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The Anbar Awakening:
An Alliance of Incentives

T

he now-deceased leader of the Anbar Awakening, Sheikh Abd al
Sittar Abu Reesha, once said, ‘‘Our American friends had not understood us
when they came. They were proud, stubborn people and so were we. They
worked with the opportunists, now they have turned to the tribes, and this is as it
should be.’’1
Until 2007, the most violent region of insurgent attacks against U.S. forces in
Iraq had been al Anbar, the largely rural, expansive western province stretching
from the outskirts of Baghdad to Iraq’s lengthy, mostly unsecured desert borders
with Sunni-dominated Jordan, Saudi Arabia, and Syria.2 In what is most easily
described as a marriage of convenience, Sunni insurgents and foreign Sunni al
Qaeda fighters in al Anbar had formed a strategic and tactical alliance against
what was perceived as an occupation by the United States or, more pointedly,
against the occupation of a Muslim land by a largely Christian force, a deep
affront to traditional Muslim values harkening back to the Crusades of the
Middle Ages.3 Iraqis in al Anbar provided local knowledge, logistics, and up to
95 percent of the personnel, while experienced foreign al Qaeda fighters
provided training, expertise, and financing. The pitch was simple: ‘‘We are
Sunni. You are Sunni. The Americans and Iranians are helping the Shi‘a*let’s
fight them together.’’ 4
Yet, as al Qaeda mounted a campaign of deadly intimidation, and slowly but
surely began taking control of money-making activities traditionally held by the
tribes, this alliance began to wear thin. As early as 2005, tribal leaders in al
Anbar began quietly forming working alliances with U.S. military forces against
al Qaeda. Then, in September 2006, an Iraqi-led coalition of Sunni tribal
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sheikhs in al Anbar publicly announced their split
with al Qaeda and began working with U.S.
he changes had
military forces to oust the foreign-led terrorist
already begun long
group. These tribal sheikhs, with hordes of
dedicated armed militiamen at their disposal,
before the surge
combined with U.S. forces to oust al Qaeda
was even an idea.
from the region in literally a few months,
succeeding in a task that had eluded U.S. forces
for four hard-fought years. Today, al Anbar is one
of the least violent regions in all of Iraq.5 U.S. Marines stationed there are
known to complain of a lack of things to do because there are so few firefights
and incidents to which they must respond.6
Although media coverage and analysis has focused heavily on al Qaeda’s
campaign of violent coercion and the supposed improved efficacy of the U.S.
military after the arrival of the ‘‘surge’’ brigades, testimony from Iraqis
themselves and U.S. military commanders on the ground in Iraq tells a different
story of why the sheikhs chose to change sides. The changes leading to this new
alliance had already begun long before the surge was even an idea. And it was
not the grotesqueness of the violence perpetrated by al Qaeda which caused the
change, for Iraq and al Anbar have a long storied history of using violence for
political ends. Rather, there appear to be two main factors: the Sunni tribal
sheikhs’ own changing perception of al Qaeda’s threat to their continued hold
on power and the developing U.S. military approach in al Anbar.
After the U.S. invasion and the emergence of the insurgency, Sunni tribal
sheikhs in al Anbar faced two primary threats: one from the continued
occupation by U.S. forces, and the other from the increasingly intransigent
and dominating presence of al Qaeda. Initially, the major threat to the sheikhs
was the U.S. military and its imposition of martial law, democratic processes, and
support of the new Iraqi government based in Baghdad as the locus of power for
the country. All of these elements undermined their traditional position of
power in the region and disrupted their ability to control their tribesmen. Later,
the sheikhs began to face a similar threat from al Qaeda itself, which increasingly
asserted control in the region through money and violence but also posed a clear
and real mortal threat to the leaders themselves.
Eventually, Sunni tribal leaders in al Anbar deemed al Qaeda’s influence as
more of a threat to their continued rule, while U.S. forces were considered to be
less and less of a determining factor in the region. By 2006, al Qaeda had become
nearly unstoppable as both a political and tactical force in the region, and the
U.S. military unofficially declared al Anbar politically and militarily ‘‘lost.’’7
These conditions coincided with a high-level U.S. policy debate over
withdrawing troops in the near future, which led to a perception that the
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United States was (and still is) leaving, was no
longer a long-term occupying threat, and was
t is not plausible
therefore a better short-term ally.
moral outrage at
At the same time, U.S. military leaders began a
drastically different approach by actively courting
brutality of al
Sunni tribal sheikhs in al Anbar. The U.S. military
Qaeda’s tactics
almost completely changed its reconstruction and
provoked the
security policy in the province, sending money
through Sunni tribal sheikhs instead of contract
rebellion.
bids or the central government. Most significantly,
the United States authorized, funded, and armed
Sunni militias, which co-opted al Qaeda and insurgent recruiting and provided
local security.
The U.S. military’s new approach toward courting Sunni tribal leaders and
the sheikhs’ newfound appreciation of the United States as an ally combined to
produce dramatic regional changes in record time. The success in al Anbar has
been heralded by military commanders, politicians, and analysts alike, with
subsequent similar efforts in other regions of Iraq meeting with varying degrees of
success. The strategy of building alliances with local tribal leaders and
reconciling with former fighters has been mentioned by newly appointed head
of U.S. Central Command, Gen. David H. Petraeus, as an important option in
the counterinsurgency campaign in Afghanistan against the resurgent Taliban
and al Qaeda.8 The alliance and allegiance of tribal leaders, both Sunni and
Shi‘a throughout Iraq, is tenuous but remarkably effective at reducing violence.
Although it remains to be seen whether these tribal militias can be successfully
converted to state-run security forces or a civilian sector job force, the hardearned lessons from both sides on how to form an alliance to reduce violence and
root out destabilizing extremists certainly merit closer examination.

