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Introduction 

“I should have to urge everyone to acquire and study works such as this one, since there is no 

more ready corrective for mankind than the understanding of the past.”1 Polybius, in writing his 

Histories, set out to assess the Roman military achievement of the second century BCE so as to 

provide a guide for future leaders. In this essay we will look at the writings of classical military 

strategists to see if they can inform our understanding of current military situation in Iraq. We will 

first look at the various stages of the war in Iraq: the rational for war and the intelligence that 

supported it, the air, land and sea operations of the initial invasion, the insurgency that followed as 

well as a brief look at the controversial use of private contractors in Iraq. Then we will evaluate the 

coalition performance based on the writings of the classic military strategists for each stage of the 

conflict and then summarize with an evaluation of the overall performance during the conflict. 

 

Intelligence and Deception 

“Eleven years ago, as a condition for ending the Persian Gulf War, the Iraqi regime was required 

to destroy its weapons of mass destruction, to cease all development of such weapons, and to stop all 

support for terrorist groups. The Iraqi regime has violated all of those obligations. It possesses and 

produces chemical and biological weapons. It is seeking nuclear weapons. It has given shelter and 

support to terrorism, and practices terror against its own people.”2 This was the rational for going to 

war in Iraq presented by President George Bush in a speech on October 7, 2002, less than six month 

prior to the opening of the war. His reasons are clear and they were stated on many occasions: Iraq 

has not destroyed their existing chemical and biological weapons, they have continued development 

of additional chemical and biological weapons, they are working toward the development of nuclear 

weapons, and they are actively supporting international terrorism. The weapons inspectors in Iraq did 

not support these claims. Chief UN weapons inspector Hans Blix’ report to the Security Council in 

March 2003 that the inspectors had found “No evidence of proscribed activities have so far been 

found… No underground facilities for chemical or biological production or storage were found so 
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far.” 3 The Iraq Study Group, an international team of 1,400 civilian and military experts organized by 

the Pentagon and Central Intelligence Agency to specifically locate infrastructure and stockpiles of 

chemical, biological and nuclear weapons, stated in their final report in September of 2004 that “ISG 

has not found evidence that Saddam Husayn possessed WMD stocks in 2003.”4 

Some have explained this discrepancy as a failure in the gathering and processing of intelligence. 

The Kerr Report on Intelligence and Analysis on Iraq suggested that “the analysis relied heavily on 

old information acquired before late 1998 and was strongly influenced by untested, long-held 

assumptions… As a result the analysis… arrived at conclusions that were seriously flawed, 

misleading, and even wrong.”5 

Other evidences seem to implicate the Bush administration of an intentional deception. Matthew 

Rycroft’s July 2002 memo documenting a meeting of UK defense and intelligence personnel and 

discusses then classified U.S. policy on Iraq. “Bush wanted to remove Saddam, through military 

action, justified by the conjunction of terrorism and WMD. But the intelligence and facts were being 

fixed around the policy… It seemed clear that Bush had made up his mind to take military action, 

even if the timing was not yet decided. But the case was thin. Saddam was not threatening his 

neighbors, and his WMD capability was less than that of Libya, North Korea or Iran.”6  

For Sun Tzu these conflicting claims are clearly not a problem at all. He points out in his Art of 

War that “All warfare is based on deception.”7 Machiavelli also believes that lies and deception are an 

acceptable behavior for a prince but qualifies his approval. “How praiseworthy it is that a prince 

keeps his word and governs by candor instead of by craft, every knows. Yet the experience of our 

own time shows that those princes who had little regard for their word and had the craftiness to turn 

men’s minds have accomplished great things and have overcome those who governed their actions by 

their pledges.”8 A prince who uses deception to accomplish great things, especially to bring and 

preserve order and stability to a state will not only be forgiven, but praised. “In all men’s acts, and in 

those of princes most especially, it is the result that renders the verdict when there is no court of 

appeal. Let the prince then conquer a state, then, and preserve it; the method employed will always be 

judged honorable, and everyone will praise them.”9  
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Clausewitz certainly recognized the problems of uncertainty and ambiguity in human conflict. It 

is not always possible to have complete and accurate intelligence about every situation. “War is the 

realm of uncertainty; three quarters of the factors on which action in war is based are wrapped in a 

fog of greater or lesser uncertainty. A sensitive and discriminating judgement is called for; a skilled 

intelligence to scent out the truth.”10 It is dependent upon the skill and talent of an excellent leader to 

make judgements based upon limited or even incorrect information. Often those judgements will be 

wrong and a good leader will have the ability to make corrections and adjust to the situation. At this 

point it is uncertain and open to debate whether our military and civilian leadership has made 

appropriate adjustments to policy built on flawed or deceptive information. 

