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In the wake of the wars in Iraq and Afghanistan, 
President Barack Obama has sought to avoid 
becoming embroiled in another conventional 
ground war. To minimize that risk, he has adopted 
a “light footprint” approach to military interven-

tion: employing standoff strike capabilities and special 
operations forces, often in support of indigenous ground 
forces. That approach essentially represents a tactical shift. 
The United States has continued to attempt to defeat ter-
rorism and promote democratization abroad with military 
force. Yet those strategic objectives are unlikely to be 
secured militarily—with either a heavy or light footprint.

The United States should therefore adopt a gradualist, 
nonmilitary strategy, which conceives of eradicating ter-
rorism and promoting democratization throughout the 
world as very long-term objectives. Rather than attempt-
ing to defeat terrorism on the battlefield, the United 
States should focus on mitigating the risk of terrorist 
attacks through improved intelligence and law enforce-
ment. And instead of catalyzing revolutionary democra-
tization, the United States should encourage authoritar-
ian states to introduce gradual liberal reforms—so that 
democratization is more likely to succeed when it does 
eventually occur.
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INTRODUCTION
As the United States got bogged down in 

military quagmires in Iraq and Afghanistan, 
many observers anticipated that war-weari-
ness or an Iraq/Afghanistan syndrome would 
inhibit U.S. foreign policy in subsequent years.1

Yet the U.S. intervention in Libya in 2011, 
as well as the intensifying campaign against the 
Islamic State, suggests that the wars in Iraq and 
Afghanistan have not significantly diminished 
the United States’ propensity to use military 
force. The lessons of Iraq and Afghanistan have 
merely prompted the adoption of what has 
come to be known as the light footprint. The 
Obama administration has sought to combat 
foreign security threats with standoff strike ca-
pabilities and small contingents of Special Op-
erations Forces, often in support of indigenous 
ground troops, in lieu of major contingents of 
U.S. ground troops. 

In employing the light footprint, however, 
the Obama administration has failed to pres-
ent a clear strategy detailing how those mili-
tary tools will accomplish the United States’ 
ultimate foreign policy goals. Unfortunately, 
that strategic deficit has obscured the inher-
ent limitations of the light footprint. Although 
airstrikes and Special Forces raids may be useful 
for toppling dictators and decapitating terror-
ist hierarchies, they contribute little toward the 
realization of larger political objectives such as 
the eradication of radical Islamic terrorism or 
the democratization of the greater Middle East. 
Given those limitations, Washington should do 
more than simply tinker with the manner in 
which it employs military force.

The United States needs to devise a new strat-
egy to combat terrorism and promote democracy 
throughout the Middle East. After more than a 
decade of war, it should be clear that those ob-
jectives are unlikely to be accomplished with 
military force. Rather than attempting to defeat 
terrorism abroad, the United States should there-
fore focus on improving intelligence and law 
enforcement capabilities to mitigate the threat 
of terrorist attacks at home. And rather than 
attempting to catalyze democratization with 
military force, the United States should pres-

sure authoritarian regimes to introduce gradual 
liberal reforms—so that when those countries 
do eventually democratize, those transitions are 
more likely to endure. In short, the United States 
should adopt a less militaristic strategy.

To support these recommendations, I begin 
by providing an overview of the core elements 
of the light footprint, as well as the motivation 
for the Obama administration’s adoption of the 
approach. I then analyze the extent to which 
the light footprint represents a tactical, rather 
than a strategic, shift. Following discussion of 
the benefits and limitations of the light foot-
print, I conclude by detailing the merits of a 
gradualist, nonmilitary approach.

OBAMA’S LIGHT FOOTPRINT
Upon entering the White House in 2009, 

President Obama appeared intent upon put-
ting an end to America’s entanglement in for-
eign military conflicts. He had campaigned 
vigorously on a pledge to extricate U.S. forces 
from Iraq, promising, “when I am Commander-
in-Chief, I will set a new goal on Day One: I will 
end this war.” Although he portrayed withdraw-
al from Iraq as a necessary precondition for re-
focusing on “the central front of the war against 
al Qaeda in Afghanistan and Pakistan,” Obama 
was clearly committed to ending that conflict 
as well.2 In his view, pulling out of Iraq would 
free up resources that would enable the United 
States to “finish the job in Afghanistan.”3

Moreover, the wars in Afghanistan and Iraq 
have made Obama extremely wary of embark-
ing upon new foreign military adventures. Al-
though he studiously avoided ruling out such 
eventualities, Obama promised to dispense his 
responsibilities as Commander-in-Chief with 
greater pragmatism than his predecessors. To 
his mind, “The lesson of Iraq is that when we 
are making decisions about matters as grave as 
war, we need a policy rooted in reason and facts, 
not ideology and politics.”4 Americans thus had 
good reason to anticipate that nearly a decade 
of war would soon be over.

To a surprising extent, however, Obama has 
struggled to resist the temptation to employ 
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military force abroad. Following the start of 
the Syrian Civil War in 2011, the president did 
refrain from intervening in Syria in support 
of rebel efforts to topple Bashar al Assad. In 
March 2011, however, he authorized U.S. par-
ticipation in a multinational military operation 
in Libya, which ultimately toppled Muammar 
el-Qaddafi. Before U.S. forces had completely 
withdrawn from either Iraq or Afghanistan, the 
United States was thus engaged in another war 
(although the administration preferred the eu-
phemism “kinetic action”). Although U.S. forces 
wrapped up their mission in Libya in relatively 
short order, the administration was at it again 
two years later. On September 10, 2014, Obama 
announced that he had ordered “a systematic 
campaign of airstrikes” as part of a strategy to 
“degrade, and ultimately destroy, [The Islamic 
State].”5 All the while, the Obama administra-
tion has prosecuted an ongoing campaign in 
which unmanned aerial vehicles (drones) have 
been used to strike suspected terrorists in Paki-
stan, Yemen, and Somalia.

As noted above, Obama’s authorization of 
new military operations in Libya and Iraq/Syria 
suggests that war-weariness has not substan-
tially diminished the United States’ willingness 
to use military force. The trials of more than a 
decade of war in Iraq and Afghanistan do, how-
ever, appear to have influenced how Obama 
has employed military force by encouraging 
the adoption of the light footprint—the use of 
standoff strike capabilities and small contin-
gents of special forces, often in support of allied 
ground troops.

The defining characteristic of Obama’s light 
footprint is an extreme aversion to putting 
“boots on the ground.” Although he reluctant-
ly authorized a military surge in Afghanistan in 
2009, the president appears determined not 
to employ conventional ground troops in new 
military operations. He has understandably 
refused to categorically rule out such a possi-
bility in order to preserve flexibility. But the 
president is clearly averse to authorizing any 
major ground combat operations. To some ex-
tent, that aversion is probably founded upon 
the widespread perception that Americans are 

war-weary, and consequently unwilling to sac-
rifice the lives of more American service mem-
bers on foreign crusades.