I

that
the

Tribal Leaders: The True Power in al Anbar
After the 2003 invasion, the U.S.-led Coalition Provisional Authority began
pressing for secular democracy, eschewing tribal, religious, sectarian, and other
historical orders within Iraqi society. The call for secular democracy was coupled
with dismantling the Iraqi military and expelling the ruling Ba‘ath party political
infrastructure, leaving little in the way of institutions to maintain order in Iraqi
society.9 For Sunni Muslims in al Anbar, the strongest remaining form of
identity was their tribe, which ‘‘consists of various smaller clans that are in turn
composed of extended families. This kinship helps regulate conflict and provides
benefits such as jobs and social welfare in environments where the modern state
does not exist or is too weak to function.’’10 Each tribe is headed by a sheikh,
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whose legitimacy is based on his ability to provide
for his people, which engenders patronage to his
ventually, Sunni
will.
The Dulaym tribe dominates al Anbar, as
tribal leaders in
indicated in Figure 1. Within the Dulaym tribal
al Anbar deemed
federation, there are literally hundreds of smaller
al Qaeda’s influence
tribal groupings.11 These tribes are not separate
from society at large but instead are highly
more of a threat.
influential groups woven into the fabric of daily
life in Iraq. In essence, they form a parallel power
structure, overlapping official government and
political party affiliations. In fact, the largest tribal confederations operate as
‘‘dynastic states,’’ levying taxes, providing social goods, and generally acting as a
political entity with religious and ethnic overtones.12
In traditional insurgency and counterinsurgency theory, support of the local
populace is the deciding factor.13 None of these theories, however, address the
unique feature found in al Anbar, in which a separate, nongovernmental ruling
order represents and organizes the local population according to its own
priorities. In al Anbar, it was the Sunni tribal sheikhs, not the general populace,
who decided that al Qaeda’s goals no longer coincided with the best interests of
their people. Neither the central Iraqi government nor the U.S. military could
control insurgent activities until the Sunni tribal sheikhs decided to take away

E

Figure I. Map of major tribes in al Anbar from Globalsecurity.org.
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their support and safe haven. Al Qaeda’s targeting
of the tribal leaders and the U.S. military’s
courting of them provide evidence that Sunni
tribal sheikhs and their strategic calculus truly
make the difference in al Anbar. It is the Sheikhs
who decide whether their tribesmen serve as
willing foot soldiers in the insurgency or dedicated
volunteer militiamen in local security forces.

The perception that
U.S. troops will leave
Iraq is a key factor in
tribal leaders’
cooperation.

The Anbar Awakening
In the wake of the U.S.-led invasion in 2003, al Anbar tribes found themselves
vying against the U.S. military and al Qaeda for control of the province. Upon
arrival in the region, al Qaeda immediately began to seek sources of local
revenue, as is typical of the organization.14 In al Anbar, the easiest sources of
revenue were illegal activities, such as smuggling and extortion, the same
activities in which the local tribes had been engaged for decades.15 To force
sheikhs and tribal leaders in Iraq to cede financial or tactical control, al Qaeda
mounted a violent campaign of gruesome, demonstrative intimidation: kidnappings, assassinations, torture, and grotesque murders of tribal leaders and their
family members, including beheadings and public dismemberment.16
Al Anbar has a long and checkered history of violence that predates the
arrival of al Qaeda, so the idea that moral outrage at the brutality of al Qaeda’s
tactics provoked the rebellion is not plausible. In fact, the campaign of violent
intimidation was far more likely a result, not a cause, of the tribal leaders’
disobedience.17 One example is the December 2005 assassination of Sheikh
Nasr, head of the Albu Fahd tribe. He was abducted and murdered by al Qaeda
operatives a day after meeting with U.S. ambassador Zalmay Khalilzad and other
tribal leaders, who had gathered to discuss ways to reduce violence in al Anbar,
which included reaching out to insurgent leaders. The sheikh’s murder is often
cited in Western media as a turning point in the Awakening, but a captured al
Qaeda letter from an unknown author entitled ‘‘Al Qa’ida in Iraq Situation
Report’’ shows how his murder actually helped keep several tribes in line.18 The
al Qaeda letter relates how ‘‘there was a complete change of events . . . cousins
of Sheik Nasr came to the Mujahidin begging, announcing their repentance and
innocense [sic], saying we’re with you, we’ll do whatever you want.’’19
On October 15, 2006, al Qaeda declared that al Anbar and parts of several
other western provinces now comprised the Islamic State of Iraq. The
declaration signaled the shift in al Qaeda’s campaign from resistance and
subversion to outright competition for political control of the region by
attempting to displace and replace two existing Iraqi political bodies, the
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central Iraqi government and the tribal order. As
a result of al Qaeda’s increasing takeover of all
he number of
forms of power in the region, from violence to
U.S. troops is much
politics to finance*all at the expense of tribal
some of the tribal leaders had already
leaders*
less important
begun to offer alliances with U.S. military and
than the decision
Iraqi security forces against al Qaeda. The
to empower
alliances came from two groups: the Anbar
Salvation Council*led by the former governor
local leaders.
of Ramadi, Fasal al-Gaoud*and the Awakening*led by Abd al Sittar, sheikh of the Albu
Reesha tribe. Both men were politically and
tribally ostracized in al Anbar because of their personal histories, and therefore
drew tremendous leverage and power from their newfound alliance with U.S.
military forces in the region.
Al-Gaoud had already chosen sides in 2003 by allying with the United States
and the central government. When he became governor of al Anbar, al-Gaoud’s
position in his tribe was not initially that strong. Combined with his overt
affiliation with the United States, his position was weakened even further, as
most of his fellow tribesmen began to make deals with insurgent groups and al
Qaeda. In 2005 he was voted out of office in the Iraqi parliamentary elections
and replaced by a member of the Iraqi Islamic Party.20 It was later that year, after
being ostracized by two failed strategic moves, that al-Gaoud first proposed an
alliance between his tribal followers and U.S. forces. Al-Gaoud was instrumental
in forming the Albu Mahal Desert Protectors in 2005, a tribal militia along the
remote Syrian desert border in al Qa‘im and an important example of an early
tribal willingness to resist al Qaeda.21 His proposal was working but was derailed
when indiscriminate U.S. forces came crashing down on al Qa‘im near the
Syrian border, killing and capturing insurgents, al Qaeda, and al-Gaoud’s
tribesmen alike.22 After an extended absence, al-Gaoud returned to Iraq in late
2006 to help form, and bring other leaders into, the Anbar Salvation Council,
continuing to do so until his assassination in June 2007.
Abd al Sittar was head of the Awakening movement, another tribal group
pledging to fight al Qaeda.23 Abd al Sittar was the sheikh of a lesser tribe within
the Dulaymi confederation. After the 2003 invasion, he is said to have
accumulated significant amounts of money running criminal operations,
including armed robbery and smuggling along the province’s many rural roads,
and likely had some sort of working agreement with al Qaeda at the time. Al
Qaeda’s technique of taking over local sources of revenue such as smuggling and
extortion, however, was directly impacting Abd al Sittar’s operations. So, in late
2005, he tried to rally against al Qaeda by seeking the aid of nationalist Iraqi
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insurgents, probably those under the leadership of Ibrahim al-Shamari, head of
the Islamic Army of Iraq. The attempted alliance failed, however, and Abd al
Sittar was isolated. In the meantime, al Qaeda had killed Abd al Sittar’s father
and several brothers as part of their campaign to intimidate tribal leaders and
take control over their income and people. After gathering several sheikhs
alongside him against al Qaeda, Abd al Sittar publicly announced in September
2006 that his group would resist al Qaeda and seek U.S. support.24
As evidence of their significance to the movement and the threat it posed, al
Qaeda assassinated both men (al-Gaoud in a hotel suicide bombing on June 25,
2007, and Abd al Sittar on September 13, 2007).25 All assessments point to
growing differences between al Qaeda’s foreign-led takeover of the insurgency
with its moneymaking criminal activities, such as those previously held by Abd
al Sittar, and the imposition of a fundamentalist Islamist lifestyle against
the more practical, secular, survivalist orientation of the Iraqi tribal sheikhs as
the reasons for the split.26 Even Iraqi nationalist insurgent groups, such as the
Islamic Army of Iraq and Hamas Iraq, have cited a lack of trust and clarity in al
Qaeda’s intended national agenda as reasons to withdraw their support of al
Qaeda in Iraq.27