 

The Invasion: Air and Sea 

The allied coalition began the war with command of the sea allowing unhindered deployment and 

supply from ships in the Persian Gulf and Red Sea. They also began the war with a dominant air 

superiority that closely resembled what Douhet would call “command of the air.” These two 

conditions were the result of what was essentially “a twelve year air campaign against Iraq’s air 

defense system” starting with the 1991 Gulf War.11 Using a combination of Special Forces, working 

inside Iraq before the war began, aerial bombing and missiles launched from ships in the Persian 

Gulf, the coalition quickly establish a largely unlimited command of the air. In addition unmanned 

aerial vehicles and satellite reconnaissance provided an unprecedented degree of intelligence on the 

situation inside Iraq. The previous Gulf War began with an extended aerial campaign. In the Iraq War 

of 2003 air units work in conjunction with rapidly advancing land units in combined operations to 

create a much shorter “shock and awe” campaign. 

Mahan would point out the importance of having established a strong navy that established and 

maintained command of the sea. Without the dominating naval presence providing transportation, 

supply and bases of operations the invasion of Iraq would have been nearly impossible. However, 

command of the sea merely allowed the operation to begin and in no way was it sufficient to 

achieving the larger goals of the war. Corbett would point out the great variety of ways naval 

operations could supplement and assist the greater purpose of the war effort. He would also point out 

the importance of adjusting the tasks of the navy to best react to the political goals. Douhet’s notion 

of command of the air has in many ways become a cornerstone of American military policy and the 

Iraq war is no exception. While command of the air allows great freedom of activity and ability to 

gather intelligence the current usage is very different than that envisioned by Douhet. The basic 

rationalization for the war was ostensibly to limit the kinds of weapons that Douhet most highly 

advocated. Douhet advocated destructive bombing of civilian targets to create terror that would cause 
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collapse of the will to continue the fight. With precision-guided weapons the coalition’s goal was able 

to actually limit damage to civil infrastructure, at the same time achieving the loss of morale and will 

in the fighting units. While there was little need to utilize many of the measures of National Defense 

outlined in his book Winged Defense, Mitchell would point to the great variety of uses the air force 

played in strategic bombing, surveillance and intelligence gathering as well as the critical combined 

operations during the Iraq war. 

 

The Invasion: Land Operations 

Unlike the Gulf War of 1991, which opened with a sustained air campaign, the 2003 invasion of 

Iraq called for a simultaneous attack from air, land and sea. The intention was to strike and overload 

Iraqi political and military organizations with limited damage to the Iraqi population and civilian 

infrastructure. The goal of the ground forces was not to seize and hold territory but to simply control 

it and arrive in Baghdad as quickly as possible.12 The Iraqi Army put up little resistance and sought 

out coalition forces to surrender or disappeared into the civilian population. Baghdad fell on the April 

9 but was soon followed by massive looting of government and commercial buildings by civilians. 

Three LAV battalions formed Task Force Tripoli that continued north toward Tikrit, which fell within 

a week ending the invasion phase of the war in less than a month.13  

The coalition invasion of Iraq was a perfect example of Clausewitz strategy of massed force, 

concentration and striking at the most decisive point. All land, sea and air units works simultaneously 

to concentrate all activity against the government in Baghdad.  Combining sea launched missiles and 

air attacks on command and control centers with the rapid progress of significant ground force 

overwhelmed the Iraqi army and its leadership in just over two weeks.  

The rather direct and overwhelming coalition attack at first appears to be opposed to Jomini’s 

refined strategies of maneuver. There were no envelopment, manoeuvre sur les derrières or the 

movement of massed troops against fractions of the enemy along internal lines. However Jomini’s 

concepts of free and rapid movement and striking at the most decisive point would apply and even 

Jomini’s hero Napoleon would use a direct attack when he greatly outnumbered his enemy so as to 

achieve the most rapid conclusion. 

