an independent state and appointed itself as the provisional 

administrator. 

The nationalist-jihadi alliance had no trouble overpowering the state’s armed 

forces. This was true for two reasons.  

First, the fighting occurred well outside the capital, and the state had difficulty 

projecting force into the hinterlands. The Malian army (FAMA) had little presence in the 

center and east and virtually no troops in the north. Since the government patronage 

networks were located in the capital of Bamako, FAMA’s leadership and troop 

concentrations were there as well.  

Second, FAMA, prior to the coup, was what Matisek calls a “Fabergé Egg 

Army.” That is, FAMA was expensive, ornate, and pleasing to the eye but also fragile 

and easily broken by insurgents.163 In the 1991-2012 period of peace, officer 

commissions could be purchased or granted as political favors for the government 
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elite.164 In 1991, the force possessed 32 helicopters, but it had only 2 helicopters available 

for the 2012 coup, the air frames either stolen, sold, or cannibalized for parts.165 

Corruption also hampered effectiveness, as the political-military collusion benefitted the 

illicit economy, especially smuggling, as the military either “looked the other way” or 

was complicit.166  

In April 2012, two days after MNLA declared independence from northern Mali, 

the MNLA began infighting. Eager to reap the plunder that accompanied victory, the 

group began to fragment, with breakaway factions joining the jihadists and forming other 

groups. The Arab-dominated National Liberation Front of Azawad (FLNA) also formed 

as a balance against Tuareg domination and to defend Timbuktu. 

For two months, the MNLA and the jihadist groups consolidated their rule in the 

area without any pressure from the Malian government forces. On May 26, 2013, ag 

Ghaly’s Ansar Dine and MNLA declared a pact that the territory would be jointly ruled. 

However, the pact included language that the northern territory would become an Islamic 

state. The MNLA, under pressure from its constituent members, backed out of the pact.  

The MNLA had already suffered fragmentation from internal divisions and 

infighting. Internally, it was in a weakened state. The MNLA had committed population 

abuses during the conquest, and Ansar Dine used this to demonize the MNLA and 

undermine MNLA’s popular support. For the MNLA, the alliance partner that had helped 

it achieve national victory was further pressuring the nationalist group. Ansar Dine had 

turned from ally to enemy in a power move to oust the nationalists. The asymmetric 
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power differential between the jihadist and the locals proved too much for the MNLA. 

Without alliance leadership actively trying to maintain a functioning alliance to keep the 

groups together, the alliance fractured. 

Alliance Ends. On June 27, Ansar Dine teamed with MUJAO to drive the MNLA 

from Gao. Days later, the new Ansar Dine-MUJAO alliance drove the MNLA from Kidal 

and Timbuktu. The MNLA kept only Manaka, a small town in the southeastern corner of 

Mali, 30 miles north of the Niger border. 

It was ag Ghaly who, after the victory of the northern towns Timbuktu, Gao, and 

Kidal, orchestrated the ousting of MNLA from the alliance. Ansar Dine did this by 

restoring order to towns seized by undisciplined MNLA soldiers and messaging the 

people about MNLA’s arrogance, robbery, and rape.167 Further, Ansar Dine embarked on 

humanitarian missions, distributing food to the beleaguered townsfolk. This increased the 

support for the jihadists, as the people viewed the jihadists favorably since they provided 

public goods that the government and other groups could not.168 

The MNLA staged a counteroffensive to retake Gao, but it failed. A few months 

later, in November 2013, ag Ghaly’s jihadist alliance defeated the MNLA in Manaka. 

Under the threat from the jihadists, the nationalists fractured internally for a second time. 

At this point the jihadists eliminated the MNLA from the field. The MNLA ceased to be 

a functioning group and disappeared into the population. 

Around this time, the Malian jihadi alliance received counsel from an unusual 

source. Just before AQAP in Yemen lost its territory, its leader al-Wuhayshi wrote 
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Droukdel a letter. Yemen’s AQAP had conducted its own governance project and was 

about to suffer defeat by a counter-alliance from the Yemeni government, the United 

States, and Yemen’s tribal Popular Committees. AQAP’s al Wuhayshi wrote to Droukdel 

offering advice: “The places under your control are a model for an Islamic State.” 

Yemen’s AQ leader wrote, “The world is waiting to see what you will do next and how 

you manage your affairs.”169 Wuhayshi went on to recommend a hearts-and-minds 

strategy, winning the people over by providing public goods and “leniently applying 

Islamic Law.”170 Wuhayshi advised to “win the people over through the convenience of 

life and taking care of their needs.” He further recommended, “Try to avoid enforcing 

Islamic punishments as much as possible, unless you are forced to do so.”171 

A few months later, a defeated Wuhayshi, realizing his first letter did not arrive to 