How the U.S. Military Changed Its Approach
As late as the spring of 2007, U.S. forces in al Anbar were fighting a losing
battle. Their experience was marked by heavy combat, high casualties, a
nonfunctioning local government, and worst of all, few prospects for things to
get any better.28 In August 2006, a U.S. Marine Corps intelligence officer’s
assessment declared that U.S. and Iraqi troops ‘‘are no longer capable of
militarily defeating the insurgency.’’29 Others declared that the area was
‘‘beyond repair’’30 and that the United States had ‘‘lost’’ in al Anbar.31 In
other words, the most dominant political force in the region was neither the U.S.
military nor the Iraqi government, but al Qaeda.
To win back al Anbar, the commanding Marine general for al Anbar and the
commanding Army colonel for Ramadi combined separate but complimentary
efforts to woo the tribes to their side. The Army commander for Ramadi, Col.
Sean MacFarland, essentially offered to ‘‘deputize’’ a sheikh’s militia, allowing
police recruits to guard their own neighborhoods, an approach previously
expressly forbidden by U.S. policy. Police recruits in Ramadi tripled in June 2006
and again in July, totaling more than 3,000 by the time the colonel’s brigade left
Iraq in February 2007. Colonel MacFarland was also willing to overlook the
‘‘checkered past’’ and questionable allegiance of many of the sheikhs, claiming,
‘‘I’ve read the reports. . . . You don’t get to be a sheik by being a nice guy. These
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guys are ruthless characters. . . . That doesn’t
mean they can’t be reliable partners.’’32
There was another key change in the milihe addition of
tary’s policy in al Anbar: money. After several
unhampered local
years of trying to rebuild al Anbar according to
intelligence made
Western concepts of free market competition,
the military a far
U.S. military commanders eventually realized
that a system in which competing contracts
more effective
went to the lowest bidder was counterproducforce.
tive. Although the policy was designed to
promote competition and fairness, in reality it
undermined the tribal system of patronage.
Sheikhs traditionally maintain the fealty of their subordinates by providing for
them financially. They needed the leeway to funnel funding for reconstruction
projects to lesser sheikhs within their tribe in order to reinforce a system of
patronage. These higher sheikhs could then ask for cooperation in the form
of volunteers for security forces. Without a consistent source and control of
revenue, the sheikhs had lost a major method of control over their territory and
their people. By paying the sheikhs directly and allowing them to distribute the
money as they saw fit, tribal leaders were able to regain their legitimacy and
demand the fealty of their tribesmen as they had done in the past.33 Concurrent
with the new approach to providing security on the ground through alliances
with local leaders, commanding Marine Brig. Gen. John Allen began courting
exiled sheikhs living in Jordan, Syria, and elsewhere abroad. He spent long hours
negotiating with them, convincing the sheikhs that he would be able to provide
them with power and money upon their return, in addition to their own security
forces. He even went so far as to escort a sheikh personally from Jordan to
Fallujah, and to walk him to his door.34
While the U.S. military was implementing its new strategic approach in the
region, the high-level U.S. congressional debate over troop withdrawal began
making headlines before the 2006 elections. This led to the perception among
the Iraqi population that the United States and its military were most likely
going to leave Iraq in the near future. A fundamental consideration for Iraqi
leaders when choosing an ally was whether or not that same ally was a political
competitor. Al Qaeda had initially presented itself as a complimentary power but
eventually became a competing and then dominant power. Although initially
perceived as an occupying force bent on stealing Iraq’s oil and natural resources,
the U.S. military became and is now seen as a complimentary and supportive
power. The perception that U.S. troops will leave Iraq in the ‘‘near’’ future is a
key factor in the Sunni tribal leaders’ willingness to cooperate.35 As one sheikh
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put it, ‘‘We consider the Americans to be our
friends at the moment so that we can get rid of the
he key is not to
extremists.’’36
combat, or counter,
The pattern of change from the U.S. military,
therefore, was one of exercising less control over
insurgency but to
local leaders, allowing for cultural differences in
transform it.
the way tribes do business, and accepting the fact
that tribes will only continue to cooperate as long
as it is in their own best interests. The number of
troops associated with the surge, often credited for increasing stability in the
region, is much less important than this strategic change to empower local
leaders and, ironically, the perception that U.S. forces were eventually leaving
the region, not increasing.

