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Abstract

Why are some insurgent groups more combat effective than others? With the rise
and persistence of the Islamic State of Iraq and Syria (ISIS) and the continued resur-
gence of the Taliban, understanding what drives differences in insurgent effectiveness
has become increasingly important for both academics and decisionmakers. Yet the
existing academic literature on combat effectiveness, focusing as it does on ultimate
conflict outcomes or conventional armed forces, tells us little about the diverse per-
formances of non-state armed actors during conflict or their relative efficacy at lower
levels of capabilities. Moreover, the conventional assumption that insurgent factions
with more fighters or higher levels of external support are inherently more effective
is not borne out by empirical evidence. In practical terms, the failure of policymak-
ers to anticipate and counter the rise of ISIS indicates the need for clear measures
of effectiveness that can inform assessments of insurgent viability in real-time, and
provide an understanding of why particular armed groups are more combat effective
than others.

I fill this gap by developing a framework that both measures and explains insur-
gent effectiveness during civil wars. To measure effectiveness, I argue that the balance
of capabilities between incumbent and insurgent forces shapes how insurgents should
fight, and consequently what constitutes combat effectiveness during conflict. To ex-
plain effectiveness, I position the relative rigor of insurgent recruitment practices as
key in shaping the effectiveness of groups. Insurgent groups that select, induct, train,
and socialize recruits in a consistent and comprehensive manner throughout their
areas of operation have what I call robust recruitment practices, which generate the
uniform shared purpose, discipline, and interpersonal trust among commanders and
fighters needed to fight effectively in combat.

I test this framework through historical case studies of insurgent group perfor-
mance during the Jordanian Civil War (1968-1971), the Dhofar Rebellion in Oman
(1964-1975), and the Eritrean War of Independence (1961-1991). I use existing works,
media reports, and archival sources for the Oman and Eritrea cases. For the Jordan
case, I draw on thirteen months of field and archival research in Jordan, Lebanon, and
the United States. This research includes 105 separate interviews in Arabic conducted
with former Jordanian military/intelligence/government officials and ex-insurgent
commanders/fighters from the conflict, as well as archival documents gathered from
multiple repositories across the three countries. In each case, I demonstrate through
process tracing how the relative rigor of a group’s recruitment practices shaped its
ultimate combat effectiveness. These findings contribute to scholarship on civil wars,
violent non-state actors, and military effectiveness, fill gaps in the historical record
of Jordan, and have practical implications for counterinsurgency and peacebuilding.
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Chapter 1

Introduction

1 Introduction

Why are some insurgent groups more combat effective than others? In early 2013,

Jabhat al-Nusra (JN) and Ahrar al-Sham (AAS) were considered the dominant insur-

gent groups1 in the Syrian Civil War, controlling the most non-regime territory and

materiel and having the largest number of fighters among the armed opposition.2 In

April 2013, JN and the Islamic State of Iraq formally split, resulting in the creation

of the Islamic State of Iraq and Syria (ISIS).3 At its genesis, ISIS controlled no terri-

tory and had less fighters and materiel relative to JN and AAS.4 ISIS also lacked any

significant external support, at least to the extent possessed by other actors such as

the Free Syria Army (FSA).5

By August 2014, however, ISIS had become the most powerful insurgent party to

1I use “insurgents,” “insurgent groups,” and “armed groups” interchangeably throughout this dis-
sertation. I also use “civil wars,” “insurgencies,” “internal conflicts,” “internal wars,” and “conflicts”
interchangeably.

2IHS Jane’s 2013.
3Barrett 2014b
4Anjarini 2013, Birke 2013, IHS Jane’s 2013
5White et al. 2013
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the conflict, controlling a geographic network of cities, towns and roads that stretched

from northern and eastern Syria to central Iraq and contained an estimated population

of eight million people.6 In capturing this territory, it had demonstrated remarkable

tactical and operational proficiency, successfully incorporating conventional warfare

tactics into its repertoire and defeating or inducing the collapse of sizable parts of the

Iraqi Security Forces.7

The historical record of other conflicts indicates that such differences in insur-

gent effectiveness8 are not unique to the Syrian conflict. In the Liberian Civil War

(1989-1997), Charles Taylor’s National Patriotic Front of Liberia (NPFL) invaded

the country from the Ivory Coast in December 1989, easily defeating units from the

Armed Forces of Liberia and taking large swathes of territory in the process, includ-

ing the second-largest port and all of the country’s iron ore and timber resources.9

In January 1991, Taylor declared himself President of Liberia, with the NPFL con-

trolling more than 90% of the country including the capital.10 However, the NPFL

began to fragment and subsequently lose its territorial holdings, as both pre-existing

and newly-formed rival insurgent groups slowly chipped away at its power base after

1991.11

At the start of the Tigrayan insurgency in Ethiopia in 1975, the Tigrayan Peoples

Liberation Front (TPLF) held no territory, with its rivals the Ethiopian Democratic

Union (EDU) and the Ethiopian Peoples Revolutionary Party (EPRP) dominating

the Tigray region of Ethiopia.12 Yet the TPLF was able to expand and subsequently

outcompete the EDU and EPRP for territory by 1978, and demonstrated remarkable

6Barrett 2014b, Gilsinan 2014, Hubbard and Schmidt 2014, NAF 2014, Alami 2014
7McFate 2015, Barfi 2016
8I use “combat effectiveness,”“insurgent effectiveness,” and “insurgent performance” interchange-

ably throughout the dissertation.
9Ellis 1999; Lidow 2012, 209

10Reno 2011, 180-181
11Gerdes 2013, 43-59
12Young 1997
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operational and tactical proficiency against Ethiopian forces that contributed to its

capture of power in May 1991.13 In Peru (1981-1996), the Shining Path demonstrated

a remarkable ability to capture territory in the early years of the conflict, yet its rival

Tupac Amaru Revolutionary Movement was unable to make gains during the same

time period, instead pursuing direct confrontation with Peruvian security forces in

the cities that had disastrous consequences.14

Even in conflicts where the state is relatively weak or absent, there are signifi-

cant differences in the combat effectiveness of insurgent groups, as the civil wars in

Afghanistan and Angola illustrate. In Afghanistan (1992-1996), Hezb-i-Islami (HeI)

was initially the most powerful group based on its territorial holdings and combat pro-

ficiency. Yet the group was ultimately overtaken by the smaller-sized Taliban, who

proceeded to capture nearly 90% of Afghan territory from its civilians by late 1996.15

Like ISIS, the Taliban was smaller than its rivals and lacked any external backing for

the first two years of its existence - the precise period during which the group saw its

most rapid successes in combat.16

In the Angolan Civil War (1975-1991), the National Liberation Front of Angola

(FNLA) initially dominated the insurgent fight against the newly incumbent People’s

Movement for the Liberation of Angola (MPLA) in the first few months of the con-

flict.17 After a series of clashes with both the MPLA and the newly formed but smaller

National Union for the Total Independence of Angola (UNITA), however, the FNLA

was eliminated from existence in February 1976, and the conflict largely became a

two-party civil war between UNITA and the incumbent MPLA, which did not fully

13Young 1997, Gebru Tareke 2009, Ayele 2014
14Kent 1993, McCormick 1993
15Harpviken 1997, Nojumi 2002
16The Pakistani ISI did not start supporting the Taliban until two years after its formation and well

after its initial successes led it to overtake HeI as the most dominant insurgent party in Afghanistan.
In fact, the ISI switched its support to the Taliban precisely because of the group’s proven effective-
ness compared to HeI (Harpviken 1997, Sullivan 2007, Christia 2012).