Casualty-aversion is not, however, the only 
factor that has dissuaded Obama from dis-
patching ground troops abroad. It appears as 
though the bloody aftermath of the U.S. inva-
sion of Iraq fostered a belief that “organic” solu-
tions to foreign conflicts are necessary insofar 
as the presence of American troops naturally 
engenders anti-American resistance. On the 
campaign trail in 2008, for instance, Obama 
warned that actions such as the invasion of 
Iraq perversely “fan the flames of extremism 
and terrorism.”6 Nor was that simply campaign 
rhetoric. That consideration reinforced the 
administration’s determination not to deploy 
ground troops to Libya. During deliberations 
over intervention in Libya, for instance, Obama 
expressed concern that U.S. intervention could 
inflame the conflict. He was particularly wary 
of undermining the nascent Arab Spring by 
legitimizing the argument made by dictators, 
such as Qaddafi, that the protest movements 
sweeping across the region were part of a neo-
imperial Western conspiracy to dominate the 
Middle East and North Africa.7 Even though 
Obama ultimately felt compelled to employ air-
power in support of the Libyan rebels, the pros-
pect of deploying ground troops consequently 
remained anathema. The administration was 
convinced that the Libyan revolution would be 
more likely to succeed if Americans were “not 
around on the ground, where [they] breed re-
sentment.”8

Since Obama is loath to employ ground 
troops, his administration has emphasized the 
importance of building the military capacity 
of U.S. partners. In 2010, Defense Secretary 
Robert Gates asserted that dealing with “frac-
tured or failing states” requires the United 
States to improve its proficiency in “helping 
other countries defend themselves or, if nec-
essary, fight alongside U.S. forces by provid-
ing them with equipment, training, and other 
forms of security assistance.”9 In other words, 
the United States should do more to help oth-
er countries help themselves. 
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The United States’ efforts to build the ca-
pacity of Iraqi security forces have been a key 
element of the campaign against the Islamic 
State. The United States had continued to pro-
vide military support to Iraq following the with-
drawal of U.S. forces at the end of 2012—primar-
ily through foreign military sales and financing. 
Yet the rise of the Islamic State prompted the 
Obama administration to launch a much more 
intensive effort to train, advise, and assist the 
Iraqi military. Since December 2014, when Con-
gress appropriated $1.6 billion for an Iraq Train 
and Equip Fund, the United States and its co-
alition partners have trained more than 20,000 
Iraqi Security Force personnel. Obama has not 
limited U.S. security assistance to state partners, 
however. In 2014, the administration secured 
congressional approval of a program that aimed 
to train and equip 5,400 moderate rebels a year 
to combat the Islamic State in Syria.10 Although 
that program has proved an unmitigated failure, 
it highlights the fact that the administration has 
sought to circumscribe the U.S. role in foreign 
conflicts by delegating ground combat to indig-
enous forces—both state and nonstate. 

Although Obama has encouraged U.S. part-
ners to shoulder the burden of engaging in ma-
jor ground combat, he has demonstrated an en-
during willingness to support those forces with 
American air/naval power. During the first two 
weeks of the campaign to oust Qaddafi, U.S. 
pilots conducted 370 strike missions—roughly 
half the coalition total.11 Although the Obama 
administration made a point of subsequently re-
linquishing leadership of the mission to NATO 
allies, the United States continued to strike Qad-
dafi’s forces with Predator drones until rebel forc-
es succeeded in toppling the regime. In the cam-
paign to degrade and destroy the Islamic State, 
the Obama administration has employed stand-
off strike capabilities on an even greater scale. As 
of April 26, 2016, the United States had executed 
11,876 strikes against Islamic State targets in Iraq 
and Syria—an average of about 19 per day.12

In addition to airpower, Obama has been 
willing to deploy small contingents of Special 
Forces in support of indigenous partners on the 
ground in Iraq and Syria. Toward the end of Oc-

tober 2015, for instance, the White House an-
nounced the deployment of dozens of Special 
Operations Forces to Syria. Although that an-
nouncement created quite a stir in the media, 
it essentially constituted a public acknowledge-
ment of U.S. Special Operations Forces’ long-
standing involvement in the campaign against 
the Islamic State. Not only have those forces 
provided advice and assistance to rebel forces; 
they have also conducted occasional unilateral 
raids against Islamic State targets in both Iraq 
and Syria.13 In essence, the administration has 
thus adopted a division of labor in which the 
United States employs standoff strike capa-
bilities in support of regional proxy forces, but 
remains prepared to employ Special Forces dis-
creetly to eliminate high-value targets.

Such a division of labor is by no means a 
necessary condition for U.S. military action, 
however. Obama has shown that he remains 
prepared to launch standoff strikes indepen-
dently of regional allies. In his first two years 
in office, he authorized a dramatic increase in 
CIA drone strikes against suspected terror-
ists in Pakistan. Only about 50 such attacks 
had been launched during the entire tenure 
of George W. Bush. Obama, in contrast, au-
thorized over 350 drone strikes during his first 
term.14 Although the frequency of such strikes 
in Pakistan has gradually diminished since its 
peak in 2010, the Obama administration has 
begun striking targets farther afield, in places 
such as Yemen and Somalia. Drone strikes 
have thus become a key element of the admin-
istration’s counterterrorism strategy.

THE STRATEGIC DEFICIT
It is crucial to recognize that the light foot-

print is not a strategy. Standoff strike capa-
bilities, Special Operations Forces, and allied 
ground troops are military tools. Strategy in-
volves conceptualizing how such tools can be 
employed to achieve specific objectives. Since 
the tools appropriate for achieving one objec-
tive may be totally inappropriate for achieving 
others, serious thinking about causation is vital. 
The strategist must estimate: if I employ these 
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capabilities, in this way, given these circum-
stances, I will achieve this objective. As military 
theorist Carl von Clausewitz put it, “the aim 
will determine the series of actions intended to 
achieve it.”15 The light footprint should there-
fore be employed as a means to particular ends.

To a surprising degree, the Obama admin-
istration has attempted to achieve the same 
strategic objectives as the George W. Bush ad-
ministration—in particular, the preemption of 
terrorist threats and the promotion of liberal 
democracy in the Middle East—with less ob-
trusive military force. The Obama administra-
tion’s use of the light footprint consequently 
amounts to little more than a tactical shift.

To be fair, military force has never been the 
sole element of U.S. counterterrorism strategy. 
Following the September 11, 2001, terrorist 
attacks President Bush adopted a compre-
hensive strategy in which the United States 
sought to employ financial instruments to cut 
off terrorist financing, law enforcement and 
legal measures to arrest and convict suspected 
terrorists, and public diplomacy/media to un-
dermine terrorist recruiting and propaganda. 
Nevertheless, military force has been central 
to U.S. strategy toward the greater Middle 
East. In launching a global war on terrorism, 
Bush sought to eradicate the threat posed by 
radical Islam largely by conducting preemp-
tive attacks against both known and potential 
terrorists as well as their state sponsors. By 
overthrowing the authoritarian regimes in Af-
ghanistan and Iraq, the Bush administration 
sought to foster the construction of demo-
cratic governments that would help under-
mine the supposed root causes of terrorism. 