T

Changing Winds: The Power of Tribal Identity
The tribal leaders’ decision to change sides was no small matter. Only after their
partnership with al Qaeda became untenable and there were incentives to ally
with the United States did they choose to form a new alliance. Despite years of
efforts by U.S. political and military envoys in the region, only this convergence
of disillusionment with and rejection of al Qaeda, along with a new approach
and incentives from the U.S. military, brought the sheikhs forward. Perhaps no
one, however, anticipated the dramatic change in the security of al Anbar as a
whole.
Having lost the ability to rid themselves of al Qaeda, the overwhelming might
of the U.S. military became a tool at the sheikhs’ disposal. The most difficult
aspect of counterinsurgency is identifying insurgents.37 Whereas the U.S.
military had previously been unable to target al Qaeda effectively without
sufficient local knowledge, the addition of unhampered local intelligence made
the military a far more effective force. Muhammad Fanar Kharbeet, son of the
late Sheikh Fanar Kharbeet of the Albu Khalifa tribe outside Ramadi, helps
clarify why:
The Coalition Forces has the very strong military ability. The civilians and the
tribes, they have a difference that the Coalition Forces doesn’t have. It’s that they’re
local / they found and knows who comes from outside. They know who are the
insurgents and who are al Qaeda in general, such that there is no more al Qaeda or
anything else. You wouldn’t believe me. I’m not exaggerating that in two months, in
two months everything was finished.38

Once given an incentive to do so, the Sunni tribal sheikhs were able to
produce tangible results that had eluded U.S. and Iraqi government efforts in the
region for years. The most dramatic change was the drop in attacks. Ramadi
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commander Colonel MacFarland said, ‘‘Once a tribal leader flips, attacks on
American forces in that area stop almost overnight.’’39
The most plausible explanation for the immediate drop in violence after a
sheikh formed an alliance with U.S. forces is not actually the tactical power of
their new alliance, but that reinvigorated tribal allegiances held out over other
obligations. There is a misperception among analysts and those unfamiliar with
Iraq and al Anbar that insurgents, militias, death squads, security forces, and
local al Qaeda members are all entirely separate entities. In truth, many in Iraq
pledge allegiance to more than one cause, meaning various groups could count
on many of the same individuals within the general populace to support their
causes, from providing personnel to logistics support to navigating unknown
territory. Previously, the one thing every single group had in common was a
disapproval of the continued U.S. military presence. Once this unifying factor
was erased, varying allegiances became competing interests in the minds of
participating individuals. When forced to choose, these men followed their
tribes.
The newly invigorated tribal allegiances made it much more difficult for al
Qaeda to operate in the largely homogenous and tight-knit al Anbar society.
There are not even any street addresses in the region, so for ‘‘outsiders’’ to
infiltrate requires help from ‘‘coyotes,’’ men who use their local knowledge to
bring strangers through unnoticed. At an April 2007 meeting of the newly
formed tribal alliance, one sheikh grabbed the microphone and announced, ‘‘If it
was not for the coyotes among us, no one would have been killed, kidnapped, or
bombed. You know who among you brought the Yemeni with the suicide
vest.’’40 In effect, the sheikh was decreeing what later events would prove true:
without local support, al Qaeda operatives could not work effectively in the
region.
General Petraeus’s new counterinsurgency strategy, or the surge, was not
actually implemented on the ground until mid-2007. Because the Awakening
movements began as early as 2005 and continued to gain momentum throughout
2006, the counterinsurgency strategy cannot explain the birth or effects of the
Awakening movements in al Anbar. The additional troop strength required for
the surge did not finish arriving until the end of May 2007.41 In fact, surge
architect Frederick Kagan admits that full-scale surge operations had not yet
begun even by June 30, 2007, long after the changes in al Anbar had taken
place.42 None of the military personnel, even those who caused or participated
in the change, have accredited the surge as a factor, nor have any of the sheikhs
themselves said that an increase in troop presence and strength was key in
driving al Qaeda from the region.43 Whereas an increased tactical force presence
may have helped in crowded urban areas with sparring ethnicities, such as
Baghdad, a few thousand troops in the vast rural expanses of al Anbar would not
52
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have made a difference. Furthermore, these new troops would not have been able
to curry favor from the sheikhs. Only a concentrated campaign from military
leaders to focus on the sheikhs, combined with al Qaeda’s increasing
intransigence, was able to bring success.
Renewed tribal allegiances are the key ingredients that have undermined,
thwarted, restricted, and destroyed al Qaeda’s operational, recruiting, and even
ideological haven in al Anbar. With the proactive enmity of tribal leaders and
the overwhelming might of the U.S. military, al Qaeda now holds few of its
earlier advantages.