17Guimaraes 2001, Lockyer 2008
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defeat UNITA until 2002.18

This cursory overview of present and past conflicts indicates that insurgents ex-

hibit varying abilities to fight effectively in combat, whether across a set of groups

or over time within a single group. Yet conventional wisdom and existing scholarship

tell us little about what might account for such differences in insurgent effectiveness.

A commonly invoked assumption is that factions with more external support or a

favorable balance of forces19 should be more effective in fighting. Yet, such conven-

tional wisdom is found wanting when considering the recent successes of particular

groups in Syria and Iraq, as well as in different historical cases such as Liberia and

Afghanistan.

Besides the failure of such conventional assumptions to account for variation in in-

surgent effectiveness, the relevant academic research on combat effectiveness employs

overall conflict outcomes as indicators of relative performance.20 While fruitful as a

line of inquiry into assessing the factors that might shape who wins and loses internal

conflicts, such approaches entirely ignore the diverse performances of non-state armed

actors during civil wars. As such, these works do not allow us to capture differences in

the effectiveness of insurgent groups in combat. Research on interstate military effec-

tiveness, with its analytical focus on conventional armed forces that have capabilities

far exceeding those of typical insurgents,21 is likewise limited in its applicability to

assessing the performance of such irregular armed forces. In the civil wars literature,

insurgent levels of violence are sometimes used as a proxy for effectiveness.22 However,

insurgents’ use of violence often has its own purpose and logic - in certain instances,

it may be more combat effective for insurgents not to use violence.23

18Marcum 1978, James 1992, Ziemke 2008
19“Forces” here refers to both numbers and materiel.
20E.g. Lyall and Wilson 2009, Lyall 2010b, Peic 2014
21E.g. Biddle 2004, Talmadge 2015, Grauer 2016
22E.g. Lyall 2009, Jardine and Palamar 2014
23Kalyvas 2006, Weinstein 2007, Balcells 2010
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In addition to this conceptual and theoretical gap vis-a-vis insurgents, research

that examines counterinsurgent success (and thus implicit insurgent “ineffectiveness”)

focuses on either aggregate state counterinsurgency strategy24 or aspects of incumbent

armed forces.25 Yet such approaches leave the characteristics and behavior of insur-

gents theoretically unaccounted for. Moreover, when considering the performance of

individual insurgent groups in multiparty conflicts (such as those ongoing in Syria,

Iraq, and Yemen), these works as a whole are found further wanting.26

This dissertation provides a remedy to these shortcomings by developing a frame-

work to measure and explain insurgent effectiveness during combat. In the following

chapters, I outline and test a theory that positions the relative rigor of insurgent re-

cruitment practices as shaping their corresponding effectiveness during conflict. I test

the framework through historical case studies of insurgent group performance during

the Jordanian Civil War (1968-1971), the Dhofar Rebellion in Oman (1964-1975),

and the Eritrean War of Independence (1961-1991). Drawing on interviews with ex-

combatants, archival research, and existing secondary sources, I show in each case

how recruitment practices shaped insurgent effectiveness during combat.

The rest of the chapter proceeds as follows. The next section reviews relevant re-

search on the outcome of interest, and critically assesses its ability to measure and/or

explain insurgent effectiveness during combat. I next outline possible explanations

and derive associated hypotheses for consideration in the dissertation. I then provide

a brief overview of the theoretical framework and research design, and conclude the

chapter with a roadmap of the dissertation.

24Downes 2007, Johnston 2012, Peic 2014
25Lyall and Wilson 2009, Lyall 2010a and 2010b, Paul et al. 2010, Friedman 2011, Getmansky

2013, MacDonald 2013
26By one measure, such conflicts with two or more insurgent groups constitute one-third of all

civil wars since 1945 (Christia 2012).
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2 Existing Literature and Approaches

2.1 “Military Effectiveness” and Insurgent Performance in
Civil Wars

Studies of national-level military effectiveness constitute the forefront of theories

regarding the military performance of armed forces. In these works, scholars use a

variety of different indicators to capture effectiveness in conventional interstate war-

fare settings. These include overall conflict outcomes,27 certain combat tasks,28 and

battlefield performance and loss-exchange ratios.29 While useful for assessing the per-

formance of conventional armed forces, these measures of effectiveness are not suited

for application to the context of civil wars and insurgent groups, for two reasons.

First, as stated previously, these works examine military effectiveness in the con-

text of conventional warfare between states, where combat engagements typically

consist of using concentrated forces to engage in sustained positional battles. Using

such measures in the context of insurgency would imply a teleological progression

towards massing forces in combat - something that insurgents try to avoid for both

strategic and tactical reasons, particularly in the early stages of insurgency when there

is an imbalance between incumbent and insurgent capabilities.30 Consequently, such a

measurement scheme would erroneously reward groups that use conventional tactics

even when it is not appropriate to do so. Empirically, the scheme would only apply

to insurgent groups that reach conventional capabilities. As such, it would exclude

from analysis a significant number of insurgent groups in the historical record that

have appropriately employed guerrilla warfare due to limited military capabilities.31

27Stam 1996, Lyall n.d.
28Pollack 2002, Brooks and Stanley 2007, Talmadge 2015
29Biddle 2004, Biddle and Long 2004, Grauer 2011, Grauer and Horowitz 2012, Castillo 2014,

Lyall n.d.
30Taber 1965, Mao 1989, Guevara 1998, Beckett 2001, Biddle and Friedman 2006.
31The use of guerrilla warfare tactics is found in over half of all civil wars fought between 1944-2004
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Along with this initial mismatch, developing a consistent definition of what con-

stitutes a “battle” in the context of a civil war is nearly impossible given the general

fluidity of combat engagements in asymmetric intrastate environments.32 Besides this

issue, resource and personnel limitations for all armed actors in a civil war may dic-

tate “strategic” withdrawals and concessions to adversaries that may lead to combat

“victories” for the latter during the course of the conflict. Moreover, as just previously

stated, insurgencies by their very nature typically consist of small-scale indirect en-

gagements between one or more insurgent groups and militarily superior incumbent

forces. As such, it is not often that insurgent groups reach the stage where they are

intentionally engaging in positional warfare, though this does indeed occur.33 Indeed,

as I will argue in Chapter 2, such situations of relative incumbent-insurgent parity de-

mand a different set of measures of effectiveness from those in the “classic” situation

of insurgency with the typical imbalance of capabilities between state and insurgents.

Turning to the literature on civil wars, recent works unpacking the “black box”

of armed groups examine various aspects of insurgent behavior, such as cohesion,

survival, and control of violence.34 While potentially related to effectiveness, these

works’ analytical priority and focus on other outcomes leaves the performance of

insurgent groups during combat unspecified. As noted in the previous section, studies

of counterinsurgency effectiveness focus on end-of-war outcomes, relying on which

party (incumbent or insurgent) wins/loses/draws at the end of a conflict as a measure

of relative effectiveness.35

Relying on such end-of-conflict outcomes to capture or measure military effective-

(Kalyvas and Balcells 2010).
32An exception to such fluidity, and something that can be exploited for analysis (as is done in

this dissertation), are offensives or counterinsurgency campaigns during civil wars, which often have
clear start and end points and are often fixed vis-a-vis a particular area or location.