The main principle of Liddell Hart’s indirect approach seems to better fit the 1991 Gulf War than 

the 2003 invasion. However, Liddell Hart does recommend that in order to defeat an enemy you must 

first disrupt his equilibrium. Disrupting equilibrium is not the main attack but usually precedes it and 

allows the main attack to succeed. The twelve year air campaign and sanctions to reduce the Iraq 

military capability could be viewed as the indirect attack, created the disruption that allowed the 

direct “shock and awe” attack to succeed.  
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The Insurgency 

On May 1, 2003 President Bush announced the end of major combat operations in Iraq. Almost 

immediately there was in increase in attacks by guerilla groups on coalition troops located with the 

Sunni Triangle, the area of Baghdad, Tikrit and Fallujah. Initially these groups came from remnants 

of the Iraqi army and former members of the Ba’ath party but soon were supported by an influx of 

insurgents from outside of Iraq. In the early part of 2004 there was a lull in insurgent activity but by 

March dissatisfaction with the occupation led to the spring uprising which now included Shiite 

insurgents as well.14 In April it was revealed that prisoners held at the Abu Ghraib facility in 

Guantanamo Bay had been abused, tortured and some possibly even murdered. Reports were 

supported by graphic photographs of American military personnel in the act of torturing Iraqi 

prisoners, casting further doubts on the motives of the American occupying forces and further fueling 

the support for the insurgency.15 By June the cities of Fallujah, Ramadi and Samarra were in the 

hands of the insurgents. As the U.S. November elections approached there was a build up around the 

city of Fallujah. The battle of Fallujah lead to house-to-house fighting against a multinational 

insurgency including fighter from Syria, Saudi Arabia, Iran, Chechnya, the Philippines and even 

Italy.16  

As mentioned in the Downing Street memo of 2002, “There was little discussion in Washington 

of the aftermath after military action.”17 In perhaps no other aspect of the war was the lack of 

planning and preparedness more obvious than the events the followed the end of major combat 

operations. Sun Tzu would be quick to point out The Six Ways of Courting Defeat which must be 

carefully noted by all generals. “A power of estimating the adversary, of controlling the forces of 

victory, and of shrewdly calculating the difficulties, dangers and distances, constitutes the test of a 

great general.”18  

Machiavelli had no problem with cruelty and viewed it as one of the essential tools for a 

successful prince. “Desare Borgia was considered cruel; yet his cruelty restored Romagna, uniting it 

in peace and loyalty. If this result is considered good, then he must be judged much kinder than the 

Florentines who, to avoid being called cruel, allowed Pistoia to be destroyed.”19 Machiavelli does not 

agree with cruelty for its own sake. He makes it clear that cruelty is justified only as a means to 

achieve order and stability. “Disorders harm the entire citizenry, while the executions ordered by a 
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prince harm only a few individuals.”20 In the case of Abu Ghraib, the use of cruelty violates all of 

Machiavelli’s principles. It was not limited in its application. It did not appear to be used as a means 

to achieve order and stability—at least not in any meaningful way—and it certainly did not unite Iraq, 

or even the US, in peace and loyalty. 

The insurgency clearly showed the difficulties and dangers that were the result of insufficient 

planning and understanding of the people and territory before the war. Jomini, based on the 

experience of Napoleon’s army on the peninsular campaign in Spain and Portugal, warns any general 

to “avoid any acts which might alarm the nation for its independence or integrity of its territory.”21 

The guerilla activities of the Spanish resistance were remarkably similar to those of the Iraqi 

insurgents and their improvised explosive devices. “The invader has only an army; his adversaries an 

army, a people in arms making the means of resistance out of everything.”22  

Clausewitz understood the complex nature of war and always advised a general to be prepared 

for the unpredictable. War is not just a military exercise, but includes two additional pillars in his 

trinity: the government and the people. The faulty or manipulated intelligence and the belief in a short 

and quick campaign left the coalition unprepared to deal with the people in the absence of a stable 

government in the aftermath of their supposed victory. “If we consider the actual basis of this 

information, how unreliable and transient it is, we soon realize that war is a flimsy structure that can 

easily collapse and bury us in its ruins.”23  Moltke, following the lead of Clausewitz, realizes that 

“Strategy is a system of expedients; it is more than a mere scholarly discipline. It is the translation of 

knowledge to practical life”24 and that the value of strategy “lies entirely in concrete application.”25 

Moltke had to face a very similar at the end of the Franco-Prussian War. “The history of the Paris 

Commune teaches us what it means when the government allows the reigns of power to slip from its 

hands, and when power is transferred to the masses. There was opportunity offered for democracy… 

but nothing was created; a great deal was destroyed.”26 To transfer power from an established 

authority to a people that are unprepared to govern leads not to democracy, but to chaos. 

 

Private Contractors 

Another controversial aspect of the US policies in Iraq has been the use of private contractors in 

armed security and even combat roles. Machiavelli clearly opposes hiring out such critical roles 

whether it serves a republic or a principality. “Mercenary and auxiliary forces are useless and 
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dangerous; and any ruler who keeps his state dependent upon mercenaries will never have real peace 

or security, for they are disorganized, undisciplined, ambitious, and faithless. Brave before their 

allies, they are cowards before the enemy. They show no fear of God, no faith toward men. A Prince 

who employs them will stave off ruin only so long as he can stave off action. In peace he will be 

despoiled by them; in war he will be despoiled by his enemies.”27 His comments serve as a warning to 

us today and detail exactly the kinds of problems faced with the use of contractors in Iraq.  