Policy Implications: Transforming Insurgencies
The Anbar Awakening has since spread across not only regional borders, but
sectarian ones as well, with Shi‘ite tribal leaders in the north and south of Iraq
leading similar movements against al Qaeda and even joining forces at times.44
The movement, however, has its own internal fractures. Even as violence is
down and reconstruction is up, tensions between competing factions within the
Awakening councils have arisen.45 Some Sunni tribal leaders in al Anbar are
still suspicious of the Shi‘ite-led central government and its perceived
association with Iran. The central government rightly sees the increasing power
and independence of al Anbar tribes as a threat to its control.46 Prime Minister
Nouri al-Maliki of Iraq has insisted that continued funding for the militias come
under state control and has formed a central committee in his government to
oversee their continued arming, training, and funding, much of which comes
under his control in October 2008.47 He has also strictly limited the number of
tribal militias officially converted to Iraqi security forces and reserved the right
to screen their members.48
Marine Col. Stacy Clardy, who commanded coalition forces in al Anbar in
2007, has said, ‘‘You can only trust people to do what is in their best interests.
The Iraqis are doing what is in their best interest. . . . These are a practical
people. But it takes trust.’’49 As the colonel suggests, newly formed alliances in
the region will succeed or fail not based on political or religious affiliation, but
on whether the groups’ interests continue to converge on common incentives,
such as political participation and economic redevelopment.
Currently, most al Anbar leaders appear far more focused on taking advantage
of their newly regained status and rebuilding the region, as well as jockeying for
relative position among themselves, rather than marching on Baghdad. With
regard to the United States, al Anbar leaders’ interests will continue to mesh
well as long as the sheikhs’ strategy toward Baghdad and each other remains
largely nonviolent. If al Anbar leaders begin attacking each other or Iraqi central
government forces, then the United States may once again become an adversary
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or, at the very least, a hampering obstacle, which could easily lead to the
withdrawal of the sheikhs’ decrees not to attack U.S. forces.
The new leader of the Awakening movement, Ahmed Abu Reesha, brother of
Abd al Sittar, has expressed an interest in gaining formalized representation for
his group as a political party with seats in the Baghdad parliament.50 Some have
harkened this development as a harbinger of disaster, a result of the United
States having fueled ‘‘revanchist fantasies’’ of Sunni leaders.51 Nothing could be
farther from the truth. The change from an armed movement to a political party
displays the essential appeal of a multiparty government, in which minority
parties perceive the incentive to continue to participate in governmental
processes as outweighing the incentive to secede. Ahmed Abu Reesha is indeed
challenging the central government, but he is pursuing his challenge peacefully,
through political participation. Having addressed what his people considered the
major threat to their security*al Qaeda*they no longer feel the need to pursue
armed resistance. For what better solution to violent sectarian divides can one
ask than to trade bullets for ballots?
To determine how to maintain this incentive, the balance of economic
development and political participation over violent resistance requires a closer
examination of the outlook, deference, and ultimate humility of U.S. military
commanders on the ground in al Anbar toward tribal leaders. These commanders
realized that a good solution is not necessarily a perfect one. As Colonel
MacFarland observes, ‘‘No matter how imperfect the tribal system appeared to
us, it was capable of providing social order and control through culturally
appropriate means where governmental control was weak.’’52 Rather than
looking for ways to subvert or convert existing lines of social and political order,
these commanders sought out existing nodes of power and influence within Iraqi
society. To be fair, they came to this conclusion only after several years of bloody
conflict and multiple failed attempts to produce a lasting peace through largely
Western means.
The long-term solution for al Anbar lies in those same indigenous lines of
power that military commanders used to form the initial coalition. These
commanders helped tribal leaders regain the ability to provide their population
with security by strengthening preexisting, traditional means of power sharing
and fiscal distribution by reintroducing tribal ordering. Tribal sheikhs in al
Anbar are the traditional holders of power in the region. They have a vested
interest in maintaining a stable, workable order, within and around their
territories, which serves the best interests of their people. These leaders have the
capability, dedication, and credibility to guide their people into political
participation with the new Iraqi government.
It is imperative that our policies in Iraq not be misled by terminology to
counter, or combat, insurgency. At this point, the U.S. military approach could
/
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more appropriately be described as defusing or transforming insurgency instead.
It seems not only more apt, but more accurate, as the insurgents who compose
the majority of the ranks of the nationalist resistance and al Qaeda’s foot soldiers
in Iraq have not all been killed, captured, or driven underground. They are the
same ones who now occupy positions in the security forces, who have once again
become loyal to their tribal sheikhs. They are not gone; they are transformed.
For other conflicts involving tribal dynamics, such as those in Afghanistan
and Pakistan’s Northwest Territories, what can and most certainly should be
applied is the conscientious assessment of local social patterns and nodes of
influence. Military commanders in Iraq had to find indigenous currents of power
and social order, and find a culturally appropriate way to tap into them. Rather
than countering them, commanders plugged into these local lines of power and
used them to reach an unprecedented level of cooperation and coordination.
Yet, the concepts themselves are not unprecedented; successful counterinsurgencies in the twentieth century have frequently involved the use of local
militias.53 These efforts require trust and a willingness to place that trust on
locals, as well as the confidence to empower and enable local leaders.
Finally, local leaders must also want to cooperate. Simply presenting an idea or
an alliance to a population and hoping to bolster its survival with military force is
insufficient. Local leaders must desire these changes for themselves and their
people. Both Abd al Sittar and al-Gaoud were disenfranchised leaders, but both
had also proven fiercely loyal and dedicated to the needs of their people. Finding
community leaders and local methods with the power to unite others should be a
priority, but must be combined with openness toward new ideas. Al Anbar tribal
leaders came to U.S. forces more than once before finding a receptive audience.
Tribal leaders in al Anbar and elsewhere in Iraq have helped create a unique
opportunity, a period of relative peace and stability in which redevelopment and
political representation are more appealing than a return to violence. U.S. and
Iraqi leaders should take full advantage of the chance to find workable solutions
between groups. These solutions do not have to be perfect, but must have
credibility and buy-in from the local populace that will engender continued
dedication to peaceful and political solutions to issues rather than violent ones.

Local KnowledgeMilitary PowerSuccess
The key to the change in al Anbar and likely in other conflicts involving tribal
dynamics over vast rural expanses was not the number of troops, nor was it moral
outrage at the brutality of tactics employed by al Qaeda. Instead, it was the
Sunni tribal sheikhs’ changing assessment of al Qaeda from a complimentary to
domineering power, attributable to al Qaeda’s success in dismantling and taking
over the traditional power structure in al Anbar. The sheikhs’ assessment of the
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U.S. military changed from that of an occupying power to a supporting one,
due in great part to the humility and deference of U.S. military commanders on
the ground in al Anbar and their willingness to empower tribal leaders using
non-Western methods. The resulting marriage of tribal support and local
knowledge combined with U.S. military power produced dramatic results almost
overnight in a region previously considered lost beyond all repair.

Notes
1.
2.

3.

4.
5.

6.

7.

8.

9.

10.