Droukdel, wrote a second letter. The second letter instructed Droukdel to “not become 

dragged into a prolonged war…Hold on to your previous bases in the mountains, forests 

and deserts and prepare other refuges for the worst-case scenarios.”172  

It is not clear if Droukdel received the letters. However, in 2012, he issued a 

similar set of directions and guidance “to the brother emirs in the Sahara” on how they 

should operate.”173 Droukdel suggested, “We should not be at the forefront of the 
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movement to liberate northern Mali.” Instead, jihadists should build a broad collation and 

abstain from excommunicating others.” 174  

In the months preceding Droukdel’s letter, however, Belmokhtar and ag Ghaly, on 

the ground in northern Mali, meted out harsh Sharia punishments.175 The jihadists 

castigated men and women for “adulterous affairs” by lashing.176 One couple had a child 

out of wedlock, and the mother was stoned to death. Smoking, walking around with a 

veil, and committing other un-Islamic behavior resulted in discipline. The jihadists shut 

down music and other cultural rituals, which proved immensely unpopular, especially in 

Timbuktu, an African epicenter of art, culture, dance, and history. The United Nations 

(UN) Education, Scientific and Cultural Organization (UNESCO) designated Timbuktu 

as a World Heritage Site for its early contributions to Islam in Africa.177 During its brief 

period of rule, AQIM destroyed places of worship, 12th century religious writings, and 

other artifacts.178 Droukdel’s advice came too late.  

In place of the nationalist’s separatist agenda, the jihadis supplanted a strategy of 

population control. This mostly consisted of territory control for trafficking purposes. 

Once jihadists controlled the routes, they extorted rents on human, arms, and drug 

smuggling. Harmon asserts, “Ansar Dine was publicly committed to an Islamist agenda,” 

                                                           
http://hosted.ap.org/specials/interactives/_international_/_pdfs/al-qaeda-manifesto.pdf.; also in McCants, 
The ISIS Apocalypse, 2015, 61-62. 
174 Wadud, “Mali-Al-Qaeda Sahara Playbook,” 2012; also in McCants, The ISIS Apocalypse, 2015, 61-62. 
175 McCants, The ISIS Apocalypse, 2015, 62. 
176 Assanvo, et al., “Mali’s Young Jihadists: Fueled by Faith or Circumstances?” 2016; McCants, The ISIS 

Apocalypse, 2015, 62. 
177 International Council on Monuments and Sites, “Advisory Body Evaluation of Timbuktu Nomination,” 
UNESCO, May 14, 1979. 
178 Tiffany Ap, “Jihadist Pleads Guilty to Destroying Ancient Timbuktu Artifacts,” CNN, August 22, 2016, 
accessed https://www.cnn.com/2016/08/22/africa/mali-timbuktu-war-crimes/index.html; see also McCants, 
The ISIS Apocalypse, 2015, 62-63. 



360 

 

but the leaders and individuals varied in their personal commitment.179 Eyewitnesses 

believe the jihadists used religion to legitimate their control but were most interested in 

organized crime and trafficking. Lebovich also supports this theory of religious facade of 

a humanitarian aid event to gain control and to win the population.180 The strict 

application of Sharia is both population and fighter control. Enforcing the law on small 

smuggling offenses reduced smuggling market competition. This increased the jihadists’ 

control over the large smuggling and trafficking operations. Belmokhtar was certainly 

guilty of profit motivation veiled behind religiosity. He had a keen interest in a 

commercialist insurgency versus a religious one. It was ag Ghaly, however, who 

overplayed his hand once the jihadists began to control territory and start the governance 

project. He was Tuareg, a former member of the community and MNLA, and took up a 

governor’s role once territory was subdued. He was empire-building.181  

Meanwhile the Malian government appointed the Speaker of the Assembly, 

Dioncounda Traore, to serve as transitional head of the government until elections could 

be resourced. The international community was slow to respond, including a request from 

the Economic Community of West African States (ECOWAS) to the UN for support, 

which the UN denied because no strategy existed. Eventually, ECOWAS and the UN 

responded in November and December 2012 to authorize an African-led international 

support mission to Mali.182 On January 8, 2013, however, the jihadists seized Konna, a 
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military stronghold 35 miles from Severe and close to Mopti, the center. This advance put 

Bamako under threat. On January 10, interim-president Traore requested France’s help.  

A New Alliance. The next day, France’s special forces flew from a Burkina Faso 

training mission to initiate Operation Serval (Wildcat) and the retaking of northern Mali. 

This initial assault was followed quickly by a French force 4,000-strong. The French led 

elements of the Malian army and, collecting up the remnants of the MNLA to block, 

drive-back, and clear the jihadists from the city centers.183 The MNLA reformed and, in a 

twist of circumstances, performed the same service for the French armed sovereign.184 

The MNLA used its knowledge of the jihadists’ tactics and modus operandi, as well as its 

connection to the Malian people, to allow the French and FAMA to counterattack 

effectively. 

On January 26, 27, and 30, the French coalition retook Gao, Timbuktu, and Kidal, 

respectively. Shortly thereafter, the international community responded by deploying the 

first of the ECOWAS African-led International Support Mission to Mali (AFISMA).185 

The UN’s Multinational Integrated Stabilization Mission in Mali (MINUSMA) arrived in 

July, the largest and arguably the best UN peacekeeping mission to date.186 Operation 

Serval officially ended in July 2013 and transitioned to Operation Barkhane, a long-term 
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and regionally focused counterterrorism and peace support operation. Peacekeeping 

contributions by the G5 Sahel and a European Union (EU) training mission later joined 

the effort. 