In response to ongoing turmoil in the 
greater Middle East, the Obama administra-
tion essentially defaulted to a revised version 
of the Bush strategy. Although Obama has 
conscientiously refrained from speaking of a 
war on terrorism, he has continued to employ 
military force as a core element of U.S. coun-
terterrorism strategy. And although Obama 
deserves credit for long resisting substantial 
pressure to intervene in the Syrian Civil War, 
he was unable to resist the temptation to or-

chestrate regime change in Libya. As detailed 
in the previous section, Obama has distin-
guished himself from his predecessor primar-
ily in the manner in which he has employed 
military force—not whether or not to do so.

Unfortunately, the Obama administration’s 
focus on employing a light footprint has created 
a situation in which the means are driving the 
ends. For instance, in announcing the beginning 
of the U.S. campaign against the Islamic State in 
September 2014, Obama declared that the ad-
ministration’s objective was to “degrade and ul-
timately destroy ISIL.”16 Although that remains 
the stated objective, it is clear that the limita-
tions of the light footprint have since prompted 
the administration to scale back its goals. Since 
indigenous ground forces have proved incapable 
of destroying the Islamic State (even with the 
support of U.S. airstrikes), Obama appears to 
have settled for merely degrading the threat.

A thorough strategic reassessment is con-
sequently in order. It is imperative to evaluate 
how employing the light footprint (or military 
force more generally) is likely to advance vari-
ous U.S. objectives—and just as importantly, 
how it may militate against the accomplish-
ment of those objectives. 

THE FEW BENEFITS OF THE  
LIGHT FOOTPRINT

There are certainly virtues to Obama’s light 
footprint. First and foremost, the approach 
has kept Americans out of harm’s way. During 
the seven-month allied campaign in Libya, the 
United States did not suffer a single fatality. As 
of May 4, 2016, only 16 U.S. service members 
have died in the course of the campaign against 
the Islamic State—and only three of those were 
killed in action.17 By almost any standard, the 
two conflicts have imposed an extremely small 
human cost on the United States.

From the perspective of the Obama admin-
istration, the avoidance of U.S. casualties has 
probably forestalled opposition to the persis-
tent use of U.S. military force abroad. Neither 
the U.S. intervention in Libya nor that against 
the Islamic State has engendered much public 
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opposition. According to polling data com-
piled by the Pew Research Center, a plural-
ity in the range of 45 to 50 percent thought 
it was the right decision “to conduct military 
air strikes in Libya.”18 Throughout most of 
2015, a majority of Americans also approved 
of the U.S. military campaign against Islamic 
militants in Iraq and Syria—even though most 
felt the campaign was not going well.19 In fact, 
Obama has received greater criticism for not 
striking the Islamic State more forcefully than 
for intervening in the first place.

The Obama administration’s selective use 
of airstrikes has also accomplished a number of 
tactical objectives. The allied air campaign in 
Libya forestalled Qaddafi’s forces’ impending 
assault on Benghazi without much difficulty. 
Although there is some debate whether U.S. in-
tervention prevented an impending massacre, 
continuing offensive air strikes were indispens-
able in enabling the Libyan rebels to mount 
an offensive ground campaign that ultimately 
toppled the Qaddafi regime.20 In only 215 days, 
the United States was able to remove a bru-
tal dictator at relatively little cost in blood or 
treasure. At the time, Obama appeared to have 
good reason to extol that “Without putting a 
single U.S. servicemember on the ground, we 
achieved our objectives.”21 

The campaign to degrade and destroy the Is-
lamic State has already dragged on much longer 
than the Libya operation, and it has certainly en-
gendered much more criticism. Yet even though 
the Islamic State has been able to consolidate its 
control in a number of Sunni areas within Iraq 
and Syria, U.S. intervention has helped to thwart 
substantial further territorial expansion. In fact, 
coalition forces have even succeeded in driving 
the Islamic State from most of the Kurdish-
majority regions in northern Iraq and Syria. Al-
though U.S. air strikes in support of indigenous 
ground forces have, to this point, proved insuf-
ficient to ultimately destroy the Islamic State, 
they have succeeded in containing it.

Likewise, the Obama administration’s ongo-
ing drone campaign has probably succeeded in 
disrupting the operations of numerous terror-
ist organizations. The strikes have decimated 

the hierarchy of al Qaeda and its affiliates. Ac-
cording to data compiled by New America, 
drone strikes in Pakistan and Yemen have killed 
somewhere in the range of 2,649 to 4,061 mili-
tants, including more than 100 senior leaders.22 
Moreover, the deterrent threat of additional 
drone attacks has stymied the reconstitution of 
terrorist training camps in areas such as Paki-
stan’s Waziristan region, where government 
control is weak—the types of camps that al Qa-
eda maintained with relative impunity prior to 
the September 11 terrorist attacks.23 

THE LIMITS OF THE  
LIGHT FOOTPRINT

Although the Obama administration’s light 
footprint has yielded some tactical dividends, 
the approach entails inherent limitations. 
Employing standoff strike capabilities, often 
in support of indigenous ground forces, may 
be a viable means of preempting and contain-
ing terrorist threats, and even overthrowing 
repugnant dictators. But if the United States’ 
ultimate goals are to promote the spread of 
liberal democracy and stability in the greater 
Middle East, and in so doing to eradicate the 
root causes of terrorism, those same tools are 
likely to be of little use.

One of the primary problems with the 
light footprint is that the United States’ ob-
jectives and priorities invariably diverge from 
those of potential indigenous allies. In Syria, 
for instance, Obama explained quite clearly 
that U.S. forces would degrade and ultimately 
destroy the Islamic State primarily by execut-
ing airstrikes in support of indigenous ground 
forces, including both Iraqi security forces 
and Syrian rebels.24 Yet the Syrian opposition, 
which Obama characterized as “the best coun-
terweight to extremists like ISIL,” appears to 
be much more interested in toppling Assad 
than in combating the Islamic State. That is 
the primary reason the administration’s pro-
gram to train and equip Syrian fighters proved 
such an abysmal failure.25 Most Syrian rebels 
were simply unwilling to accede to the ad-
ministration’s insistence that recruits pledge 
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to battle only the Islamic State, not Assad. In 
such circumstances, accomplishing U.S. stra-
tegic objectives will be extremely difficult, in-
sofar as success hinges on the contributions of 
allies who are uninterested in playing the role 
that Washington casts them in.