33Lyall and Wilson 2009
34Weinstein 2007, Sinno 2008, Staniland 2014, Hoover Green 2016, Worsnop 2017
35e.g. Lyall and Wilson 2009, Lyall 2010b, Peic 2014.

7



ness during a conflict is problematic, however. Like interstate wars, civil war outcomes

are the product of a great deal of uncertainty and chance in terms of the final result.36

What might make a group effective during war may be completely unrelated to what

produces the final result between warring parties. In order to know what makes in-

surgents effective in combat itself, we need ways to measure insurgent effectiveness

during a conflict rather than relying on its ultimate conclusion.

Some recent studies have taken this approach, moving away from conflict and orga-

nizational outcomes to a focus on within-conflict measures, such as levels of insurgent

violence.37 The theoretical assumption in these works is that more insurgent attacks

is indicative of lower counterinsurgent effectiveness and higher insurgent effectiveness.

However, there are several different theories about the production of violence in civil

war, most of which imply that more violence (or in some cases any violence) is not

always ideal for insurgents.38 In some instances, more effective insurgent groups may

use less violence, leading us to draw invalid inferences about the relative performance

of armed actors in a given conflict.

There is thus a need for a framework for measuring insurgent performance that

meets three criteria: (1) covers all potential stages of an insurgency; (2) captures

effectiveness prior to the conclusion of a conflict; and (3) measures effectiveness in a

way that is distinct from other aspects of insurgent behavior. I discuss this briefly in

Section 3 and in greater detail in Chapter 2. In the remainder of this section, I derive

potential alternative explanations for consideration in the dissertation.

36Talmadge 2015, 7
37e.g. Lyall 2009, Lyall 2010a, Jardine and Palamar 2014
38e.g. Kalyvas 2006, Hultman 2007, Weinstein 2007, Hultman 2009, Metelits 2010, R. Wood 2010,

Lilja and Hultman 2011
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2.2 Possible Explanations

I begin again with research on national-level military effectiveness. These works

focus on factors such as civil-military relations,39 relative military capabilities and/or

the balance of forces,40 societal culture,41 political regime type,42 patterns of force em-

ployment,43 command structure “fit,”44 and military organizational practices (such as

promotion patterns and information management)45 as shaping military effectiveness.

Many of these factors, including civil-military relations, regime type, societal culture,

patterns of force employment, and military organizational practices, are not immedi-

ately relevant for the context of insurgent groups. These various aspects of national

militaries, political systems, and societies do not translate over into the context of

insurgent groups, given their very different origins and operating conditions.

However, theories about material capabilities and the balance of forces have clear

implications for insurgent effectiveness. Indeed, they are implicitly found in some

previous scholarship on civil wars looking at insurgent “power” or “capacity.”46 The

notion here is that insurgent groups with relatively more fighters or more advanced

weaponry should be more combat effective than groups with relatively less of such

features.

In their study on external support for insurgent groups, Byman et al. argue that

material support from outside a conflict zone, ranging from diaspora financial support

to third-party provision of military materiel and training directly to insurgents, can

make for more powerful groups and augment their fighting capabilities. This is often

39Huntington 1957
40Mearsheimer 2001
41Rosen 1995, Pollack 2002
42Reiter and Stam 2002, Biddle and Long 2004
43Biddle 2004, Grauer and Horowitz 2012
44Grauer 2011 and 2016
45Talmadge 2015
46e.g. Cunningham et al. 2009, Jardine and Palamar 2014, Krause 2014.
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the logic behind third-party backing for insurgent groups by outside powers.47 In this

regard, we would expect insurgent groups with more external material support to be

more combat effective than groups with relatively less of such outside backing.

Besides these two possible explanations, we might also expect that insurgent

groups with revolutionary ideologies (such as Marxism-Leninism, Ba’athism, or Is-

lamism) will be more combat effective than factions without such transformative

ideologies.48 The idea here is that revolutionary ideologies motivate combatants more

than non-revolutionary ideologies (like rote nationalism), and so they will be more

willing to fight. Besides motivating fighters, revolutionary ideologies can also allow

an insurgent group to exploit features that make for “robust insurgency” rather than

traditional guerrilla warfare.49

From these sets of works, we have the following three possible explanations:

Hypothesis 1 Insurgent groups that have a more favorable balance of forces are
more likely to be combat effective than insurgent groups that have a relatively less
favorable balance of forces

Hypothesis 2 Insurgent groups with external support are more likely to be combat
effective than insurgent groups with less or no external support

Hypothesis 3 Insurgent groups with revolutionary ideologies are more likely to be
combat effective than insurgent groups without such ideologies

3 The Argument

In this dissertation, I propose a fourth possible explanation, one that focuses on

insurgent recruitment practices as the key force shaping differences in insurgent ef-

fectiveness. I conceptualize recruitment practices as the selection, induction, training,

and socialization procedures groups use to choose and incorporate would-be fighters

47Salehyan et al. 2011.
48Kalyvas and Balcells 2010, Balcells and Kalyvas 2015. Also see Uggariza and Craig 2012 and

Oppenheim et al. 2016.
49Balcells and Kalyvas 2015
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into the organization. These practices are a product of a group’s particular mobilizing

resources and wartime circumstances. Mobilizing resources are those around which

the organization is formed, such as ideological orientation or external support, and

often prescribe certain recruitment strategies that a group may seek to implement.

Wartime circumstances are conditions that affect the normal functioning of the orga-

nization, such as a sudden influx of recruits or the loss of a training camp. These two

factors interact to shape how groups actually recruit in practice, or their recruitment

practices.

I classify recruitment practices on the basis of their relative consistency and com-

prehensiveness. The consistency dimension captures how identical the selection, in-

duction, training, and socialization procedures are within the group, while the com-

prehensiveness dimension captures how extensive such procedures are. On this basis,

I outline two ideal types of recruitment practices, Robust and Deficient. Robust re-

cruitment practices are those in which would-be fighters are all subject to the same

comprehensive selection criteria and induction, training, and socialization procedures

when joining a group. Conversely, deficient recruitment practices are those in which

individuals are selected according to inconsistent (or no) criteria and/or incorporated

in dissimilar ways, such as some recruits undergoing training while others are sent

straight to the front lines.

To fight effectively in combat, insurgent groups need three organizational charac-

teristics: uniform shared purpose, discipline, and interpersonal trust. Uniform shared

purpose gives fighters a sense of the group’s overall objectives - the motivation for

why it is waging insurgency. Discipline ensures that fighters will follow orders and

exhibit the correct behavior both in combat (e.g. following orders) and towards the

civilian population. Interpersonal trust provides the basic foundation needed for exe-

cuting cooperative tasks in a context of risk and possible death, as well as the basis for
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delegating command without adverse consequences. By their nature, robust recruit-

ment practices generate these three characteristics, and groups with such practices

are more likely to fight effectively in combat. Conversely, deficient recruitment prac-

tices produce the inverse of these positive characteristics – absent/varied/weak shared

purpose, indiscipline, and a lack of interpersonal trust – making combat ineffective-

ness likely. The main implication from this framework is that groups with robust

recruitment practices are more likely to be combat effective than those with deficient

recruitment practices.