Conclusion. The MNLA in Mali in 2011 is a mixed case. The conventional 

explanations for alliance formation in civil war suggest that groups chose alliance 

partners to aggregate capability, for power considerations, and to provide it the best 

chance of winning. This paradigm assumes that survival is assured. Rebels, therefore, 

“ally to win.”  

 In 2011 in northern Mali, that was initially the case. The MNLA had been a 

secessionist group for over 40 years. It had staged four unsuccessful rebellions. However, 

when the Ghaddafi regime fell and a surfeit of skilled manpower and capability became 

available, the MNLA bolstered its power. It allied with the jihadists who brought money, 

equipment, technology, and tactics. Here, the conventional explanation best illustrates the 

alliance formation motivations. Survival was assured. Therefore, this alliance formation 

is outside the scope of this work’s theory since the MNLA allied to win.  

 However, while in alliance, the MNLA achieved a state of independence with its 

alliance partners—AQIM, Ansar Dine, and MUJAO. The MNLA suffered jihadist 

manipulation and exploitation. Yet the MNLA, because it wanted to achieve its 

objectives, stayed in the alliance despite distrust, malicious practices, and abuse.  

 The jihadists, demonstrating their instrumentalism, used the MNLA to gain access 

to the people. Once achieved, Ansar orchestrated a subversive campaign to overthrow the 

local rebels. The MNLA “found themselves sidelined” as the jihadists imposed an 
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extreme form of Islamic law to consolidate control.187 The conventional civil war 

explanations of rational actors suggest the MNLA should have broken away and sought 

independence or found another partner. However, congruent with the theory in this work, 

groups in alliance enter a state of codependence. This is so because the nature of the 

power differential between the weak and the strong in civil war dictates, for the weaker 

partner (LSAG), being partnered in an unhealthy relationship is better than not having a 

partner.  

Having served together for decades, the MNLA was a highly cohesive unit. The 

partnership with the jihadists, however, was imperfect. Nevertheless, the MNLA stayed 

in a flawed relationship. Figure 6.5 shows the state of the alliance. 

 

The MNLA fractured and expired from this campaign, both from its own conduct 

in the war and from Ansar’s negative information campaign in which the people lost trust 

in the group formerly protecting its interests. The MNLA suffered splits and divisions, 

suffered high threat, and was on the verge of fragmenting from the alliance. Before this 

low-cohesion fragmentation occurred, Ansar Dine attacked MNLA while in this 

weakened state and the alliance fragmented. This is shown in Figure 6.6.  

                                                           
187 McCants, The ISIS Apocalypse, 2015. 
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This alliance fragmentation occurred because the MNLA had low internal 

cohesion and suffered high threat. This fragmentation is consistent with inter-rebel rivalry 

addressed in the civil war literature.188 

Once the French invaded and FAMA rejoined the fight, the MNLA joined the 

French alliance to prevent its annihilation. Here, the MNLA did not ally to win, since it 

did not have a baseline capability to function on its own. Indeed, it ceased being a group 

because of the external threat posed by the Ansar Dine and the jihadi alliance. In allying 

to survive, the MNLA reformed and joined the French-FAMA alliance.  

6.4 Conclusion 

 The purpose of this chapter is to apply the theory, substantiated in the three cases 

in Iraq, to other regions to evaluate the theory under different conditions. This chapter 

differed from the first three empirical chapters in several ways. First, methodologically, 

data collection on the unit of analysis (LSAG) proved straightforward in Iraq with 

fieldwork access to the participants. Syria and Yemen, however, are currently too 

dangerous to arrange fieldwork and research trips. In lieu of fieldwork, data aggregation 

                                                           
188 Pischedda, "Wars Within Wars” PhD diss., 2015; also Costantino Pischedda, "Wars Within Wars: Why 
Windows of Opportunity and Vulnerability cause Inter-rebel Fighting in Internal Conflicts," International 

Security 43, no. 1 (2018): 138-176; Woldemariam, "Why Rebels Collide," 2011; Cunningham, et al., 
"Shirts today, skins tomorrow,” 2012.  
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from scholarly articles, historical archives, document analysis, interviews supporting 

earlier research, and journalist accounts proved necessary.  

The result is not surprising. When researching small, local armed groups, it is 

necessary to penetrate the small, local social circles. Therefore, Syria’s and Yemen’s 

accounts focus on the LSAG, but it is necessary to tell the story from the armed sovereign 

or international jihadist point of view. Since the basic narratives are matters of historical 

record, there is only a small risk of false interpretation, but the lack of detail from the 

tactical level requires adjusting the approach.  

 Second, Syria, Yemen, and Mali are cases in which the “ally to win” strategy may 

be present or is present. This provides the Popper’s falsification test required of 

establishing validity in testing.189 Indeed, the Syrian case concerns groups larger than the 

original scope theorized in the outset. That is, all the cases except for Syria deal with 

groups under 50 fighters. The fact that the theory holds suggests that the theory is valid 

outside this numerical scope and that power differential, not group size, is the key. That is 

to say, the theory holds on small groups and can hold on larger groups because the real 

determinate is the asymmetric power relationship between the strong and the weak 

groups in alliance. 