Even when indigenous forces’ goals do co-
incide with those of the United States, they 
are unlikely to be able to develop the capacity 
to establish and preserve post-conflict stabil-
ity. That is evident from the U.S. security assis-
tance programs in Iraq and Afghanistan. From 
2004 to 2014, the United States devoted more 
than $85 billion to training and equipping se-
curity forces in those two countries—a level of 
commitment that is unlikely to be matched in 
the near future.26 In spite of such massive as-
sistance, the Iraqi and Afghan security forces 
have remained incapable of preserving peace 
and stability in the territory under their nomi-
nal control. In 2014, the Iraqi security forces 
collapsed in the face of the Islamic State on-
slaught through Anbar and Nineveh provinc-
es. Although government forces were able to 
recapture Ramadi at the close of 2015, they had 
been unable, as of May 2016, to dislodge Islam-
ic State fighters from strongholds in Mosul and 
Fallujah. Likewise, the Afghan security forces 
have struggled to combat the resurgence of 
the Taliban. That became painfully obvious in 
October 2015, when several hundred Taliban 
fighters overwhelmed a 7,000-man govern-
ment security force and occupied Kunduz, Af-
ghanistan’s sixth largest city, for two weeks—a 
development that prompted Obama to an-
nounce that he will keep a minimum of 5,500 
U.S. troops in Afghanistan through the end of 
his presidency.27 The reality is that even the 
most ambitious training programs will rarely 
enable the security forces at the disposal of 
newly established governments to impose sta-
bility in post-conflict environments character-
ized by bitter ethno-religious cleavages.

Since many states in the Middle East and 
North Africa will likely continue to experi-
ence substantial difficulty exercising sover-
eignty and projecting security throughout the 
territory under their nominal control, it is cer-

tainly tempting for the United States to launch 
airstrikes (especially using drones) to deny ter-
rorists safe haven in those territories. If other 
states are either unwilling or unable to do the 
job, we will. As noted above, the Obama ad-
ministration’s drone campaign appears to have 
succeeded in decimating the al Qaeda hierar-
chy and disrupting the operation of terrorist 
training camps. Unfortunately, terrorist lead-
ers are replaceable. Attempts to decapitate 
terrorist organizations can disrupt operations, 
but they are unlikely to cripple such groups. In 
some cases, eliminating one terrorist leader 
might perversely empower a new leader who is 
more radical, influential, or competent.28

Although airstrikes may be useful for dis-
rupting the operation of terrorist organiza-
tions, they cannot mitigate the root causes of 
terrorism. As numerous critics have suggested, 
the U.S. drone program could actually under-
mine the campaign to eradicate terrorism by 
engendering anti-American resentment.29 It is 
impossible to assess the extent to which drone 
strikes may be creating new terrorists. But 
there is no denying that the United States has a 
serious image problem in many of the countries 
that spawn anti-American terrorists. According 
to the 2014 Pew Global Attitudes Survey, only 
small minorities in countries throughout the 
greater Middle East view the United States fa-
vorably: 10 percent in Egypt, 12 percent in Jor-
dan, 41 percent in Lebanon, 14 percent in Paki-
stan, and 19 percent in Turkey. Moreover, large 
majorities of respondents in those countries 
disapprove of the ongoing U.S. drone campaign: 
87 percent in Egypt, 90 percent in Jordan, 71 
percent in Lebanon, 66 percent in Pakistan, 
and 83 percent in Turkey.30 As some observers 
have noted, opposition to the U.S. drone cam-
paign may not be as widespread as those figures 
suggest, and the ongoing drone campaign is cer-
tainly not the original source of anti-American-
ism throughout the region.31 Nevertheless, the 
United States will probably be unable to repair 
its image throughout the Muslim world as long 
as the drone strikes continue.

Moreover, as troubling as simmering anti-
Americanism throughout the greater Middle 
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East may be, the impact of the drone cam-
paign on Muslims living in the West should 
not be overlooked. Within Muslim commu-
nities that already suffer socioeconomic mar-
ginalization (particularly within Europe), U.S. 
drone strikes play into the narrative that the 
United States and its European allies are at war 
with Islam. In so doing, the drone campaign 
has probably contributed to the radicalization 
of disaffected Muslims living throughout the 
West. So although drone strikes can success-
fully disrupt the operations of terrorist organi-
zations abroad, they may perversely stimulate 
the growth of home-grown terrorists.

THE CASE FOR A GRADUALIST 
(NONMILITARY) STRATEGY

The limitations of the light footprint suggest 
that the United States needs to do more than 
simply alter tactics in pursuit of the same objec-
tives.32 In the wake of the wars in Iraq and Af-
ghanistan, and amidst ongoing strife through-
out the greater Middle East, it is imperative 
to rethink strategy, including both ends and 
means. After 15 years of warfare, it is abundantly 
clear that military force can do little to defeat 
terrorism or catalyze democratization. The 
United States should therefore adopt a gradual-
ist nonmilitary strategy, which conceives of the 
eradication of terrorism and the spread of lib-
eral democracy as very long-term goals. Under 
such a strategy, military force should be used 
much more sparingly to achieve limited objec-
tives in extraordinary circumstances—such as 
the operation to kill Osama bin Laden. 

Many policymakers do seem to recognize 
that defeating terrorism is a long-term chal-
lenge. As Obama has asserted: “the task of 
rejecting sectarianism and extremism is a gen-
erational task.”33 The more important point, 
though, which is often overlooked, is that 
defeating terrorism cannot be accomplished 
militarily—with either a heavy or light foot-
print.34 Since the global war on terrorism is 
an ideological struggle, it can only be won by 
undermining the appeal of radical Islam—in 
essence, by starving terrorist organizations of 

foot soldiers willing to die for the cause. To the 
extent that U.S. military strikes against terror-
ist targets in the greater Middle East seem-
ingly confirm the narrative of radical Islamists, 
as detailed in the previous section, they are 
therefore counterproductive to the ultimate 
eradication of Islamic terrorism.

Since the ideology of Islamic extremism 
cannot be defeated militarily, it is tempting to 
focus instead on eradicating the root causes of 
terrorism. Unfortunately, we still do not pos-
sess a strong understanding of what those root 
causes are. Politicians and pundits have pointed 
to factors such as poverty, poor education, social 
marginalization, and political repression. But 
a growing body of research has failed to gener-
ate any consensus that any of those factors do, 
in fact, drive terrorism.35 That is not to say that 
the United States should not promote economic 
development, political liberalization, or educa-
tional reform throughout the greater Middle 
East—or, for that matter, the socioeconomic 
assimilation of Muslim immigrants living in 
Western countries. Those are worthy endeavors, 
which deserve the United States’ attention. But 
we should temper our expectations that their 
gradual accomplishment will do much to dimin-
ish the threat of terrorism in the near term.