I define insurgent effectiveness as the ability of a non-state armed actor to generate

fighting power across the possible stages of insurgency. To measure effectiveness, I

first classify conflicts into two possible stages, Guerrilla or Conventional, depending

on the relative balance of capabilities between the incumbent and insurgent sides.

Specifically, I consider whether insurgents have deployed heavy weaponry (e.g. armor,

artillery) in combat or whether insurgents have more or less than 2/3 the forces of the

incumbent. This balance in turn shapes how insurgents should fight and, consequently,

how their effectiveness should be assessed during combat.

In the Guerrilla stage, the marked asymmetry in capabilities dictates a strategy of

guerrilla warfare in which insurgent groups should employ tactics like ambushes and

hit-and-run attacks, use cover/concealment and dispersion, avoid concentrated frontal

assaults, withdraw when outnumbered/outgunned, and be able to decentralize mili-

tary and tactical decisionmaking. In the Conventional stage, because of the relative

parity in capabilities, insurgent military strategy shifts to building the counter-state

through positional warfare. This is done through the use of conventional warfare tac-

tics and operations like frontal assaults, maneuver, defenses in depth, and combined

arms operations, while being able to coordinate at high levels across units. For each

stage, I outline a set of tasks based on the particular tactics and operations that
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should be used in it. I use these sets of tasks to evaluate the effectiveness of insurgent

actor(s) during a given period of a conflict.

4 Research Design

To evaluate this framework along with the three possible explanations, I conduct

three historical case studies in the dissertation. I examine insurgent group performance

during the civil wars in Jordan (1968-1971), Oman (1964-1975), and Eritrea (1961-

1991). As is standard practice in political science research, these cases are chosen on

the basis of their values on the independent variable of interest, recruitment prac-

tices.50 In each selected case, there is full variation in recruitment practices, whether

across a set of groups (Jordan and Eritrea) or over time within a single group (Oman).

In addition, I selected these cases with a view towards testing the full extent of the

stage-based measures of effectiveness, ensuring that the conflicts examined altogether

constitute the Guerrilla and Conventional stages. The conflicts in Jordan and Oman

were in the Guerrilla stage for their entireties, while the conflict in Eritrea began in

the Guerrilla stage and shifted to the Conventional stage in 1974. Examining groups

within cases allows me to control for a number of potential confounding factors, such

counterinsurgent strategy and tactics, country-specific characteristics (like terrain and

level of development), and insurgent goals.

Table 1.1. Insurgent Groups Examined in the Dissertation

Case Group
Jordanian Civil War Fatah

(1968-1971) Popular Front for the Liberation of Palestine (PFLP)
Democratic Front for the Liberation of Palestine (DFLP)

Dhofar Rebellion in Oman Popular Front for the Liberation of the Occupied Arabian Gulf (PFLOAG)
(1964-1975)

Eritrean War of Independence Eritrean Liberation Front (ELF)
(1961-1991) Eritrean People’s Liberation Front (EPLF)

50I discuss more on case selection in Chapter 2.
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In each case, I outline the participating groups’ formation and resulting recruit-

ment practices. I then trace the consequences of these practices for effectiveness during

the given conflict, while also evaluating the validity of the three possible explanations.

As evidence, I draw on extensive fieldwork including interviews with ex-combatants,

archival research, and various types of primary and secondary historical sources and

accounts.

For the Jordan case, this includes 105 interviews personally conducted in Ara-

bic with former Jordanian military/intelligence/government officials and ex-insurgent

commanders and fighters that participated in the conflict. In addition to these inter-

views, I use English and Arabic archival resources gathered from multiple repositories

in Jordan, Lebanon, and the United States, as well as memoirs and private papers

from individuals involved in the conflict. For the Oman and Eritrea cases, I rely on

archival research along with existing secondary accounts and memoirs in English and

Arabic.

5 Dissertation Roadmap

Chapter 2 develops in greater detail the theoretical framework of insurgent effec-

tiveness briefly introduced in Section 3. I begin by outlining how I measure effective-

ness across the possible stages of insurgency. I then discuss the explanatory portion of

the framework, positioning the relative rigor of recruitment practices as shaping the

corresponding effectiveness of insurgent groups. I also discuss the theoretical scope

conditions and assumptions, and provide an overview of the research design used to

evaluate the theory and alternative explanations in the dissertation.

In Chapter 3, I combine interviews with ex-combatants, archival research, and

secondary sources in English and Arabic to examine the effectiveness of insurgent
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groups during the most intense period of the Jordanian Civil War (1968-1971). Owing

to the lack of existing disaggregated knowledge on the conflict in both English and

Arabic, I first provide an extensive overview on the war and its historical progression.

Then, drawing on both 105 semi-structured interviews conducted in colloquial Arabic

with former Jordanian military/intelligence/government personnel and ex-insurgent

commanders and fighters along with a variety of English and Arabic language archival

sources, I analyze the fighting performance of the three main insurgent groups, Fatah,

the Popular Front for the Liberation of Palestine (PFLP), and the Democratic Front

for the Liberation of Palestine (DFLP), during the “Black September” period of the

conflict. The analysis demonstrates how each group’s recruitment practices shaped its

relative effectiveness during the fighting episode, and establishes the theory’s internal

validity.

Chapter 4 tests the theory of insurgent effectiveness during the Dhofar Rebellion

in Oman (1964-1975). Combining historical accounts in English and Arabic, declas-

sified British, American, and Sultanate diplomatic and intelligence documents, and

combatant memoirs, I examine the PFLOAG’s trajectory during the conflict. I specif-

ically analyze how its recruitment practices shifted over time and the corresponding

consequences for the group’s combat effectiveness. The analysis demonstrates how

the PFLOAG’s initial deficient recruitment practices led to ineffectiveness, but that

its shift in September 1968 towards robust recruitment practices led to significantly

improved combat effectiveness - only to slide back to deficient recruitment practices in

late 1970, which rendered it ineffective for the remainder of the rebellion. In so doing,

the case study and analysis illustrate the theory’s external validity and its ability to

account for changes in effectiveness over time within a single insurgent group.

Chapter 5 examines insurgent effectiveness during the Eritrean War of Indepen-

dence (1961-1991). I use archival sources and in-depth histories and accounts of the
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conflict to analyze the recruitment practices and effectiveness of the two main insur-

gent groups, the Eritrean Liberation Front (ELF) and the Eritrean People’s Libera-

tion Front (EPLF). The conflict began in 1961 in the Guerrilla stage, but shifted to

the Conventional stage in September 1974 as a result of the insurgents’ capture and

subsequent deployment of armor and artillery in combat and expansion in personnel.

As in Jordan, recruitment practices varied across the two groups, both of which per-

formed as expected by the theory. The ELF’s deficient recruitment practices rendered

it ineffective during both Guerrilla and Conventional stages of the conflict, while the

EPLF’s robust recruitment practices generated one of the most combat effective insur-

gent organizations on the post-WWII historical record. Besides further establishing

the theory’s external validity, this case probes its value in application to a conflict

with both possible stages of insurgency.