 Finally, in the Mali case, we observe an alliance in which the LSAG initially 

allied via the “ally to win” model. But it is after that initial alliance that the logic 

suggested in this work—that threat and cohesion are the determinants of alliance 

duration—takes hold. In Mali, after the MNLA was ousted from the rebel alliance, it 

reverts to this work’s theory, since the subsequent alliance with the French armed 

                                                           
189 Karl R. Popper, "Science as Falsification," Conjectures and Refutations 1 (1963): 33-39. 
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sovereign is made from threat. Here, the MNLA reverted to the logic of allying to 

survive.  

 In sum, we find that outside the originally theorized scope, groups ally to survive 

when under threat. The alliance will endure, or end, based upon the internal cohesion of 

the group and the external threat the weaker alliance partner faces.
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Chapter 7:  Conclusion 

7.0  Conclusion  

 This chapter supplies a summary of the claims and the respective substantiation. It 

reinforces the central themes and presents evidence that supports the logic. It also 

discusses alternative explanations, weaknesses, and limitations to the study. It briefly 

considers the implications of this study, both for scholars and policymakers.  

 Civil war is not a fact of nature waiting for discovery, Armitage reminds; it has to 

be invented.1 Unfortunately for civil society everywhere, the enmeshment of politics, 

economics, and identity often turns violent.   

One of the problems in civil war study is the overgeneralized findings and false 

lessons that are not helpful to scholars, practitioners, or policymakers. This is so because 

given the substantial number of independent variables and actor’s agency in rebellion, 

each civil war is context specific. This makes the reductionist enterprise, condensing a 

complex problem to the fewest, simplest variables, an uncertain task. Still, this work 

attempts to avoid that trap.  

A good theory is always helpful in making sense of complex ideas, and civil war 

typifies this concept. Einstein’s greatest revelation was objects have no intrinsic 

properties at the fundamental level, but they gain properties and value relative to other 

things. This is true of civil wars as it is true of astrophysics, psychology, military science, 

economics, and other subfields in social science.  

This work argues that alliances that form during multiparty civil wars have seven 

features inadequately addressed in conventional scholarship:  

                                                           
1 David Armitage, Civil War: A History in Ideas (Cornwall: Yale Books, 2017), 31. 
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First, civil wars are complex, interdependent affairs, which defy hasty 

generalizations that try to reduce them to single-shot solution or mono-variable events. 

This is congruent with the scholarship that rejects the “new and old wars” monikers.2 

This is because civil wars manifest with the collision of two categories that defy black-

and-white thinking—political violence and people.3 Rational actor models of civil wars 

often oversimplify the phenomenon. Further, these models often make unitary actor 

assumptions, set transitive ordering preferences, and define characteristic functions.4 

These assumptions make the logic and the mathematical formulas work. However, the 

problem occurs in the process when the best-response strategy displaces the agents. 

These models make assumptions for simplicity and elegant parsimony.  

For example, of the 100 insurgencies from the 1940s through the 1970s, only a 

third were multiparty. Whereas the last 40 years of interstate conflict has seen this ratio 

flip. In 2015, 82 percent of civil wars were multiparty conflicts.5 Melander notes the 

sharp increase in intrastate conflict from 2014 to 2015, exclusively crediting the rise of 

                                                           
2 Stathis Kalyvas, “‘New’ and “Old’ Civil Wars: A Valid Distinction?” World Politics 54, no. 1 (October 
2001); Kaldor, Old and New Wars, 1998; N. Johnson, M. Spagat, J. Restreop, J. Bohorquez, N. Suarez, E. 
Restreop, R. Zarama, “From Old Wars to New Wars and Global Terrorism,” Physics and Society (Cornell 
University publication), June 2005; Ken Booth, “New Wars for Old,” Civil Wars 4, no. 2 (September 
2007): 163-170; Martin Shaw, “Review: The Contemporary Mode of Warfare? Mary Kaldor’s Theory of 
New Wars,” Review of International Political Economy 7, no. 1 (Spring 2000): 171-180.  
3 Roger D. Peterson, Resistance and Rebellion: Lessons from Eastern Europe (New York: Cambridge 
University Press, 2001); also Roger D. Peterson, Understanding Ethnic Violence: Fear, Hatred, and 

Resentment in Twentieth Century Easter Europe (New York: Cambridge University Press, 2002); James D. 
Fearon and Davide D. Laitin “Explaining Interethnic Cooperation,” American Political Science Review 
(1996): 90, 715-35. 
4 Debraj Ray, A Game Theoretic Perspective on Coalition Formation (New York: Oxford, 2007); Herbert 
Gintis, Game Theory Evolving: A Problem-Centered Introduction to Modeling Strategic Interactions, 2d 
ed., (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 2009); James D. Morrow; Game Theory for Political 