56

Fouad Ajami, ‘‘You Have Liberated a People,’’ Wall Street Journal, September 10,
2007, http://www.opinionjournal.com/editorial/feature.html?id110010610.
Iraq Coalition Casualty Count, http://icasualties.org/oif/Province.aspx; Mark Kukis,
‘‘The Most Dangerous Place in Iraq,’’ Time, December 11, 2006, http://www.time.com/
time/world/article/0,8599,1568724,00.html.
Amin Maalouf, The Crusades Through Arab Eyes (New York: Schocken Books, 1984);
James Carrol, ‘‘The Bush Crusade,’’ Nation, September 20, 2004, http://www.common
dreams.org/views04/0902-06.htm.
David Kilcullen, ‘‘Anatomy of a Tribal Revolt,’’ Small Wars Journal (August 29, 2007),
http://www.smallwarsjournal.com/blog/2007/08/anatomy-of-a-tribal-revolt.
Greg Jaffe, ‘‘Tribal Connections: How Courting Sheiks Slowed Violence in Iraq,’’ Wall
Street Journal, August 8, 2007; Gordon Lubold, ‘‘U.S. Troop Fatalities in Iraq Drop
Sharply,’’ Christian Science Monitor, August 1, 2007, http://www.csmonitor.com/2007/
0801/p01s01-woiq.html; Kirk Semple, ‘‘Uneasy Alliance Is Taming One Insurgent
Bastion,’’ New York Times, April 29, 2007, http://www.nytimes.com/2007/04/29/world/
middleeast/29ramadi.html.
Greg Jaffe, interview with author, Washington D.C., July 2007; Thom Shanker,
‘‘Marines Press to Remove Their Forces From Iraq, ’’ New York Times, October 10,
2007, http://www.nytimes.com/2007/10/11/washington/11military.html.
Thomas Ricks, ‘‘Situation Called Dire in West Iraq,’’ Washington Post, September
11, 2006, http://www.washingtonpost.com/wp-dyn/content/article/2006/09/10/AR200609
1001204_pf. html.
‘‘U.S. Commander Points to Progress in Parts of Iraq,’’ CNN.com, June 8, 2007, http://
www.cnn.com/2007/WORLD/meast/06/07/petraeus.iraq/index.html; Office of the Press
Secretary, The White House, ‘‘President Bush Visits and Thanks Troops in Anbar
Province,’’ September 3, 2007, http://www.whitehouse.gov/news/releases/2007/09/
20070903-1.html; Colin Kahl and Shawn Brimley, ‘‘The Sorcerer’s Apprentice,’’
Foreign Policy, September 2007, http://www.foreignpolicy.com/story/cms.php?story_
id3968; Carlotta Gall, ‘‘Insurgents in Afghanistan Are Gaining, Petraeus Says,’’ New
York Times, September 30, 2008, http://www.nytimes.com/2008/10/01/world/asia/
01petraeus.html.
Coalition Provisional Authority, An Historic Review of CPA Accomplishments, n.d.,
http://www.cpa-iraq.org/pressreleases/20040628_historic_review_cpa.doc (reviewing 14
months during 2003/2004).
Austin Long, ‘‘The Anbar Awakening,’’ Survival 50, no. 2 (April 2008): 68; Lt. Col.
Michael Eisenstadt, ‘‘Tribal Engagement: Lessons Learned,’’ Military Review (September/October 2007): 18; Hussein D. Hassan, ‘‘Iraq: Tribal Structure, Social, and Political
Activities,’’ CRS Report for Congress, RS22626, March 15, 2007; Edouard Conte,
THE WASHINGTON QUARTERLY/

j

JANUARY 2009

The Anbar Awakening

11.

12.

13.

14.

15.

16.

17.

18.

19.

20.

‘‘Agnatic Illusions: The Element of Choice in Arab Kinship,’’ in Tribes and Power:
Nationalism and Ethnicity in the Middle East, ed. Faleh A. Jaber and Hosham Dawood
(London: Saqi Books, 2003), pp. 16/19; William McCallister, ‘‘Multi-National Forces /
West Engagement Model’’ (paper, National Defense University, November 13, 2007).
Hosham Dawood, ‘‘The ‘State-ization of the Tribe and the Tribalization of the State:
The Case of Iraq,’’ in Tribes and Power: Nationalism and Ethnicity in the Middle East,
ed. Faleh A. Jaber and Hosham Dawood (London: Saqi Books, 2003), p. 118.
Kilcullen, ‘‘Anatomy of a Tribal Revolt’’; Pierre Bonte, ‘‘Ibn Khaldun and
Contemporary Anthropology: Cycles and Factional Alliances of Tribe and State in
the Maghreb,’’ in Tribes and Power: Nationalism and Ethnicity in the Middle East, ed.
Faleh A. Jaber and Hosham Dawood (London: Saqi Books, 2003), pp. 61/64; William
McCallister, ‘‘The Iraq Insurgency: Anatomy of a Tribal Rebellion,’’ First Monday,
http://firstmonday.org/issues/issue10_3/mac/index.html#note6.
Mao Tse-tung, On Guerilla Warfare, trans. Samuel B. Griffith II (Chicago: University
of Illinois Press, 1961), pp. 21, 92/93; David Galula, Counterinsurgency Warfare:
Theory and Practice (New York: Praeger, 1968), pp. 74/79, 110/115; John Nagl,
Learning to Eat Soup With a Knife: Counterinsurgency Lesson From Malaya and
Vietnam (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2002), pp. xi/xvii, 156/158, 191/212.
Bruce Hoffman, ‘‘The Leadership Secrets of Osama Bin Laden: The Terrorist as CEO,’’
Atlantic Monthly 291, no. 3 (April 2003): 26/27; David E. Kaplan and Kevin
Whitelaw, ‘‘The CEO of Terror Inc.,’’ U.S. News and World Report, September 23,
2001, http://www.usnews.com/usnews/news/articles/011001/archive_007715.htm.
Long, ‘‘Anbar Awakening,’’ p. 77; Kilcullen, ‘‘Anatomy of a Tribal Revolt’’; Lin Todd
et al., ‘‘Iraq Tribal Study / Al-Anbar Governorate: The Albu Fahd Tribe, the Albu
Mahal Tribe and the Albu Issa Tribe,’’ Global Resources Group, June 18, 2006, ch. 3,
p. 37; ch. 4, pp. 32/35.
Todd, ‘‘Iraq Tribal Study,’’ ch. 4, pp. 19, 32; Bing West, ‘‘Will the Petraeus Strategy Be
the Last,’’ Atlantic.com, September 17, 2007, http://www.theatlantic.com/doc/200709u/
petraeus-bing-west; ‘‘Web Posting: Al Qaeda in Iraq Leader to Target Sunni Leaders,’’
CNN.com, June 14, 2006, http://edition.cnn.com/2006/WORLD/meast/06/13/alqaeda.iraq/index.html; Kathleen Ridolfo, ‘‘Iraq: Al-Zarqawi Tactics Could Be Alienating
Supporters,’’ Radio Free Europe, August 19, 2005, http://www.rferl.org/featuresarticle/
2005/8/FEB8AE3D-4025-4940-AAEE-A9903776638A.html; Emily Hunt, ‘‘Zarqawi’s
Total War on Iraqi Shiites Exposes a Divide Among Sunni Jihadists,’’ Policy Watch
#1049 (Washington D.C.: Washington Institute for Near East Policy, November 15,
2005), http://www.washingtoninstitute.org/templateC05.php?CID2400.
‘‘Amnesty International Index: Systematic Torture of Political Prisoners,’’ August 15,
2001, http://web.amnesty.org/library/Index/engMDE140082001; Long, ‘‘Anbar Awakening,’’
pp. 77/78; McCallister, ‘‘Iraq Insurgency.’’
Anthony Loyd, ‘‘Murder of Sheikh Provokes Sunnis to Turn on al-Qaeda,’’ Times
(London), February 10, 2006, http://www.timesonline.co.uk/tol/news/world/iraq/article
729206.ece; ‘‘Al-Qaeda in Iraq’s Assassination Campaign,’’ Jane’s Information Group,
October 15, 2007, http://www.janes.com/news/security/terrorism/jtic/jtic071015_1_n.
shtml.
‘‘Al Qa‘ida in Iraq Situation Report,’’ n.d., http://ctc.usma.edu/aq/pdf/IZ-060316-01Trans.pdf (captured al Qaeda document from the Combating Terrorism Center
Harmony Database).
Long, ‘‘Anbar Awakening,’’ p. 82; Mohammad Al Dulaimy and Hannah Alam, ‘‘A
U.S. Ally in Iraq Is Murdered,’’ McClatchy Newspapers, June 25, 2007, http://www.
mcclatchydc.com/staff/hannah_allam/story/17347.html.