Finally, Chapter 6 concludes the dissertation, summarizing the theory and main

findings, highlighting the value of the findings for both scholarship and policy, and

discussing areas for future research.
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Chapter 2

A Theory of Insurgent

Effectiveness in Civil Wars

1 Introduction

In this chapter, I develop a theoretical framework to measure and explain insur-

gent effectiveness in civil wars. I start by outlining a conceptual scheme to measure

insurgent effectiveness across the possible stages of an insurgency, discussing each

stage and the corresponding measures of insurgent effectiveness. After presenting this

part of the framework, I turn to explaining insurgent effectiveness, focusing on in-

surgent recruitment practices, or the manner by which individuals are selected and

incorporated into a group as fighters. I start by discussing the origins of insurgent

recruitment practices, arguing that they are the product of an interaction between

group recruitment strategies and wartime circumstances. I then classify recruitment

practices into two types (robust and deficient) based on their relative consistency and

comprehensiveness, and discuss why not all groups can have robust practices. I next

outline the three mechanisms that link recruitment practices to ultimate insurgent
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effectiveness during combat. I then specify the theory’s main hypothesis, outline its

assumptions and scope conditions, and discuss the research design used to test the

framework in the rest of the dissertation.

2 Conceptualizing and Measuring Insurgent

Effectiveness

The classic study of interstate military effectiveness defines it as “the process by

which armed forces convert resources into fighting power.”1 As noted in the previous

chapter, insurgent groups face the same need to convert resources into fighting power.

Yet what “fighting power” means for state armed forces is quite different than what it

means for insurgent groups. In this vein, I define insurgent effectiveness as the ability

of a non-state armed actor to generate fighting power across the possible stages of

insurgency.

In terms of measuring effectiveness, some civil war scholarship has implicitly ad-

dressed the relative “power” or “capability” of insurgents using a variety of orga-

nizational “inputs” as indicators, including the number of fighters,2 resources,3 and

external support.4 Though useful proxies, these measures are imprecise. Inputs such as

fighters, resources, or external support may have varying effects across armed groups,

which can be the result of several factors, including organizational structures, leader-

ship, or even recruitment.5 They therefore do not directly capture the actual behavior

of armed groups or tell us anything about how groups perform during combat.

To mitigate these shortcomings and provide measures of insurgent effectiveness

that capture performance during civil wars, I propose to examine a set of concrete

1Millett et al. 1988, 2.
2Valentino et al. 2004, Cunningham et al. 2009, R. Wood 2010, Christia 2012
3Pearlman 2009, Krause 2014
4Greenhill and Major 2007
5Weinstein 2007, Sinno 2008, Staniland 2012, Parkinson 2014
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“outputs,” or tasks. These tasks will capture an insurgent group’s ability to convert

resources into fighting power and indicate its corresponding effectiveness during con-

flict.6 The premise here is that insurgent groups that can execute the outlined tasks

should be considered relatively more effective than those that cannot.

I begin with the proposition that internal conflicts7 themselves can be broken

down into phases or stages. Both classic and contemporary works on insurgency have

discussed these different stages, particularly concerning how the balance of capabilities

between insurgents and incumbents shapes the strategies that should be pursued by

insurgents.8 I distill these into two stages. The Guerrilla stage exists when there is

marked asymmetry in forces and capabilities between insurgents and incumbents. This

is typically at the start of a conflict,9 and is the “classic” scenario of guerrilla warfare

where bands of insurgents indirectly confront incumbent forces and positions.10 The

Conventional stage exists once there is a parity in the balance of capabilities between

the two warring sides. In what follows, I discuss these two stages in more detail and

the associated indicators I use when assessing insurgent effectiveness in each.

The Guerrilla Stage In the Guerrilla stage, as a result of the asymmetry in capa-

bilities, the strategy of insurgents is to execute small-scale attacks, operate in mobile

6While insurgent actors have goals that are often better pursued through calculated coercion
rather than the strict application of force (Smith 2003, 35-36), I persist in arguing that one can still
examine their specific combat performance using tangible indicators.

7The ensuing discussion assumes that the conflict setup is that of one or more insurgent groups
fighting against a relatively superior incumbent actor. The other main empirical scenario in which
relatively balanced belligerents challenge each other in the absence of a superior government force,
often called “symmetric non-conventional” (Kalyvas 2005) or “irregular” (Lockyer 2010) warfare, can
be analyzed using this framework. I provide an initial demonstration of this application in Chapter
5’s case study of the Eritrean War of Independence with periods of insurgent infighting, and discuss
this further in the Conclusion chapter.

8E.g. Knorr 1962, Guevara 1998, Mao 1989, Taber 1965, Kalyvas 2005 and 2006, Biddle and
Friedman 2008, Lyall and Wilson 2009, Lockyer 2010

9Taber 1965, 27. I outline how I measure the balance of capabilities in Appendix A.
10As stated in the previous chapter, existing works have largely neglected conceptualizing and

measuring insurgent effectiveness at these lower levels of capabilities, yet conflicts in which insurgents
had such capabilities constitute over half of all civil wars fought since World War II (Kalyvas and
Balcells 2010).

19



units, and expand the theatre of confrontation, so as to overstretch and wear down

incumbent forces while minimizing their own losses.11 Insurgents in this stage “will

have no business to seek battles and every reason to shun them.”12 In the words of

Mao:

“In guerrilla warfare, select the tactic of seeming to come from the east and
attacking from the west; avoid the solid, attack the hollow; attack; withdraw;
deliver a lightning blow, seek a lightning decision. When guerrillas engage a
stronger enemy, they withdraw when he advances; harass him when he stops;
strike him when he is weary; pursue him when he withdraws. In guerrilla strat-
egy, the enemy’s rear, flanks, and other vulnerable spots are his vital points,
and therefore must be harassed, attacked, dispersed, exhausted and annihi-
lated” (Mao 1989, 46).

Even when defending positions (such as bases or lines), insurgent fighters should

use indirect and dispersed tactics, such as ambushes, rather than more direct conven-

tional actions, such as static defenses, as well as avoid decisive engagements13:

“Insurgent actions are similar in character to all others fought by second-rate
troops: they start out at full vigor and enthusiasm, but there is little level-
headedness and tenacity in the long run. Not much is lost if a body of insurgents
is defeated and disbursed - that is what it is for. But it should not be allowed
to go to pieces through too many men being killed, wounded or taken prisoner:
such defeats would soon dampen its ardor...if the defense of a sector is entrusted
to the home guard, one must avoid getting involved in a major defensive battle,
or else they will perish no matter how favorable the circumstances. They may
and should defend the points of access etc...but once these are breached, they
had better scatter and continue their resistance by means of surprise attacks,
rather than huddle together in narrow redoubt, locked into a regular defensive
position from which there is no escape” (Clausewitz 1984, 482).

Because of this role vis-a-vis the incumbent, insurgents are overall on the “strategic

defensive.”14 However, they still undertake tactical offensive actions, using surprise

and deception and withdrawing once the local balance of forces becomes unfavorable:
11Taber 1965, 52-54; Clausewitz 1984, 480
12Taber 1965, 27.
13Guevara 1998, 71. A decisive engagement is “a condition wherein defenders remain in position

under assault even after the attackers have gotten close enough that the defenders cannot readily
withdraw without being overrun” (Biddle and Friedman 2008, 10fn9).

