Full Spectrum Dominance:
Irregular Warfare and the War on
Terror

By Maria Ryan
Redwood City, CA: Stanford University

Press, 2020

328 pp. $60.00

Hardcover ISBN: 9781503609990
Ebook ISBN: 9781503610668

Reviewed By Dr. Bryce Loidolt

ne might assume that a history of

America’s 21* century turn to irregular

warfare would have little to offer pol-
icymakers grappling with the challenge of great
power competition. In Full Spectrum Dominance:
Irregular Warfare and the War on Terror however,
Maria Ryan offers a meticulous account not of how
the United States might organize itself for futuristic
high-tech warfare or geopolitical competition, but,
rather, how it came to elevate a form of warfare that
many U.S. defense planners and practitioners would
prefer to view through the rear-view mirror. And
yet, the lessons implied by Ryan’s impressive piece of
scholarship should serve as a cautionary tale not just
for practitioners seeking to ensure irregular warfare
remains a “core competency” of the U.S. military,
but also for those managing the tradeoffs and dilem-
mas of the contemporary strategic environment.!

Processes of change and adaptation are often

complex. Bureaucracies can be rigid and stuck in
their ways, as a range of human and organizational
factors produce or obstruct innovative behavior.?
An Assistant Professor of American History at the
University of Nottingham, Ryan’s explanation for

America’s warm embrace of irregular warfare offers
an analytically rich account. It is a series of “com-
plementary tracks” Ryan argues, that led the United
States to adopt what was at the time a “countercul-
tural definition of warfare.”

Some aspects of the book’s argument are by now
self-evident. To Ryan’s credit, these receive the least
of her attention. Few will raise an eyebrow when they
read that 9/11 was the initial motivator for greater rec-
ognition of the problem of weak and failed states. Nor
will many find it surprising that U.S. experiences in
Iraq and Afghanistan both motivated and manifested
this growing emphasis on non-traditional threats and
interagency approaches to addressing them.

In other instances, the book masterfully covers
new ground. Ryan makes a well-documented claim
that Secretary of Defense Donald Rumsfeld, often
argued to be a devotee of the concept of a technol-
ogy-driven Revolution in Military Affairs (RMA),
played a pivotal role in this shift to a decidedly
low-tech form of warfare.* This amendment to the
historical record is likely to be one of many enduring
legacies of this important text. The chapter on orga-
nizational change in the U.S. State Department also
nicely supplements U.S. military and defense-centric
works examining this period in U.S. foreign policy.

Much of the book explores U.S. activities in
the Philippines, Georgia, and Sub-Saharan Africa,
so-called “peripheral theaters.” Although much has
been written on the first of these, the other two are
often overlooked in the post-9/11 historiography.
Through the conscientious use of publicly-available
primary source materials, Ryan does an admirable job
of piecing together the context, motivations, and con-
tours of U.S. campaigns in each of these three locales.

These cases might appear strange bedfellows at
tirst glance. Yet, nearly two decades ago, President
Bush declared the Philippines, Georgia, and Yemen as
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constituting the “second stage” of the War on Terror.*
In this respect, Ryan’s inclusion of sub-Saharan
Africa - a rather diverse and vast region in its own
right—rather than Yemen, may perplex some readers.

Even so, the similarities Ryan identifies across
her cases are striking. The United States appeared
to vastly overestimate—and perhaps even exag-
gerate—the extent of al-Qaida’s presence or the
risk that it might appear. Regularly described as a
successful case of small footprint intervention, U.S.
activities under Operation Enduring Freedom—
Philippines (OEF-P) were designed to counter the
Abu Sayyaf Group (ASG), which Ryan describes as
“more of a criminal nuisance than a serious terror
threat.” Georgia is also emblematic of this propen-
sity, as the United States directed its attention to the
Pankisi Gorge, where it believed al-Qaida militants
had gathered, but where Ryan contends the links
between local militants and al-Qaida were tangen-
tial at best. Nowhere is this inflation of the terrorism
threat more apparent than in sub-Saharan Africa,
where U.S. efforts were largely designed to prevent
the emergence of Islamist militancy in areas where it
had generally been absent.