THE WASHINGTON QUARTERLY/

j

JANUARY 2009

57

John A. McCary
21.

22.
23.
24.

25.

26.

27.

28.
29.
30.
31.

32.
33.
34.
35.

36.

37.
38.

58

Todd, ‘‘Iraq Tribal Study,’’ ch 4, pp. 28, 33; Antonio Castaneda, ‘‘Exiled Tribesmen
Turns to Marines for Help after Trouncing by Insurgent Clan,’’ Associated Press, March
30, 2006, http://www.leatherneck.com/forums/showthread.php?t 28043; Al Dulaimy
and Alam, ‘‘U.S. Ally in Iraq Is Murdered.’’
Al Dulaimy and Alam, ‘‘U.S. Ally in Iraq Is Murdered.’’
Jaffe, ‘‘Tribal Connections.’’
Mark Kukis, ‘‘Turning Iraq’s Tribes Against Al-Qaeda,’’ Time, December 26,
2006, http://www.time.com/time/world/article/0,8599,1572796,00.html; Long, ‘‘Anbar
Awakening,’’ p. 80.
John Ward Anderson and Naseer Nouri, ‘‘Baghdad Blast Targets Sunni Tribal
Leaders,’’ Washington Post, June 26, 2007, http://www.washingtonpost.com/wp-dyn/
content/article/2007/06/25/AR2007062500319_pf.html; ‘‘Key U.S. Ally in Fight
Against Qaeda in Iraq Assassinated,’’ Al Jazeera News, September 13, 2007, http://
www.aljazeera.com/news/newsfull.php?newid 36721; ‘‘Iraqi Insurgents Kill Key U.S.
ally,’’ BBC News, September 13, 2007, http://news.bbc.co.uk/2/hi/middle_east/
6993211.stm.
Long, ‘‘Anbar Awakening,’’ p. 80; Mahan Abedin, ‘‘Anbar Tribesmen Take on alZarqawi,’’ Terrorism Focus 3, no. 5 (February 2006): 3/4; Jaffe, ‘‘Tribal Connections’’;
Kukis, ‘‘Turning Iraq’s Tribes Against al Qaeda’’; Ellen Knickmeyer and Jonathan
Finer, ‘‘Iraqi Sunnis Battle to Defend Shiites,’’ Washington Post, August 14, 2005,
p. A1, http://www.washingtonpost.com/wp-dyn/content/article/2005/08/13/AR2005
081301209.html; Todd, ‘‘Iraq Tribal Study,’’ ch 4, pp. 19, 32.
Evan Kohlmann, ‘‘The Sunni Insurgency Has Become a ‘Disaster,’’’ Counterterrorism
Blog, http://counterterrorismblog.org/2007/10/the_sunni_insurgency_has_becom.php;
‘‘Iraqi Group ’Splits’ From al-Qaeda,’’ Al Jazeera News, April 12, 2007, http://
www.iraqupdates.com/p_articles.php/article/16414; Sheikh Ali Hatem Ali Sleiman,
interview by Al Jazeera television, July 23, 2007, http://www.memritv.org/clip_tran
script/en/1547.htm.
Kukis, ‘‘Most Dangerous Place in Iraq.’’
Kim Curtis, ‘‘Ramadi, Iraq Claws Back From Ravages of War,’’ MSNBC.com, October
28, 2007, http://www.msnbc.msn.com/id/21517052.
Ricks, ‘‘Situation Called Dire in West Iraq.’’
Ann Scott Tyson, ‘‘Troops Fight to Expand Foothold in Ramadi,’’ Washington Post,
August 2, 2006, http://www.washingtonpost.com/wp-dyn/content/article/2006/08/01/
AR2006080101733_pf.html.
Jim Michaels, ‘‘An Army Colonel’s Gamble Pays Off in Iraq,’’ USA Today, April 20,
2007, http://www.usatoday.com/news/world/iraq/2007-04-30-ramadi-colonel_n.htm.
Jaffe, ‘‘Tribal Connections’’; Michael Totten, ‘‘Al Qaeda Lost,’’ September 24, 2007,
http://michaeltotten.com (interview of Lt. Col. Michael Silverman).
Jaffe, ‘‘Tribal Connections.’’
Bill Gertz and S. A. Miller, ‘‘Iraqi Stability Growing,’’ Washington Times, August 24,
2007, http://www.washingtontimes.com/apps/pbcs.dll/article?AID/20070824/NATION/
108240091/1001.
Sam Dagher, ‘‘Sunni Muslim Sheikhs Join U.S. in Fighting al Qaeda,’’ Christian
Science Monitor Online, May 3, 2007, http://www.csmonitor.com/2007/0503/p01s04wome.html.
Galula, Counterinsurgency Warfare; Nagl, Learning to Eat Soup With a Knife.
Muhammad Fanar Kharbeet (son of the late Sheikh Fanar Kharbeet of the Albu Khalifa
tribe in the Dulaymi Confederation, interview by author via phone, November 2007.
For similar sentiments, see Jaffe, ‘‘Tribal Connections’’; Totten, ‘‘Al Qaeda Lost’’; Max
THE WASHINGTON QUARTERLY/