Issues of accountability, transparency and oversight have been pervasive from the start. 

Disagreements over their status under US, Iraqi and International law—are they civilian police, 

lawful or unlawful combatants, mercenaries or plain criminals—create conflicts and confusion in 

already dangerous and volatile situations. Some firms have been accused of hiring people who have 

previously committed human rights violations and war crimes.28 Private contractors from Titan and 

CAGI, providing interrogation services, were implicated in the torture of prisoners at Abu Ghraib.29 

There are even allegations that some Blackwater subcontractors have engaged in practices that 

resembled human trafficking.30  

Perhaps most serious of all is the lack of coordination and control over independent contractors 

and that they often fall outside of the chain of command. “Commanders do not exercise “command 

and control” over private contractors, nor do they have the authority to amend contracts in the midst 

of an operation.”31 Col. Thomas Hammes, the US military official in charge of rebuilding the Iraqi 

military describes the impact of Blackwater his efforts to stabilize the situation in Iraq. “I would ride 

around with Iraqis in beat up Iraqi trucks, they [the Blackwater security contractors] were running me 

off the road. We were threatened and intimidated… they were making enemies on every single pass 

out of town… and at the same time hurting our counterinsurgency effort”32 They worked independent 

of most US command and control procedures and were not held accountable to Iraqi or US civilian or 

military laws, standards or discipline. 

Mao Tse-tung reinforces these points in his chapter on The Army and the People Are the 

Foundation of Victory. “Soldiers are the foundation of an army; unless they are imbued with a 

progressive political spirit, and unless such a spirit is fostered through progressive political work it 

will be impossible to achieve genuine unity between soldiers and men, impossible to arouse their 

enthusiasm.”33  
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Conclusion 

Some theorists would argue, perhaps correctly, that we should not have gone to war in the first 

place. Sun Tzu tells us that “to fight and conquer in all your battles is not supreme excellence; 

supreme excellence consists in breaking the enemy’s resistance without fighting.”34 Many at the time 

believed the sanctions and inspections were working to accomplish the goals of disarmament without 

destroying stability in the region. In retrospect this was almost certainly the case. This was probably 

our first failure. 

The initial invasion was by all standards a quick military success. But every situation is unique 

and must be looked at for the elements that make it so. The promised stability and jubilation did not 

follow our quick military victory. Corbett points out that “to assume that one method of conducting 

war will suit all kinds of war is to fall a victim to abstract theory.”35  We assumed that a military 

victory was all that was need and we entered that conflict with little post-war planning. Corbett 

continues, “the first desideratum of a war plan is that the means adopted must conflict as little as 

possible with the political conditions from which the war springs.”36 Mao is even more specific. “As 

for the factor of place, since each country or nation, especially a large country or nation, has it’s own 

characteristics, the laws of war for each country or nation also have their own characteristics, and 

here, too, those applying to one cannot be mechanically transferred to the other.”37 It is clear at this 

point that we failed to understand the characteristics of the nation we occupied.  

At the beginning of the conflict our “failures of collection, uncritical analytical assumptions and 

inadequate management reviews were the result of years of well-intentioned attempts to do the best 

job with the resources provided. Decisions were made and the potential risks weighed, but the 

outcome on important issues proved unacceptably bad.”38 These failures have produced predictably 

bad results: an ongoing insurgency, political chaos that at times borders on civil war, continuing and 

even increased troop presence in Iraq with still more casualties, an ever expanding drain on the 

treasury and increasing hatred and mistrust throughout the world and especially the Middle East 

leading to increased incidents of terrorism. 

The Revolutionary movement in China during the Civil war, like our war in Iraq, made grave 

mistakes and experienced significant set backs. To maintain a misguided strategy—in current parlance 

to “stay the course”—is to continue making the same mistakes. Mao described this dangerous narrow 

focus of thought and action. “There are some people who, contented with a single skill or a peep-hole 

view, never make any progress, they may play some role in the revolution at a given place and time, 

but not play a significant role. All the laws for directing war develop as history develops and as war 
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develops; nothing is changeless.”39 Mao was able to understand his circumstance, revise his strategy 

and adopt policies that took advantage of situation that presented itself. Mao was able to master a 

desperate situation and turn it around to victory. He offers us perhaps the most important and succinct 

lesson of any of the great strategists, and one that we continue to ignore at our peril. “The important 

thing is to be good at learning.”40   
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