Rather than trying to eradicate terrorism, 
the United States should focus on mitigating 
the threat of terrorist attacks through intelli-
gence and law enforcement. Those are domains 
in which the United States has had a fair amount 
of success. Since September 11, 2001, law enforce-
ment is known to have foiled 53 potential attacks 
against U.S. targets (most of which were embry-
onic, half-baked plots).36 At most, Islamic terror-
ists have only committed nine successful terror-
ist attacks within the United States over the past 
14 years; those attacks resulted in 45 deaths.37 In 
recent years, European countries have suffered 
much more devastating attacks than the United 
States: 191 people died in the 2004 Madrid train 
bombings, 56 died in the 2005 London bombings, 
137 died in the November 2015 Paris attacks, and 
at least 35 died in the March 2016 attacks in Brus-
sels. Unfortunately, those dramatic attacks have 
obscured the fact that U.S. law enforcement and 
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intelligence agencies have been quite effective—
thanks, in part, to the incompetence of most 
would-be terrorists. Because people instinctively 
pay more attention to the few sensational attacks 
that do occur than those that are thwarted or 
never materialize, most Americans overestimate 
the threat posed by Islamic terrorists.38

Despite their successes, law enforcement 
and intelligence agencies certainly have room 
for improvement. Better cooperation amongst 
security services is clearly necessary. A number 
of the perpetrators of successful attacks were 
on different countries’ radars, but evaded ap-
prehension due to poor intelligence sharing 
(both domestically and internationally). Prior 
to the 2013 Boston Marathon bombing, for in-
stance, information supplied by Russia’s Feder-
al Security Service (FSB) prompted the United 
States to place Tamerlan Tzarnaev on its terror-
ism watch list. Yet the FSB failed to respond to 
FBI requests for additional intelligence, and the 
FBI, in turn, failed to share its intelligence with 
local law enforcement in Boston. The result was 
that Tzarnaev avoided greater scrutiny.39 Like-
wise, Abdelhamid Abaaoud, the mastermind 
of the November 2015 Paris attacks, was on a 
Belgian watch list, having been suspected of in-
volvement in four previous plots that had been 
foiled. Because of poor intelligence sharing 
amongst European agencies, however, Abaaoud 
was able to stay a step ahead of law enforcement 
in traveling back and forth between Europe and 
Syria.40 Such intelligence failures can never be 
completely eliminated. Improving domestic 
and international counterterrorism coordina-
tion can, however, further reduce the threat 
of terrorism at little cost. Rather than throw-
ing more money and resources at the problem, 
improved cooperation will enable the United 
States and its allies to get more bang for the 
buck from their existing programs.

Much like defeating terrorism, the institu-
tionalization of liberal democracy throughout 
the globe is a long-term challenge—a challenge 
that has become one of the United States’ 
primary foreign policy objectives in the post–
Cold War era. In 1995, the Clinton administra-
tion’s first National Security Strategy asserted 

that “All of America’s strategic interests—from 
promoting prosperity at home to checking 
global threats abroad before they threaten our 
territory—are served by enlarging the commu-
nity of democratic and free market nations.”41 
Since then, the Bush and Obama administra-
tions have both embraced that same objective. 
In his second inaugural address in 2005, Bush 
affirmed that “it is the policy of the United 
States to seek and support the growth of dem-
ocratic movements and institutions in every 
nation and culture, with the ultimate goal of 
ending tyranny in our world.”42 Six years later, 
following the eruption of the Arab Spring, 
Obama echoed those sentiments, pledging 
that “it will be the policy of the United States 
to promote reform across the region, and to 
support transitions to democracy.”43 

There is nothing inherently wrong with 
highlighting the spread of democracy as a ma-
jor foreign policy objective. That goal is con-
sistent with the norms and values on which the 
American political system is founded. Democ-
ratization would almost surely improve the 
lives of millions of people living under authori-
tarianism around the world by endowing them 
with civil liberties and political rights that 
we in the West often take for granted. In the 
long run, the spread of democracy could also 
potentially produce a more peaceful world. If 
democratic peace theory holds, an increase 
in the number of democratic states should re-
duce the incidence of interstate conflict. Giv-
en those potential benefits, democratization 
is an entirely worthy foreign policy goal.

The problem is that American leaders con-
sistently fail to recognize (or accept) the limits 
on their ability to accomplish that objective—
particularly limits associated with the use of 
military force. They frequently pay lip service 
to such limits, insisting “this is not primarily 
the task of arms,”44 or “we will be wary of ef-
forts to impose democracy through military 
force.”45 Too often, however, U.S. actions defy 
those protestations, as U.S. policy toward Af-
ghanistan, Iraq, and Libya demonstrates. It is 
therefore high time for policymakers to prac-
tice the restraint that they preach. 
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After more than a decade of war, the United 
States should desist from promoting violent 
regime change in highly fractionalized states. 
The simple fact is that foreign-imposed regime 
change rarely catalyzes sustainable democrati-
zation in poor, ethnically diverse societies—in 
other words, the type of country in which the 
United States is most tempted to intervene.46 
In fact, helping to install new leaders in such 
countries is likely to increase the risk of civil 
war, regardless of whether American troops are 
on the ground.47 Rather than merely reducing 
the size of the U.S. footprint, while remaining 
committed to the same goal, the United States 
should stop promoting revolutionary democ-
ratization altogether and instead focus on en-
couraging evolutionary change.

One of the primary reasons that democ-
ratization fails (at least at first) in so many 
countries is that authoritarian regimes typi-
cally suppress the development of civil soci-
ety, which is a foundational element of any 
successful democracy. In Libya, for instance, 
Qaddafi had stifled the development of any 
truly national institutions, including the mili-
tary, which might have posed a threat to his au-
thority. After his downfall, new leaders conse-
quently had to build a functional state almost 
from scratch. Having failed to develop any col-
lective Libyan identity, it is unsurprising that 
rival factions have been unable to work coop-
eratively on that endeavor. In essence, the lack 
of any democratic experience renders the con-
solidation of democracy extremely difficult.

Rather than orchestrating the overthrow of 
authoritarian regimes, the United States should 
focus on encouraging, cajoling, and pressuring 
such regimes to gradually introduce more demo-
cratic norms and institutions—most notably, the 
rule of law, civil liberties, and nongovernmental/
civic organizations. By encouraging the develop-
ment of relatively vibrant civil society, the Unit-
ed States can potentially increase the probability 
that democracy takes hold when authoritarian 
states do attempt to transition to democracy. In 
theory, refocusing on that objective should be 
quite feasible, since the United States already 
does much to promote political liberalization 

throughout the world—for example, discourag-
ing authoritarian rule through the imposition of 
economic and political sanctions, offering trade 
incentives to encourage political liberalization, 
funneling democracy aid through nongovern-
mental organizations, and financing election 
monitoring.48

The recent elections in Burma suggest that 
such gradual pressure can work. For the past 
five decades, a military junta has exercised au-
thoritarian control over every sphere of Bur-
mese society. Following the junta’s suppression 
of popular protests in 1988, the United States 
imposed increasingly harsh economic and po-
litical sanctions in response to recurring viola-
tions of Burmese citizens’ political and human 
rights. For years, those sanctions appeared 
to have little effect. Over the past five years, 
however, the Burmese regime has permitted a 
number of important democratic reforms. In 
2010, Aung San Suu Kyi, the head of Burma’s 
National League for Democracy (NLD), was 
freed from house arrest. Under the leadership 
of Thein Sein, a former general who assumed 
power in 2011, the Burmese regime freed most 
political prisoners, relaxed media censorship, 
and conducted a series of relatively free parlia-
mentary elections. As a result of those reforms, 
the NLD was able to secure a parliamentary 
majority in last November’s parliamentary elec-
tions—in so doing, earning the right to form a 
new government. Burma’s democratic transi-
tion is certainly imperfect and reversible. The 
military will continue to exercise substantial 
control because of provisions in the constitu-
tion it passed through a rigged referendum in 
2008. Moreover, low-level ethnic violence still 
percolates within Burma’s border territories. 
Nevertheless, recent developments suggest 
that sustained pressure (both domestic and in-
ternational) can foster gradual, relatively peace-
ful democratization.49