j

JANUARY 2009

The Anbar Awakening

39.
40.
41.
42.

43.

44.

45.

46.

47.

48.

49.

50.

51.

52.
53.

Boot, ‘‘More News From Ramadi,’’ Commentary, July 17, 2007, http://www.commen
tarymagazine.com/contentions/index.php/boot/657; Semple, ‘‘Uneasy Alliance Is Taming One Insurgent Bastion.’’
Michaels, ‘‘Army Colonel’s Gamble Pays Off in Iraq.’’ See Totten, ‘‘Al Qaeda Lost.’’
Dagher, ‘‘Sunni Muslim Sheikhs Join U.S. in Fighting al Qaeda.’’
Greg Jaffe and Yochi Dreazen, ‘‘Can the Iraq ‘Surge’ Be Salvaged?’’ Wall Street Journal,
May 31, 2007, http://online.wsj.com/public/article/SB118056694765119209.html.
Evan Moore, ‘‘Bush Defends Troop Surge Strategy Amid New Criticism,’’ CNS News,
June 29, 2007, http://www.globalsecurity.org/org/news/2007/070629-surge-strategy.htm.
Some operations had begun by mid-June. Steve Bowman, ‘‘Iraq: U.S. Military
Operations,’’ CRS Report for Congress, RL31701, July 15, 2007, http://www.fas.org/
sgp/crs/mideast/RL31701.pdf.
Col. Sean McFarland and Maj. Neil Smith, ‘‘Anbar Awakening: The Tipping Point,’’
Military Review (March/April 2008), http://usacac.army.mil/CAC/milreview/English/
MarApr08/Smith_AnbarEngMarApr08.pdf.
Economist Intelligence Unit, ‘‘Iraq Country Report,’’ September 2007, pp. 17/18,
http://www.eiu.com/; Doug Smith and Saif Rasheed, ‘‘Sects Unite to Battle Al Qaeda
in Iraq,’’ Los Angeles Times, November 19, 2007, http://www.latimes.com/news/
nationworld/world/la-fg-concerned19nov19,1,5269673.story.
Erica Goode, ‘‘Friction Infiltrates Sunni Patrols on Safer Iraqi Streets,’’ New York
Times, September 23, 2008, http://www.nytimes.com/2008/09/23/world/middleeast/
23awake.html.
Ramzy Mardini, ‘‘Uncertainty Facing Iraq’s Awakening (Sahwa) Movement,’’ Turkish
Daily News, March 31, 2008, http://www.turkishdailynews.com.tr/article.php?
enewsid99765; Karima Saifullah, ‘‘Iraqis Turning Against U.S.-Led ‘Militias’’’ Al
Jazeera News Service, October 10, 2007, http://www.aljazeera.com/news/newsfull.
php?newid 43053; ‘‘American Backed Killer Militias Strut Across Iraq,’’ Sunday
Times (London), November 25, 2007, http://timesonline.co.uk/tol/news/world/iraq/
article2937104.ece.
‘‘Iraqi Government to Gain Control of Anti-al Qaeda Councils,’’ CNN.com,
September 4, 2008, http://www.cnn.com/2008/WORLD/meast/09/04/iraq.awakening.
councils/index.html; ‘‘U.S. Should Stop Arming Sunni Militias / PM Maliki,’’ Reuters,
June 22, 2007, http://www.reuters.com/article/middleeastCrisis/idUSCOL751037.
Greg Bruno, ‘‘The Role of the ‘Sons of Iraq’ in Improving Security,’’ Council on
Foreign Relations Backgrounder, April 25, 2008, http://www.cfr.org/publication/16088/
role_of_the_sons_of_iraq_in_improving_security.html; Mardini, ‘‘Uncertainty Cacing
Iraq’s Awakening (Sahwa) Movement.’’
Richard Tomkins, ‘‘Marines Build Ties in Anbar,’’ UPI, November 23, 2007, http://
www.upi.com/International_Security/Emerging_Threats/Analysis/2007/11/23/feature_
marines_build_ties_in_anbar/5686.
Jack Fairweather, ‘‘Political Ambitions of Sunni Tribal Leader Worry Baghdad Elite,’’
Financial Times, April 19, 2008, http://www.ft.com/cms/s/0/112332c8-0dad-11dd-b90a0000779fd2ac.html?nclick_check 1.
Steve Simon, ‘‘The Price of the Surge,’’ Foreign Affairs 87, no. 3 (May/June 2008),
http://www.foreignaffairs.org/20080501faessay87305/steven-simon/the-price-of-the-surge.
html.
McFarland and Smith, ‘‘Anbar Awakening: The Tipping Point.’’
Lt. Col. John Nagl, interview by author, Washington D.C., November 2007.

THE WASHINGTON QUARTERLY/

j

JANUARY 2009

59