14Mao 1989.
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“It will be insurgent strategy not to accept positional warfare and head-on ma-
jor battles but to induce the opponent to disperse his forces, so that, though
these forces are superior in toto, they will be small and vulnerable enough in
many localities to permit confident attack by insurgent troops. In such local
combat, the insurgents seek to exploit terrain, surprise, and possibly larger
forces, and they will disengage themselves as soon as the incumbent command
pulls in reinforcements...in luring the enemy’s troops into traps, in preying on
his lines of communication, ambushing his columns, and raiding his isolated
garrisons, although the over-all strategy is defensive, tactical operations are ag-
gressive whenever and wherever circumstances permit...this strategy [is] based
on surprise...mobility and deception” (Knorr 1962, 55).

Drawing on this discussion, I argue that there are several concrete tasks at the

operational and tactical levels of insurgent groups that constitute best practices in

the Guerrilla stage of insurgency - ones that, if successfully executed, indicate com-

bat effectiveness.15 At a basic level, insurgent fighters must be able to operate their

weapons and make use of them to achieve operational and tactical goals. A group

or unit of fighters that lacks the ability to its handle weapons and/or does not know

the range of such weapons will not be able to effectively use them in combat. Con-

versely, fighters that know how their weapons work and their accuracy at varying

distances and exhibit disciplined use of ammunition can successfully exploit these

dynamics to undertake tactical operations (such as ambushes or raids) that overcome

the imbalance of forces and produce gains for the group.

Classic works by theorists and practitioners of guerrilla warfare have highlighted

several specific tactical actions that should be used by fighters to best achieve the

operational aims of inflicting casualties and minimizing personnel losses, including:

sabotage, assassinations, ambushes, raids, hit-and-run attacks, sniping, mining, and

bombing.16 The most essential of these tactics is the ambush, which embodies the

15The following scheme draws on, in some cases directly, Caitlin Talmadge’s excellent framework
for assessing battlefield performance of conventional armed forces (Tamadge 2015) and Stephen
Biddle’s specification of the “modern system” (Biddle 2004).

16Paret and Shy 1962, Knorr 1962, Jureidini et al. 1962, Janos 1963, Taber 1965, Jalali and Grau
1995, Mao 1989, Spencer 1990, Guevara 1998, Marques 2003, West 2008, Lyall and Wilson 2009,
Lockyer 2010.
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strategic aim of guerrilla warfare in its reliance on exploiting the element of surprise

to overcome the imbalance in capabilities, while also requiring a certain level of coor-

dination and discipline across fighters to execute. Because of its centrality to guerrilla

warfare, it is useful as a clear benchmark to distinguish among insurgent units and

groups.

Much like conventional armed forces that employ the “modern system,”17 insur-

gent fighters need to successfully use cover and concealment when operating to both

minimize casualties and, in the guerrilla context, maintain the element of surprise.

As Biddle argues, “cover and concealment...deny defenders visible targets...[and] are

essential to prevent attackers from concentrating their firepower on known defender

locations.”18 Cover and concealment are especially important when an armed force

faces an imbalance of firepower.19 Along with cover and concealment, dispersion is

also key for insurgent forces precisely because they are severely outnumbered and out-

gunned in the Guerrilla stage. Moreover, Biddle writes that dispersion is necessary to

maximize the advantages of using cover and concealment:

“To make the most of the potential inherent in the ground, small groups or
even individuals must move separately, and at rates determined by the local
terrain rather than the progress of their neighbors...Even when units are seen
and fired upon, dispersion reduces vulnerability by fewer targets in the blast
radius of any given shell, or in the beaten zone of any given machine gun.”20

As Biddle notes, both cover and concealment and dispersion require significant time

and human resource investments in training and orientation, which not all insurgent

groups may be able to do.

The imbalance of capabilities also dictates that guerrilla fighters avoid concen-

trated frontal assaults and decisive engagements, and that they withdraw when the

17Biddle 2004, Grauer and Horowitz 2012.
18Biddle 2004, 35, 44.
19Biddle 2002, 20.
20Biddle 2004, 36.
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local balance of forces becomes unfavorable. For insurgent fighters, this implies that

they must retreat from an engagement when locally outnumbered and/or outgunned

by adversarial forces. However, this is not easy. Executing a successful dispersal is

akin to executing a withdrawal under fire in a conventional context, which Biddle ar-

gues is “among the most technically demanding maneuvers in modern land warfare;

conscious self-sacrifice in defense of an untenable position requires a very high order

of discipline and motivation.”21 Given this difficulty, we would expect that not all

insurgent groups be able to successfully execute this task, and that those that can

should be considered relatively more effective.

Finally, units must demonstrate a capacity for low-level initiative in order to both

respond most efficiently to local developments and take the appropriate actions to

expand across geographic space.22 This is done by decentralizing military command

within the insurgent group to lower-level commanders.23 Such delegation allows in-

dividuals like field commanders that are better informed about the local situation to

take the most appropriate actions in operating in and responding to their unit’s im-

mediate combat environment - without having to go back up the chain of command.24

This is especially important for insurgent groups, which must be able to expand

their areas of operation and avoid detection by adversaries, particularly incumbent

forces.25 Territorial expansion not only requires the use of tactics such as cover and

concealment and dispersion, but also demands an ability to operate in different types

21Biddle 2004, 48.
22This is somewhat akin to the need for “small-unit independent maneuver” in the context of

conventional armed forces (Biddle 2004, 35-36; Grauer and Horowitz 2012, Appendix A; Talmadge
2015, 34; Grauer 2016, 27-28).

23“Military command” refers to authority concerning the deployment of fighters in a local area,
ordering forces to start or stop fighting, and choice of tactics (e.g. how to attack, defend, etc.).
Military and tactical decision-making is distinct from that which concerns the overall organization,
such as the nature of broader group strategy and objectives.

24Grauer 2011, Shapiro 2013, Talmadge 2015.
25Taber 1965; Clausewitz 1984, 601; Kalyvas 2006. In the words of Mao: “the command must be

centralized for strategical purposes and decentralized for tactical purposes” (Mao 1989, 114).
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of terrain.26 As with any combat environment, the topography and nature of the ter-

rain in which insurgent forces are fighting shape the range of tactics and operations

that can be employed in fighting, 27 As a result of these two empirical realities of

insurgency that place a premium on local knowledge, field commanders of insurgent

groups are the most aware of the operational requirements and possibilities for ge-

ographic expansion away from their initial areas of operation. However, delegation

brings with it risks of splits and internal takeovers, as well as potential harm for the

group’s overall unity of effort.28 Therefore, it can only be successfully undertaken in

situations where interpersonal trust exists in an insurgent group - a characteristic not

all such groups are likely to have.