Burma’s gradual democratization will surely 
not be replicable everywhere. Previous research 
has found that military dictatorships are typically 
more willing than other types of authoritarian 
regimes to relinquish power voluntarily.50 Par-
ticularly in personalist dictatorships, authoritar-
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ian regimes do things like censor the media, ban 
nongovernmental political organizations, and 
imprison political dissidents in order to suppress 
potential threats to their authority. In order to 
build a strong support base, many dictators also 
bestow a range of lucrative political favors upon 
narrow sociopolitical groups. Insofar as they 
view their political survival as dependent upon 
such policies, international pressure is unlikely 
to prompt authoritarian rulers to abolish insti-
tutional corruption or dramatically relax restric-
tions on citizens’ personal liberties. 

Policymakers should therefore accept that 
the United States’ ability to catalyze gradual de-
mocratization is extremely limited, and however 
hard the United States might try to encourage 
gradual democratization, many authoritarian 
regimes will end with a revolutionary bang. In 
those cases, the United States should resist the 
temptation to play kingmaker because the in-
dividuals and groups that Washington might 
like to see empowered will often be incapable of 
brokering durable political settlements in post-
revolutionary societies. Establishing stable, le-
gitimate new governments is something that so-
cieties must accomplish themselves.51 When the 
dust settles, the United States can, and should, 
use all the leverage at its disposal, from eco-
nomic sanctions to democracy aid, to encourage 
new regimes to institutionalize democratic re-
forms—but U.S. policymakers should recognize 
that democratization is an evolutionary process.

CONCLUSION
In retrospect, the Bush administration’s 

interventions in Afghanistan and Iraq were 
clearly flawed, if not completely ill-advised. To 
many Americans, the primary benefit of the 
two quagmires was the development of an Iraq/
Afghanistan syndrome.  They anticipated that 
“war-weariness” or the lessons of Iraq and Af-
ghanistan would induce greater restraint in U.S. 
foreign policy. Yet that expectation is proving to 
be somewhat unjustified. Like his predecessor, 
Obama has continued to employ military force 
to effect regime change and preempt terrorist 
threats, but he has sought to circumscribe the 

risks of military operations by employing a light 
footprint—the use of standoff strike capabili-
ties and small contingents of Special Operations 
Forces in support of indigenous ground forces. 
The conflicts in Iraq and Afghanistan have thus 
influenced U.S. decisionmaking on how to use 
military force to a much greater extent than 
whether to do so. 

Unfortunately, the light footprint merely 
constitutes a tactical shift. The Obama ad-
ministration has attempted to accomplish 
the same objectives—democratization in the 
greater Middle East and the eradication of 
Islamic terrorism—with slightly different mili-
tary tools. Yet airstrikes and Special Forces 
raids are no more likely to accomplish those 
goals than were the large-scale invasions of 
Afghanistan and Iraq. Limited military op-
erations can be useful for disrupting terrorist 
organizations and overthrowing authoritar-
ian regimes. They are of little use, however, in 
promoting the development of stable democ-
racies or the eradication of the root causes of 
terrorism. In fact, the ongoing use of military 
force may perversely spawn the creation of 
new terrorists by confirming the narrative that 
the West is at war with Islam. The turmoil that 
has followed the U.S. interventions in Libya 
and Iraq/Syria thus highlights the need for a 
new strategy, not just different military tactics.

It is high time to abandon the crusade to de-
feat terrorism and foster democratization with 
military force. Rather than encouraging revo-
lutionary democratization, the United States 
should focus on pressuring and enticing dictato-
rial regimes to introduce gradual liberal reforms 
so that when those countries do eventually tran-
sition from authoritarianism democracy is more 
likely to flourish. And because neither democrati-
zation nor military force is likely to eliminate the 
threat of Islamic terrorism, Washington should 
focus on mitigating that threat through intelli-
gence and law enforcement—areas in which the 
United States has been relatively successful. The 
indeterminacy of such a gradualist approach may 
be unappealing to many Americans. But after 
more than a decade of war, it is time to recognize 
the inherent limits of U.S. power.



12

NOTES
1.  John Mueller, “The Iraq Syndrome,” Foreign Af-
fairs 84, no. 6 (2005): 44–54.

2.  Barack Obama, “The World beyond Iraq,” 
speech delivered in Fayetteville, North Carolina, 
on March 19, 2008.

3.  Barack Obama, “My Plan for Iraq,” New York 
Times, July 14, 2008.

4.  Obama, “The World beyond Iraq.”

5.  Barack Obama, “Statement by the President 
on ISIL,” September 10, 2014, https://www.white 
house.gov/the-press-office/2014/09/10/state 
ment-president-isil-1. The Obama administration 
has preferred the acronym ISIL for the Islamic 
State. Other popular abbreviations or terms in-
clude ISIS, or Daesh, from the Arabic.

6.  Barack Obama, “Obama’s Speech, ‘Lessons on 
Iraq’,” Council on Foreign Relations, October 12, 
2007, http://www.cfr.org/iraq/obamas-speech-les-
sons-iraq/p14662.

7.  Michael Hastings, “Inside Obama’s War Room,” 
Rolling Stone, October 27, 2011; Mark Landler and 
Thom Shanker, “U.S. Readies Military Options on 
Libya,” New York Times, February 28, 2011. 

8.  David E. Sanger, Confront and Conceal: Obama’s 
Secret Wars and Surprising Use of American Power 
(New York: Crown, 2012), pp. 346, 355.

9.  Robert M. Gates, “Helping Others Defend 
Themselves: The Future of U.S. Security Assis-
tance,” Foreign Affairs 89, no. 3 (May/June 2010): 2–6.

10.  Christopher M. Blanchard and Amy Belasco, 
“Train and Equip Program for Syria: Authorization, 
Funding, and Issues for Congress,” CRS Report 
R43727, June 9, 2015.

11.  Deborah C. Kidwell, “The U.S. Experience: 
Operational,” in Precision and Purpose: Airpower 
in the Libyan Civil War, ed. Karl P. Mueller (Santa 
Monica: RAND Corporation, 2015), p. 135.

12.  “Operation Inherent Resolve: Targeted Op-
erations against ISIL Terrorists,” U.S. Depart-
ment of Defense, http://www.defense.gov/News/
Special-Reports/0814_Inherent-Resolve.