Scientist (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 2007); Steven J. Brams, Game Theory and Politics 
(New York: The Free Press, 1975); Anatol Rapaport, Game Theory as a Theory of Conflict Resolution 
(Holland: D. Reidel Publishing, 1974); Martin Shubik, Game Theory in the Social Sciences: Concepts and 

Solutions (Cambridge: The MIT Press, 1982); Anatol Rappaport, N-Theory Game Theory: Concepts and 

Applications (New York: Dover Publications, 1970); Christia Alliances in Civil Wars, 2013. 
5 Jones, Waging Insurgent Warfare, 2017, 104; Melander, et al., “Organized Violence, 1989-2015,” 2016. 
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international jihadists. Rational models, however, often reduce these events to dyadic 

conflicts. Two-person games solve elegantly and cleanly, but, when used to proxy n-

person games, rational predictions fail to model this deeply social phenomenon.  

Second, civil war alliances have a logic that oscillates sensitive to the context, 

circumstances, and conditions in which it is nested. The complexity presents problems 

that are incomplete, contradictory, and changing.6 Kalyvas was right when he decried 

civil war violence descriptions like “indiscriminate,” “wanton,” “incomprehensible,” and 

“random.”7 The “senselessness” logic of violence and all conduct in civil war can be 

summed up in the trope “all politics is local.” That is, the motivations and incentives of 

actors and groups, whether greed, grievance, ideology, religious, or population-centric or 

externally coercive are embedded within the micro-level context of that conflict. When 

generalized, they often appear incomplete, contradictory, and changing. Thus, the second 

feature of modern civil wars that makes it difficult to identify general principles is 

context.   

The three towns in northern Baghdad—Ghazaliyah, Ameriyah, and Abu Gharib—

prove this. These town have the same actors conducting the same type of warfare, using 

similar patterns of violence to achieve the same forms of resource exactment and power-

building. All three cases describe Sunni groups allying with al-Qaeda in Iraq (AQI), 

defecting, allying with the United States, and finally fragmenting. The story is less equi-

final than it is multi-final: all three towns, despite being geographically contiguous and 

having the same local, sub-state armed groups (LSAGs), international jihadist franchises 

                                                           
6 U.S. Army, Counterinsurgency Field Manual FM 3-24, 2006; chapter 4.  
7 Kalyvas, “Wanton and Senseless”: The Logic of Massacres in Algeria,” Rationality and Society 11 
(1999): 243-285.  
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(IJFs), and armed sovereigns, unfolded differently. The actors responded to the 

conditions on the ground, specific to their micro-war within the larger civil war.8 

Third, civil wars are increasing, and multiparty civil wars are more prevalent. 

There are many reasons, including the reduction in state conflict, the end of the Cold 

War, and power diffusion from state-based actors to non-state actors. These phenomena 

have enabled the rise of international jihadists and their franchises.9 Civil war and 

insurgency scholarship should advance to reflect this dynamic. 

Fourth, in these multiparty civil wars, groups form alliances. All groups in civil 

wars are flawed in some respect. If they were not, they would not ally. Many groups, like 

small, weak formations, ally to survive. An alliance is the LSAGs’ life insurance policy. 

Other groups find alliance disagreeable but unavoidable. This is because as groups in the 

battlespace ally, groups who do not have real threat will perceive threat from predators 

who ally and grow stronger. This is a civil war’s own version of the spiral model.  

Fifth, when groups perceive threat and ally, they choose an alliance partner who 

can help them reduce the threat, and they ally on a narrow set of common interests. This 

is a short-horizon consideration. The implication here is hasty alliance partner choices 

lead to poor alliances. 

 After the threat is gone or insulated, the group can focus on a longer horizon. It is 

at this point the group focuses on its higher order functions and group goals. Here, the 

group may suffer “buyer’s remorse.”  

                                                           
8 Roger D. Peterson, Resistance and Rebellion: Lessons from Eastern Europe (New York: Cambridge 
University Press, 2001); also Roger D. Peterson, Understanding Ethnic Violence: Fear, Hatred, and 

Resentment in Twentieth Century Easter Europe (New York: Cambridge University Press, 2002); James D. 
Fearon and Davide D. Laitin ”Explaining Interethnic Cooperation,” American Political Science Review 
(1996): 90, 715-35. 
9 Melander, et al., “Organized Violence, 1989-2015,” 2016. 
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Sixth, contrary to rational choice models, groups who become disillusioned or 

unhappy with their alliance partner do not leave the alliance at once. On the contrary, 

they enter a state of codependence. In this state, they hedge, lie, steal, cheat, deceive, and 

begin to evaluate other partners. They stay in the alliance, however, long past when 

rational choice models suggest partners will leave. This is because being alone is more 

threatening than partnership in an imperfect alliance in which a partner tries to “manage” 

the inadequacies of the relationship.  

Last, all groups in civil wars are critically flawed alliance partners. The length of 

the time a partner stays in the codependent relationship and the method in which it finally 

leaves the alliance is dependent upon the internal cohesion of the group. Groups with 

high cohesion can defect as a group. Groups with low cohesion will fracture, break apart, 

and dissolve, causing the alliance to fragment.  