It is difficult to dispute Ryan’s conclusion
that the conflation of local and transnational
militancy led the United States to commit serious
errors throughout the Global War on Terror, a
point well-made by proponents of so-called “global
counterinsurgency” at the time.” Ryan may at
times overstate the purely local nature of the con-
flicts in each theater, however, while understating
the extent of al-Qaida’s global reach. Bin Ladin’s
network did indeed attempt to build operational
links to at least some of these theaters prior to 9/11,
which could certainly have warranted some level
of concern on the part of the United States.® More
broadly, the claim that al-Qaeda “referred more to
a mode of activism, not an organization” is more
contested than Ryan’s narrative would lead the
reader to believe.’
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Just as the United States may have exagger-
ated the transnational ties of local militants, Ryan
contends that it also under-appreciated each con-
tlict’s historical and cultural context. Grounded
in a “superficial” belief that weak or failing states
were the root causes of terrorism, the United States
engaged in a decidedly technocratic approach to
extending government control.®® Across the three
cases the United States utilized train and equip
programs designed to build the capacity of local
security forces, and subordinated development goals
to security objectives in ways that were controversial
and potentially counterproductive.

Executed with little appreciation for the polit-
ical nuances of the recipient state, these policy
instruments generated few, if any, positive results.
In the Philippines the ASG remained active and
resilient. In sub-Saharan Africa U.S. activities and
decisions are blamed for failing to prevent the rise of
not one, but two, al-Qaida affiliates on the conti-
nent. And, in Georgia, local security forces were
never able to conduct an effective operation to assert
control in the Pankisi Gorge, ostensibly one of the
major initial motivations of U.S. support.

Ryan’s conclusions warrant some qualifica-
tion. Narratives of overall failure in any of these
campaigns may overlook some of their successes,
however modest. Although this reviewer shares her
frustration with the so-called “self-congratulatory”
commentary on OEF-P, a number of objective, sys-
tematic analyses have found that the Armed Forces
of the Philippines adopted more discriminatory
tactics as a result of U.S. training, equipment, and
advice.! Moreover, a RAND study found that U.S.
security assistance to Africa lowered the likelihood
of civil war and of terrorist violence when employed
in conjunction with peacekeeping operations.!?
Using vague metrics or impossibly high standards
for success, Ryan’s narrative at times would benefit
from a more robust and balanced treatment of the
outcomes she describes.

BOOK REVIEWS 133



Perhaps its most significant shortcoming is that
Full Spectrum Dominance is lacking in prescriptions.
This may be because there are simply no easy answers
to the challenges the book identifies. There can be
little doubt that understanding the grievances driving
conflict and instability is as important as it is chal-
lenging. Putting this insight into practice is no easy
feat. An erroneous perception of irregular warfare
successes may also continue to drive the United States
to intervene in these kinds of conflicts, and blindness
to the “political cause(s) of violence” is a recurring,
and perhaps unavoidable historical trend."

What, then, can U.S. policymakers and practi-
tioners gain from a historical analysis of secondary
theaters in a global conflict against an adversary that
is no longer a priority?

Ryan’s analysis, in fact, points to several plau-
sible conclusions. As the Joint Force considers how
to sustain irregular warfare as a “core competency,”
it is reasonable to assume that the large-scale,
manpower-intensive campaigns attempted in Iraq
and Afghanistan will not be the preferred model.
Instead, policymakers continue to extol the virtues
of so-called “small footprint” interventions, even
as scholars provide more sobering conclusions.*
Situated within the latter chorus of rigorous anal-
yses, Full Spectrum Dominance suggests that U.S.
policymakers should temper their expectations. No
matter how well-intentioned, U.S. efforts seemed
to fall woefully short in each of the theaters Ryan
explores. U.S. policymakers should thus not view
this approach as a necessarily effective fall-back
option amidst a prioritization of more high-tech
forms of warfare.

Yet, the more prescient lessons U.S. policymak-
ers can derive from Ryan’s insightful analysis are
hardly limited to irregular wars. The narrative of a
“Global War on Terror” yielded unnecessary alarm-
ism, myopia, and strategic overreach. The result was
counter-productive over-investment in theaters that
were of secondary importance. One might wonder
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whether there is a similar risk in policymakers’
framing of interstate competition, the global chal-
lenge of the day. Avoiding similarly poor outcomes
in addressing Russian adventurism and manifes-
tations of Chinese ambition may require a more
discerning approach to strategy and policy than the
one Full Spectrum Dominance describes.
Ultimately, Maria Ryan has made an enduring
scholarly contribution by providing an important
and compelling account of how military bureaucra-
cies can adopt and implement change, but also the
strategic strait jackets that formulaic approaches to
combating transnational threats can impose. Full
Spectrum Dominance manages to strike a com-
mendable balance between scholarly rigor and
accessibility, making for an indispensable addition
to our understanding of America’s post-9/11 wars.
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