13.  “Department of Defense Background Brief-
ing on Enhancing Counter-ISIL Operations,” 
October 30, 2015, http://www.defense.gov/News/
News-Transcripts/Transcript-View/Article/626814/
department-of-defense-background-briefing-on-
enhancing-counter-isil-operations.

14.  Detailed data on U.S. drone strikes can be 
accessed at the Bureau of Investigative Journal-
ism, “Get the Data: Drone Wars,” https://www.
thebureauinvestigates.com/category/projects/
drones/drones-graphs/.

15.  Carl von Clausewitz, On War, trans. and ed. 
Michael Howard and Peter Paret (Princeton: 
Princeton University Press, 1976), p. 177.

16.  Barack Obama, “Address to the Nation on 
United States Strategy to Combat the Islamic State 
of Iraq and the Levant Terrorist Organization 
(ISIL),” September 10, 2014.

17.  The Department of Defense reports casualty 
figures at http://www.defense.gov/casualty.pdf.

18.  The Pew Research Center for the People and 
the Press, “Libya: Steady Views, Declining Inter-
est,” September 8, 2011, http://www.people-press.
org/files/legacy-pdf/09-08-11%20Libya%20Re 
lease.pdf.

19.  The Pew Research Center for the People and 
the Press, “A Year Later, U.S. Campaign against ISIS 
Garners Support, Raises Concerns,” July 22, 2015, 
http://www.people-press.org/files/2015/07/07-22-
2015-ISIS-release.pdf.

20.  For the argument that Qaddafi would not 
have committed a massacre if the U.S. had not in-
tervened, see Alan J. Kuperman, “Obama’s Libya 
Debacle: How a Well-Meaning Intervention 
Ended in Failure,” Foreign Affairs 94, no. 2 (March/
April 2015): 66–77.



13

21.  Barack Obama, “Remarks on the Death of For-
mer Leader Muammar Abu Minyar al-Qadhafi of 
Libya,” October 20, 2011.

22.  International Security Data Site, The Inter-
national Security Program, New America, http://
securitydata.newamerica.net/.

23.  Daniel Byman, “Why Drones Work: The Case 
for Washington’s Weapon of Choice,” Foreign Af-
fairs 92, no. 4 (July/August 2013): 32–43.

24.  Barack Obama, “Address to the Nation on the 
United States Strategy to Combat the Islamic Star 
of Iraq and the Levant Terrorist Organization 
(ISIL),” September 10, 2014.

25.  In testimony to the Senate Armed Services 
Committee on July 7, 2015, Secretary of Defense 
Ashton Carter indicated that the $500 million pro-
gram had only successfully vetted 60 Syrian fighters 
for training. U.S. Congress, Senate, Committee on 
Armed Services, “Counter ISIL (Islamic State of 
Iraq and the Levant) Strategy: Hearing before the 
Armed Services Committee,” 114th Cong., 1st sess., 
July 17, 2015, http://www.armed-services.senate.gov/
imo/media/doc/15-81%20-%2010-27-15.pdf.

26.  Amy Belasco, “The Cost of Iraq, Afghanistan, 
and other Global War on Terror Operations since 
9/11,” Congressional Research Service Report 
RL33110, December 8, 2014.

27.  Rod Norland, “Taliban End Takeover of City af-
ter 15 Days,” New York Times, October 14, 2015, A6.

28.  For different perspectives on the efficacy of 
decapitation as a counterterrorism strategy, see 
Jenna Jordan, “When Heads Roll: Assessing the 
Effectiveness of Leadership Decapitation,” Se-
curity Studies 18, no. 4 (2009): 719–55; Bryan C. 
Price, “Targeting Top Terrorists: How Leadership 
Decapitation Contributes to Counterterrorism,” 
International Security 36, no. 4 (Spring 2012): 9–46; 
Stephanie Carvin, “The Trouble with Targeted 
Killing,” Security Studies 21, no. 3 (2012): 529–55; 
and Jenna Jordan, “Attacking the Leader, Miss-
ing the Mark: Why Terrorist Groups Survive De-

capitation Strikes,” International Security 38, no. 4 
(Spring 2014): 7–38.

29.  David Kilcullen and Andrew McDonald 
Exum, “Death from Above, Outrage down Be-
low,” New York Times, May 17, 2009, A13; Audrey 
Kurth Cronin, “Why Drones Fail: When Tactics 
Drive Strategy,” Foreign Affairs 92, no. 4 (May/
June 2013): 44–54; Micah Zenko, “Reforming U.S. 
Drone Strike Policies,” Council on Foreign Re-
lations Special Report no. 65 (January 2013); and 
Paul R. Pillar and Christopher A. Preble, “Don’t 
You Know There’s a War On? Assessing the Mili-
tary’s Role in Counterterrorism,” in Terrorizing 
Ourselves: Why U.S. Counterterrorism Policy Is Fail-
ing and How to Fix It, eds. Benjamin H. Friedman, 
Jim Harper, and Christopher A. Preble (Washing-
ton: Cato Institute, 2010), pp. 72–73.

30.  Pew Research Center, “Global Opposition to 
U.S. Surveillance and Drones, but Limited Harm 
to America’s Image,” July 2014, http://www.pew 
global.org/files/2014/07/2014-07-14-Balance-of-
Power.pdf.

31.  C. Christine Fair, Karl Kaltenthaler, and Wil-
liam J. Miller, “Pakistani Opposition to American 
Drone Strikes,” Political Science Quarterly 129, no. 1 
(2014): 3, 18.

32.  On this point, see Benjamin H. Friedman, 
Harvey M. Sapolsky, and Christopher Preble, 
“Learning the Right Lessons from Iraq,” Cato In-
stitute Policy Analysis no. 610, February 13, 2008.

33.  Barack Obama, “Address to the United Na-
tions General Assembly,” September 24, 2014.

34.  Seth G. Jones and Martin C. Libicki, How Ter-
rorist Groups End: Lessons for Countering al Qa’ida 
(Santa Monica: RAND Corporation, 2008).

35.   A brief review of research on the root causes of 
terrorism can be found in Mia Bloom, “Are There 
Root Causes for Terrorist Support? Revisiting the 
Debate on Poverty, Education, and Terrorism,” in 
Terrorizing Ourselves: Why U.S. Counterterrorism 
Policy Is Failing and How to Fix It,  pp. 45–59.



14

36.  See Appendix A in John Mueller and Mark G. 
Stewart, Chasing Ghosts: The Policing of Terrorism 
(New York: Oxford University Press, 2016), pp. 
267–73.

37.   These figures are drawn from the New Amer-
ica Foundation’s International Security Data Site 
at http://securitydata.newamerica.net/extremists/ 
deadly-attacks.html.

38.  This tendency to overestimate the threat of 
terrorism is an example of what Daniel Kahne-
man and Amos Tversky called the “availability 
heuristic.” See Amos Tversky and Daniel Kahn-
eman, “Availability: A Heuristic for Judging Fre-
quency and Probability,” Cognitive Psychology 5, no. 
2 (1973): 207–32; and Cass R. Sunstein, “Terrorism 
and Probability Neglect,” Journal of Risk and Un-
certainty 26, nos. 2–3 (2003): 121–36.