Intervening Variables. There are several intervening variables in this theory that 

must be addressed. The first intervening variable is the relative strength of the small 

group who seeks an alliance to aid its survival. Small, weak groups must ally more 

quickly, and their alliance will follow the theorized mechanism resulting in a faster 

alliance failure. Stronger groups can choose alliance partners more strategically. 

However, the model predicts these alliances will also fail. Therefore, the model cannot 

predict the time it will take to fail, since that is a function of group relative strength and 

other external conditions. 

Second, a group, to defect, must have a viable partner to whom it defects. In civil 

wars where there are many available partners, this model predicts constant alliance 
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formation and defection.10 In the present Syrian civil war, for example, if a group can 

maintain high internal cohesion, it can execute multiple defections. This may influence 

the duration of the civil war and be an obstacle to settlement.11  

Alternatively, if the group has low cohesion, the alliance will fragment, and the 

group factions may dissipate or absorb into other groups. Alliance fragmentation and 

subsequent absorption of the group factions was outside the scope of this work but 

remains an outcome that needs further study.   

Regarding partners, there is another permutation that requires attention. In this 

work, from 2003 to 2006, the United States may have represented a potential but 

insufficient alliance partner for the LSAGs. Indeed, from 2003 through 2005, the United 

States was a threat from which the LSAGs allied and sought protection. Beginning in 

2006, however, the Desert Protectors in Anbar suggest that the LSAGs were open to 

partnership.12 In Baghdad, however, the U.S. presence was not large enough for the 

Baghdad LSAGs to consider partnership and initiate defection. It was not until the 

“surge” in 2007 that the LSAGs considered the United States a partner capable of 

supporting its needs.13 

In counterinsurgency (COIN) circles, COIN soldier-to-population ratios are a 

contested debate.14  This work does not solve that debate. However, there is a correlation 

                                                           
10 Sabine Otto, “The Grass is Always Greener? Armed Group Side Switching in Civil War” Journal of 

Peace Research (2017): 1-30. 
11 Paul Collier, Anke Heoffler, and Mans Soderbom, “On the Duration of Civil War, Journal of Peace 

Research 41, no. 3 (2004): 253-273; Havard Hegre, “The Duration and Termination of Civil War,” Journal 

of Peace Research 41, no. 3 (2004): 243-252; Akcinaroglu, et al., “Expectations, Rivalries, and Civil War 
Duration,” 2007.   
12 William Knarr, The 2005 Iraqi Sunni Awakening: The Role of the Desert Protectors Program (MacDill 
AFB: JSOU Press, 2015). 
13 Biddle, et al., “Testing the Surge,” 2012. 
14 Peter J.P. Krause, "Troop levels in stability operations: what we don’t know," MIT Center for 

International Studies Audit of the Conventional Wisdom (2007): 07-02; Eli Berman, Joseph H. Felter, and 
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between U.S. COIN troops on the ground and the initiation of alliance switching. 

Whatever the proper threshold number of COIN troops is that engages the mechanism of 

credibility, before the surge in 2005 when the U.S. force levels were low, the Sunni did 

not flip alliances. After the surge when COIN troop levels were high and the U.S. forces 

saturated the battlespace, alliance switching occurred. In 2009 when the United States 

began drawing down and troop levels returned to 2005 levels, the alliance fragmented. 

This study does not investigate this trend. Therefore, this work makes no claims about 

troop levels in COIN and alliance switching. However, given the trend surrounding this 

intervening variable, this study invites more research.  

In 2009 when the United States announced its pending withdrawal and thinned 

out the lines, the LSAGs had no qualified candidate to whom they could defect. With no 

partner available, the Sunni LSAGs fragmented and joined different emerging groups or 

went to “ground.” From 2011 through 2014, remnants of AQI re-formed into the Islamic 

State of Iraq and Syria (ISIS). Evidence suggests that, by 2014, ISIS was strong enough, 

and the Sunni LSAGs entered the alliance from threat and existed in codependence until 

the fall of ISIS in 2018. This conclusion is tentative, however, and requires further study 

to accurately account for the 2011-2018 alliance period.  

7.1  New Conclusions 

 This work produces two primary conclusions not already addressed. The first 

concerns alliance formation, and the second concerns alliance termination. 

                                                           
Jacob N. Shapiro, "Constructive COIN," Foreign Affairs, 2010; Joseph H. Felter, Taking Guns to a Knife 

Fight: Effective Military Support to COIN (Carlisle, PA: Army War College Press, 2008); Colin H. Kahl, 
"COIN of the Realm-Is There a Future for Counterinsurgency," Foreign Affairs 86, 2007, 169. 
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First, alliance formation for the LSAG is about survival from civil war predators. 

For the other actors, the IJFs and the state armed sovereigns, it is about forming an 

alliance with an LSAG. The LSAG has what the other actors lack: knowledge of the local 

conditions. Local knowledge is required for all other actors to accomplish their objectives 

in the civil war space. This work demonstrates that IJFs and armed sovereigns were 

fooled, swindled, or tricked by the LSAG because they were ignorant of the local 

environment. Civil war alliances, therefore, may be summed up as a competition for the 

local actor. 