Before going into initial measurement specifics, I note that these best practices

are uniform in their application across both urban and rural areas, with some limited

exceptions.29 For example, when conducting operations such as raids or hit-and-run

attacks in an urban area, it is necessary to focus more on securing escape routes

so as to avoid entrapment.30 While urban areas increase the risk of exposure to in-

cumbent forces and provide both more limited maneuver space and the prospect of

multi-surface fighting, the same principles hold concerning how to fight. In addition,

the increased incentive to engage in small-unit fighting in close range only further

reinforces the need to use tactics such as ambushes, dispersion, and cover and con-

cealment.31

To gauge a unit or group’s relative proficiency in these practices during the Guer-

rilla stage, I ask the following seven questions:

26Biddle 2004, Zhukov 2012.
27Jureidini et al. 1979, Clausewitz 1984, McLaurin et al. 1987, Diehl 1991, Biddle 2004.
28Grauer 2011.
29Guevara 1998, 29-30.
30Jalali and Grau 1995, 397.
31On the implications of urban areas for guerrilla warfare tactics, see Marques 2003, U.S. Depart-

ment of the Army 2002, and West 2008 as examples. On insurgency in cities, see Taw and Hoffman
1994, Sayari and Hoffman 1991, McLaurin and Miller 1989.
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• Can fighters operate their weapons? Is marksmanship good?
• Do fighters make use of terrain for cover and concealment when fighting?
• Do fighters make use of dispersion when fighting?
• Can the unit successfully execute an ambush?
• Do fighters avoid undertaking concentrated frontal assaults?
• Do fighters withdraw from an engagement when the local balance of forces

becomes unfavorable (whether in an offensive or defensive context)?
• Does the unit demonstrate the capacity for low-level initiative?

The responses for each can be used as qualitative indicators of a group’s ability

to execute a given task. The tasks can be evaluated over a specified time period of

a conflict. In addition, the tasks can be evaluated at different levels of the insurgent

group, from the overall organization to an individual unit.32 The set of questions

applies across different contexts and constraints - as Talmadge notes, “effective mili-

taries have to do certain things, whether those things are hard or easy in a particular

context.”33 Likewise, I argue that insurgent groups must be able to execute these par-

ticular tasks in order to be effective regardless of the different operating constraints

they might individually face once formed and functioning.

As stated previously, the overall strategic aim of insurgents in the Guerrilla stage

is to chip away at the incumbent’s hold on power by inflicting losses on it in terms

of manpower and materiel, while minimizing their own personnel losses.34 As Taber

notes “They will not seek to hold ground or to contend with a stronger force, but

only to confuse and exhaust it and to inflict casualties on it, without taking casualties

in return.”35 Likewise, Che Guevara writes that “[t]he essential task of the guerrilla

fighter is to keep himself from being destroyed.”36

Therefore, along with the seven task-based indicators, I argue that losses inflicted

and losses incurred can also be used as indicators of the relative effectiveness of

32I discuss coding procedures for these tasks in Appendix A.
33Talmadge 2015, 4.
34Guevara 1998, 15; Taber 1965, 28-29.
35Taber 1965, 160).
36Guevara 1998, 15.
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individual insurgent groups. For example, one can examine the ratio of fighter deaths,

captures, and/or defections over overall group size within a specified period of time

during a conflict. If an insurgent group has the best practices outlined above, it

should have a relatively lower percentage of fighter deaths/captures/defections than

in situations where it does not have these best practices.

The Conventional Stage Once there is parity in the balance of capabilities be-

tween the insurgents and incumbents,37 insurgent strategy shifts from seeking to avoid

losses and using indirect tactics to directly challenging incumbent forces in positional

warfare.38 “Parity” in this case means the insurgents have deployed heavy weaponry

(such as armor and artillery) in combat against incumbent forces.39

As Taber writes, this stage

“begins when the opposing forces of the government and those of the guerrillas
have reached a balance, and the insurgents seize the military initiative, now
no longer as pure guerrillas, but as mobile columns up to divisional strength,
capable of confronting and destroying the army in open battle. Where the
insurgents formerly gave way at the approach of the enemy, or depended on
hit-and-run ambushes, they will now give battle....when encircled, the rebels,
instead of dispersing and exfiltrating under cover of darkness, as before, will
concentrate and make a powerful breakthrough...the insurgents will themselves
begin to hold territory.”40

Insurgents begin to hold territory, which becomes key for them as they work to

build the “counter-state,” as noted by Kalyvas:

“Insurgency can best be understood as a process of competitive state building
rather than simply an instance of collective action or social contention...State
building is the insurgents’ central goal and renders organized and sustained
rebellion of the kind that takes place in civil wars fundamentally distinct from

37Guevara: “when the guerrilla band has reached a respectable power in arms and in number of
combatants, it ought to proceed to the formation of new columns...At that instant the columns join,
they offer a compact fighting front, and a war of positions is reached, a war carried on by regular
armies” (Guevara 1998, 17). Other scholars have discussed how the balance of capabilities shapes
the nature of warfare in civil wars (Kalyvas 2005, Lockyer 2010 and 2011).

38Taber 1965, 54-55; Kalyvas and Balcells 2010, Lockyer 2010
39See Appendix A for further details on measuring the stages.
40Taber 1965, 50-51.
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phenomena such as banditry, mafias, or social movements. Insurgents seek to
secure power at the local level, even when they cannot hope to seize the state at
the national level. This means conquering and keeping territory - to the extent
that this is possible.”41

As noted by Kalyvas and others, territorial control becomes essential for armed groups

that seek to sustain the procurement of resources, communications, and informa-

tion/intelligence gathering - processes vital for the warfighting effort.42 In this stage

of a conflict, territory can be gained through political-strategic means, but is usually

captured through the use of conventional warfare tactics.

As a result, the modus operandi for insurgents in the Conventional stage changes

from mobile units undertaking small-scale actions to frontal, concentrated attacks on

incumbent positions, fighting pitched battles, and overall engaging in positional war-

fare with the aim of taking and holding territory. While insurgent groups may still use

guerrilla warfare tactics in combat during this stage, the dominant form of operations

and tactics that insurgents should use are conventional. These include concentrated

frontal assaults, static defenses, retreats, dispersion, cover and concealment, maneu-

ver, defense in depth, fire and movement, counterattacks, fighting withdrawals, and

combined arms operations.43

To evaluate effectiveness in this stage, I draw in part on Caitlin Talmadge’s frame-

work for evaluating battlefield effectiveness in interstate settings, and ask the following

eight questions:

41Kalyvas 2006, 218.
42McColl 1969, Wood 2003a, Kalyvas 2006, Sinno 2008, de la Calle and Sanchez-Cuenca 2012,

Hansen-Lewis and Shapiro 2015.
This assertion of the imperative of territorial control in the Conventional stage does not preclude

the possibility that armed groups may not always opt to undertake tactical operations to capture
territory in the midst of conflict. That is, the framework allows for the empirical possibility that
armed groups will not always seek to take and hold territory at all times during a war (see Schulhofer-
Wohl 2012). Rather, it assumes that the overarching strategic goal for insurgents in this stage is
seizing and holding territory.

43Leonhard 1991, Biddle 2004, Talmadge 2015, Jones 2016, Jordan et al. 2016; Department of the
Army, various
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• Can fighters operate their weapons? Is marksmanship good?
• Do fighters make use of terrain for cover and concealment when fighting?
• Do fighters make use of dispersion when fighting?
• Can the unit successfully execute basic conventional warfare tactics such as an

ambush, concentrated frontal assault, static defense, and orderly retreat?
• Can the group conduct combined arms operations that integrate at least two

types?
• On defense, can the unit successfully execute complex tactics such as a defense

in depth, fighting withdrawal, or counterattack?
• On offense, can the unit successfully use complex tactics such as maneuver, fire

and movement, and small-unit special forces operations?
• Does the unit demonstrate the capacity for low-level initiative and high-level

coordination across units?