39.  Inspectors General of the Intelligence Com-
munity, Central Intelligence Agency, Department 
of Justice, and Department of Homeland Security, 
“Unclassified Summary of Information Handling 
and Sharing Prior to the April 15, 2013, Boston 
Marathon Bombings,” April 10, 2014, at https://
oig.justice.gov/reports/2014/s1404.pdf.

40.  Rukmini Callimachi, Katrin Bennhold, and 
Laure Fourquet, “How the Paris Attackers Honed 
Their Assault through Trial and Error,” New York 
Times, November 30, 2015.

41.  A National Security Strategy of Engagement and 
Enlargement (Washington: The White House, 
1995), p. 22.

42.  George W. Bush, “Inaugural Address,” Janu-
ary 20, 2005, http://www.presidency.ucsb.edu/ws/

index.php?pid=58745.

43.  Barack Obama, “Remarks at the Department 
of State,” May 19, 2011, http://www.presidency.
ucsb.edu/ws/index.php?pid=90397.

44.  George W. Bush, “Inaugural Address.”

45.  Barack Obama, “Remarks to the U.N. Gen-
eral Assembly,” September 24, 2013, http://www.
presidency.ucsb.edu/ws/index.php?pid=104276.

46.  Alexander B. Downes and Jonathan Monten, 
“Forced to Be Free? Why Foreign-Imposed Regime 
Change Rarely Leads to Democratization,” Interna-
tional Security 37, no. 4 (Spring 2013): 90–131.

47.  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 (2011): 453–75.

48.  A thorough analysis of the concept of democ-
racy promotion can be found in Jeff Bridoux and 
Milja Kurki, Democracy Promotion: A Critical Intro-
duction (New York: Routledge, 2014).

49.  For more detail on Burma’s political transi-
tion, see Priscilla Clapp, “Myanmar: Anatomy of 
a Political Transition,” United States Institute of 
Peace Special Report no. 369 (April 2015).

50.  Barbara Geddes, “What Do We Know about 
Democratization after Twenty Years?” Annual 
Review of Political Science 2, no. 1 (1999): 115–44.

51.  For a provocative argument along these lines, 
see Edward N. Luttwak, “Give War a Chance,” 
Foreign Affairs 78, no. 4 (July/August 1999): 36–44.



RELATED PUBLICATIONS FROM THE CATO INSTITUTE 

Japan’s Security Evolution by Jennifer Lind, Cato Institute Policy Analysis no. 788  
(February 25, 2016)

Technologies Converge and Power Diffuses: The Evolution of Small, Smart, and Cheap 
Weapons by T.X. Hammes, Cato Institute Policy Analysis no. 786 (January 27, 2016)

Friends Like These: Why Petrostates Make Bad Allies by Emma Ashford, Cato Institute  
Policy Analysis no. 770 (March 31, 2015)

The Illusion of Chaos: Why Ungoverned Spaces Aren’t Ungoverned, and Why That Matters 
by Jennifer Keister, Cato Institute Policy Analysis no. 766 (December 9, 2014)

Responsible Counterterrorism Policy by John Mueller and Mark G. Stewart, Cato Institute 
Policy Analysis no.755 (September 10, 2014)

Arms and Influence in Syria: The Pitfalls of Greater U.S. Involvement by Erica D. Borghard, 
Cato Institute Policy Analysis no. 734 (August 7, 2013)

Learning the Right Lessons from Iraq by Benjamin H. Friedman, Harvey M. Sapolsky, and 
Christopher Preble, Cato Institute Policy Analysis no. 610 (February 10, 2008)

RECENT STUDIES IN THE  
CATO INSTITUTE POLICY ANALYSIS SERIES

791.  Hate Speech Laws: Ratifying the Assassin’s Veto by Robert Corn-Revere (May 24, 
2016)

790.  A Walk Through the JOBS Act of 2012: Deregulation in the Wake of Financial Crisis 
by Thaya Brook Knight (May 3, 2016)

789. Menu Mandates and Obesity: A Futile Effort by Aaron Yelowitz (April 13, 2016)

787.  Reign of Terroir: How to Resist Europe’s Efforts to Control Common Food Names 
as Geographical Indications by K. William Watson (February 16, 2016)

785.  Taking Credit for Education: How to Fund Education Savings Accounts through Tax 
Credits by Jason Bedrick, Jonathan Butcher, and Clint Bolick (January 20, 2016)

784. The Costs and Consequences of Gun Control by David B. Kopel (December 1, 2015)

783. Requiem for QE by Daniel L. Thornton (November 17, 2015)



Published by the Cato Institute, Policy Analysis is a regular series evaluating government policies and offering proposals for reform.  
Nothing in Policy Analysis should be construed as necessarily reflecting the views of the Cato Institute or as an attempt to aid or hinder 
the passage of any bill before Congress. Contact the Cato Institute for reprint permission. All policy studies can be viewed online at 
www.cato.org. Additional printed copies of Cato Institute Policy Analysis are $6.00 each ($3.00 each for five or more). To order, please 
email catostore@cato.org.

782.  Watching the Watchmen: Best Practices for Police Body Cameras by Matthew 
Feeney (October 27, 2015)

781.  In Defense of Derivatives: From Beer to the Financial Crisis by Bruce Tuckman 
(September 29, 2015)

780. Patent Rights and Imported Goods by Daniel R. Pearson (September 15, 2015)

779.  The Work versus Welfare Trade-off: Europe by Michael Tanner and Charles Hughes 
(August 24, 2015)

778.  Islam and the Spread of Individual Freedoms: The Case of Morocco by Ahmed 
Benchemsi (August 20, 2015)

777. Why the Federal Government Fails by Chris Edwards (July 27, 2015)

776.  Capitalism’s Assault on the Indian Caste System: How Economic Liberalization 
Spawned Low-caste Dalit Millionaires by Swaminathan S. Anklesaria Aiyar (July 21, 
2015)

775.  Checking E-Verify: The Costs and Consequences of a National Worker Screening 
Mandate by Alex Nowrasteh and Jim Harper (July 7, 2015)

774.  Designer Drugs: A New, Futile Front in the War on Illegal Drugs by Ted Galen 
Carpenter (May 27, 2015) 

773.  The Pros and Cons of a Guaranteed National Income by Michael Tanner (May 12, 
2015)

772.  Rails and Reauthorization: The Inequity of Federal Transit Funding by Randal 
O’Toole and Michelangelo Landgrave (April 21, 2015)

771.  Beyond Regulation: A Cooperative Approach to High-Frequency Trading and 
Financial Market Monitoring by Holly A. Bell (April 8, 2015)

769.  Expanding Trade in Medical Care through Telemedicine by Simon Lester (March 
24, 2015)

768. Toward Free Trade in Sugar by Daniel R. Pearson (February 11, 2015)

767.  Is Ridesharing Safe? by Matthew Feeney (January 27, 2015)