Second, if this theory holds true, it predicts that few LSAG alliances will endure. 

This theory asserts that all civil war partners are fundamentally flawed and the best each 

can aspire for is a temporary state of codependence. But when conditions and preferences 

change, all civil war alliances will end in defection or fragmentation. 

If alliances do not last, how do they terminate?  

One way is to end the threat. Indeed, if alliances form against a threat and that 

threat is eliminated, we would expect the alliance to end. This might create perverse 

incentives to keep the threat high, preserving the alliance in a state of codependence. 

Nevertheless, all civil war actors thought to prepare for the conclusion of the alliance 

when the alliance has served its purpose.  

All civil war actors must be mindful of the asymmetric power relationships 

between partners as this feature is central to the instability of these conglomerations.  

Attempts to institutionalize, transition, and integrate the LSAGs into the state 

body politic is a popular method of transitioning the asymmetric power partnerships into 

more enduring organization. This was the U.S. plan with the Sunni LSAGs in Iraq, but 
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veto players in the battlespace foiled the effort. This is also, to some extent, what 

happened to the Shia militias from 2011 through 2014. Many disarmed and returned to 

civil life. Others transitioned to security forces for political parties engaging in the 

political process but ceased being outlaws and civil predators.15 The militias reappeared 

in 2014 as Peace Brigades, and later Popular Mobilization Forces (PMFs), in response to 

the ISIS threat.  

7.2  Hypotheses 

Here, we return to the testable hypotheses outlined in the Chapter 2:  

 

H1: LSAGs whose survival is threatened will join an alliance from expediency 

rather than from ideology or affinity  

 

The three cases examined here—Ghazaliyah, Ameriyah and Abu Gharib—may be 

summed together because the logics and circumstances of the alliances are similar 

enough for generalization.  

Despite the immense literature on co-ethnic alliances and cohesion in internal 

wars, the empirical findings in northern Iraq from 2004 to 2009 suggest ideology and 

affinity were not drivers of LSAG alliances. Congruent with Hoffer, Haidt, and 

Kahneman, the northern Iraq empiric observations suggest threat and fear drove LSAG 

alliance formation.16 This is demonstrated in the period from 2003 through 2004 when 

multiple Sunni groups existed in northern Iraq. Despite having shared religion, interest, 

geography, history, and tribal/familial ties, these groups formed into five major 

                                                           
15 Interview, Sjad Jiyad (Director) and Ali al-Mawlai (Head of Research), Al-Bayan Center for Planning 

and Studies, Baghdad, 2018.  
16 Eric Hoffer, The True Believer, 1951, chapter 8; on the social physiological roots of emotion (not logic) 
driving action, see Johnathan Haidt, The Righteous Mind: Why Good People Are Divided by Politics and 

Religion (New York: Vintage Books, 2012); Amos Tversky and Daniel Kahneman, "Advances in prospect 
theory: Cumulative representation of uncertainty," Journal of Risk and Uncertainty 5, no. 4 (1992): 297-
323; also Kahneman and Tversky, "Prospect theory: An analysis of decision under risk," Econometrica 47, 
no. 2 (1979): 363-391. 
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insurgency groups, and scored of other minor ones—but formed no supergroup or grand 

alliance. 

In late 2004 when Tahwid wal Jihad became AQI, this may have served as a 

credible signal that the rebels could overcome the alliance collective action problem. It 

was in 2005 that the groups joined an alliance with AQI. AQI launched a propaganda 

campaign to convince the Sunni that its future, indeed the future of Sunni Islam, hung in 

the balance. Yet this propaganda succeeded because the Sunni, as they testified in the 

cases, were under duress from the multiple civil war predators. Thus, the evidence points 

away from AQI’s persuasion, interests, and shared ideology as a driver of the alliance. At 

best, these were “sweeteners.”17 In 2005, threat and fear, above the other accelerants, 

motivated the Sunni LSAGs to ally with AQI. 

By 2007, the LSAG defected from co-ethnics with whom they also shared 

religion, culture, history, language, and geography. The LSAGs joined this alliance from 

expediency rather than from affinity or ideology.  

Lastly, speculating after the 2011 departure of their alliance partner the United 

States, if affinity and ideology drove alliance formation, we would expect the groups to 

find sanctuary and cohere into another group. That did not occur. When ISIS formed and 

presented in Iraq, the Sunni LSAGs joined. The evidence suggests, though unconfirmed 

given the limited scope of this study, affinity and ideology played a role in low-cost/no-

cost return to join an alliance partner whom in 2007 the LSAGs had betrayed and 

defected. Again, not proven here, but the evidence points to the LSAGs re-joining the 

ISIS alliance based upon Shia threats, not affinity, in the 2011-2014 battlespace. 

                                                           
17 Interview GEN (ret) Carter Ham, 2015, Atlantic Council, Washington, DC.  
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Once in alliance, the LSAGs’ level of cohesion will determine the durability of 
the alliance: 

 

H2a: If survival is not threatened, LSAGs with high internal cohesion will remain 

codependent to their alliance partner 

 

In Ghazaliyah, Ameriyah, and Abu Gharib, the LSAGs with high cohesion 

remained with the AQI while security needs were met, and the alliance was manageable. 

All cases showed strain on the alliance when AQI become more coercive and began to 

assert more control. Further, all LSAGs exhibited resistance, deceitfulness, and trickery 

to their alliance partner while in alliance, but remained in the formation while the security 

needs, protection from the predators, were met.  

Similarly, the LSAG-SOI remained in alliance with the United States even in the 

early stages of the U.S. withdrawal. 

H2b: If survival is threatened, LSAGs with high internal cohesion will defect from 

the alliance   

 
When AQI stopped supplying protection from predators, the LSAGs defected. In 

Abu Gharib, internal tribal splits began early in 2005. This began as a case of 

fragmentation from AQI in late 2006; however, after the LSAG found a viable partner 

with whom they could defect, in early 2007, they defected. In Ameriyah, given the 

brutality of AQI and its inability to provide protection from predators—in fact, 

accelerating predation via the sectarian war strategy—Ameriyah LSAGs defected. 

Similarly, the last group to defect in 2007 was the Ghazaliyah LSAGs, for the same 

reasons.  

H3: LSAGs with low internal cohesion will fracture via internal division, and the 

alliance will fragment 
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 In all three cases, the LSAG-SOIs fragmented from the U.S. alliance when its 

alliance partners no longer proved committed to supplying anti-predator protection. None 

of the three groups defected, as we might have expected to happen once the United States 

announced its intent to turnover the administration and care of the SOI program to the 

Government of Iraq. A combination of unrealized promises and bleak future prospects 

personified by the inability of the SOI transition into the government security services, 

coupled with the U.S. retrograde from the battlespace, induced fragmentation, since the 

cohesion in the groups was low.   

7.3  Recommendations 

 The implication and recommendation for the civil war scholarship is to review 

“covering laws,” which reduce civil wars to sets of over-generalized principals. Re-visit 

these with the empirics of specific instances, and re-author scope conditions that apply 

concepts developed in the past with conditions of the modern civil war battlefield. 

Complete descriptions of individual events accounting for all the characteristics that 

determine causal relationships are impossible. However, modern civil war events 

explained specifically and more comprehensively, especially with the multiparty nature 

of civil wars and the introduction of new actors on the scene, would prove more accurate. 

More empirical precision regarding the initial and boundary conditions of modern civil 

wars would both improve the individual accounts and assist drawing universal lessons in 

case comparisons.18 This may reduce theoretical pseudo-explanations and vague 

analogies that do not describe civil wars as they are, but as they once were.  

                                                           
18 Carl G. Hempel, “The Function of General Laws in History,” The Journal of Philosophy 39, no. 2 (June 
1942): 35-48. 
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 As with all theoretical scholarship, testable hypotheses, including this work’s 

assertion that threat and cohesion are prime movers in sub-state alliance formation and 

duration, should be examined, debated, challenged, and, when appropriate, falsified.    

 Policymakers charged with giving purpose and direction to the state should 

consider this work for three reasons. First, viewing civil wars as complex, interdependent 

affairs would better guide strategic ways, means, and ends discussions.  

Second, for civil wars specifically, understanding the nature of the actors, 

updating concepts of civil war dynamics, and planning for conflicts that approximate 

current conditions would serve to prevent civil war prescriptions that speciously apply. 

Civil wars and insurgencies require policies that guide the conduct of 

counterinsurgencies. To borrow Tolstoy’s phrase, all successful counterinsurgencies are 

alike; all unsuccessful counterinsurgencies are unsuccessful in their own way.19 The Anna 

Karenina principle suggests conducting significance tests to prevent maladaptation of 

“lessons learned.”20 

Third, specially addressing U.S. defense policy, this work suggests wedge 

strategies to undermine existing LSAG alliances. This includes increasing threat to the 

LSAG’s alliance partner, as the United States did with ISIS in Syria in 2016-2018. It also 

includes signaling availability through openness, commitment, and regional longevity 

when LSAGs are suffering in codependent alliances with nefarious actors, as this work 

argues that the United States did in Iraq in 2007. It also suggests that forming alliances 

with LSAGs will not, as this work predicts, end with all parties’ aims being realized.  

                                                           
19 Leo Tolstoy, Anna Karenina (New York: Penguin Classics, 2004); the original was published in 1877. 
20 Jared M. Diamond, Guns, Germs, and Steel: The Fates of Human Societies (New York: W.W. Norton 
and Co, 1999); while serving in Afghanistan in 2009, persuasion for new initiatives often began with, 
“When we were in Iraq, we…”; authors notes, 2010. 
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The United States, therefore, should recognize and understand the nature of the 

codependent alliances and form sequel strategies when alliances with LSAGs fail. Stated 

plainly, all alliances with LSAGs will fail; it would be best not to be the last one to know. 

Determining the conditions and timing of LSAGs’ defection or fragmentation could 

contribute to shortening the United States’ “endless” wars.
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