Again, these questions can be asked across the various levels of the organization, from

the overall group down to an individual unit, and apply to both urban and rural areas.

For the first three questions, the same principles from the Guerrilla stage are

relevant, as operating weaponry and using cover and concealment and dispersion are

essential elements of modern conventional warfare.44 Ambushes, concentrated frontal

assaults, static defenses, and orderly retreats are the basic tactics of conventional

warfare, and indicate an elementary capacity for positional warfare.

Combined arms operations and complex offensive and defensive tactics, such as

maneuver, defense in depth, counterattacks, and fire and movement, require particular

force structures and extensive training and drilling. These operations and tactics

are often not even mastered by state armed forces, as Biddle (2004), Grauer and

Horowitz (2012), and Talmadge (2015) have shown. It is therefore reasonable to expect

insurgent groups, with their more inchoate organizational capacities, to vary in their

ability to employ combined arms operations and complex offensive and defensive

tactics.

Combined arms operations are particularly challenging for armed forces, but in-

credibly effective when employed successfully. The combination of infantry and ar-

44See Biddle 2004
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tillery and/or infantry and armor, or even infantry, armor, and naval forces, helps to

compensate for the individual weaknesses of each arm alone, while augmenting their

individual firepower, mobility, and protection.45 For example, Biddle writes that

“Artillery can project massive volumes of fire over great distances, but those
very distances reduce its accuracy...its immobility limits its capacity to keep
up with an advance. Infantry, by contrast, is limited to the weapons and am-
munition individual soldiers can carry - hence its firepower potential is much
smaller than artillery’s. Infantry fire, however, is more accurate; infantry can
find their own targets for immediate engagement; and infantry weapons can
be transported as rapidly as the advance itself...Used together...they cover one
another’s weaknesses.”46

Like complex offensive and defensive tactics, such integration of arms requires intense

training and drilling across multiple service weapons, as well as established resupply

lines and deep knowledge about operations among more junior officers, as Biddle

notes.47 Such training, drilling, logistics, and knowledge often require organizational

capacities and breadth that many insurgent groups may never come close to having.

Finally, a capacity for low-level initiative is also vital in the Conventional stage,

as the primacy of local knowledge and the need for quick and efficient local-level

responses to developments remain important requirements for an armed force seek-

ing to fight effectively. In addition to such low-level capacity, groups must also have

the ability to coordinate at high levels across units. Such coordination is a neces-

sary condition for conducting the kind of combined arms operations just discussed.

Moreover, at a strategic level, successful coordination is required for planning and

executing campaigns and operations, while ensuring that individual units adhere to

their assigned tasks and do not harm the group’s overall unity of effort. But again,

insurgent groups will certainly differ in their ability to make the organizational tran-

sition from small-arms mobile units to brigade- and battalion-level units that can be

45FM 100-5, 2-3
46Biddle 2004, 37
47Biddle 2004, 38
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coordinated in a successful manner. We should therefore expect significant variation

in terms of insurgents’ abilities to successfully execute both aspects of this final task

in the Conventional stage.

Shifting Stages and Variation Within Conflicts Though the nature of conflict

escalation tends to structure the transition from the Guerrilla stage to the Conven-

tional stage as a “natural” progression, a conflict can indeed shift back to the Guerrilla

stage from the Conventional stage.48 As stated previously, the balance of capabilities

shapes the particular stage and corresponding appropriate form of warfare, and this

balance can and does change over the course of conflict.

For example, the Angolan Civil War escalated to the Conventional stage in Novem-

ber 1975 after vast quantities of troops and materiel were injected by outside inter-

veners into the conflict between UNITA, the MPLA, and FNLA.49 However, 1976

saw the withdrawal of the U.S. and South Africa as external interveners, vastly tip-

ping the balance of capabilities towards the Soviet-backed and supplied MPLA and

returning the conflict to the Guerrilla stage.50 In measuring effectiveness then, one

first determines the particular stage of the conflict through a focus on the balance of

forces, and then uses the relevant indicators of effectiveness for the particular stage.

Another potential question concerns the empirical possibility of variation in the

type of warfare within a single conflict. For example, the Korean War, American Civil

War, and post-1982 Somalian Civil War all included periods of time where a single

actor engaged in different types of warfare.51 In this vein, it is still the overall balance

of forces at the belligerent level that determines how a group should fight if it is to be

considered effective during combat. For instance, if the balance of capabilities dictates

that an insurgent group fight using a guerrilla strategy and one of its units uses

48Mao noted this - see Mao 1989
49Lockyer 2011.
50Lockyer 2011, 2360-2361.
51Lockyer 2010.
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more conventional warfare tactics, the framework I have outlined would consider the

given unit to be ineffective. Using conventional warfare tactics without the requisite

weaponry will almost always result in disastrous consequences for an insurgent group.

To summarize, I have argued that what it means for an insurgent group to be effec-

tive depends on the balance of capabilities between incumbent and insurgent forces.

When an insurgency is in the Guerrilla stage, the asymmetry in capabilities (both

materiel and personnel) dictates a military strategy comprised of mobile warfare and

small-scale attacks and the avoidance of direct confrontations, with the overall aim

of minimizing insurgent casualties while inflicting the maximum casualties possible

on incumbent forces. Once a conflict progresses to the Conventional stage, insurgent

strategy shifts to positional warfare with the aim of taking and holding territory as

a means of building the counter-state. To do this, insurgent groups should use more

conventional warfare operations and tactics. Having outlined the task-based mea-

sures for insurgent effectiveness across the possible stages of a conflict, the next part

of the chapter develops an explanatory framework to account for differences in such

effectiveness during combat.

3 Explaining Effectiveness

In this part of the chapter, I develop a theory of insurgent effectiveness that links

the relative rigor of a group’s recruitment practices to its ultimate performance during

conflict. I begin by discussing the challenge insurgent organizers face when trying to

obtain competent combatants that are committed to the group’s methods and goals,

and how recruiters consequently address this issue. I then turn to outlining the origins

of insurgent recruitment practices (i.e. how would-be fighters are actually recruited

and trained for combat), and argue that such practices are a combination of initial
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mobilizing resources and wartime circumstances. I then classify ideal types of recruit-

ment practices into two types (robust and deficient), and outline why not all groups

are able to have robust recruitment practices. I then discuss the three mechanisms

by which the possible types of recruitment practices shape relative effectiveness, and

conclude the section by specifying the main theoretical hypothesis to be tested in the

dissertation.

3.1 Recruiting Insurgents

Recruiting quality members to the cause is one of the first tasks facing nascent

insurgent groups. As Guevara observed:

“The life and activities of the guerrilla fighter...call for a series of physical,
mental, and moral qualities needed for adapting oneself to prevailing conditions
and for fulfilling completely any mission assigned....the guerrilla fighter must
have a degree of adaptability that will permit him to identify himself with the
environment in which he lives, to become a part of it, and to take advantage
of it as his ally to the maximum possible extent. He also needs a faculty of
rapid comprehension and an instantaneous inventiveness that will permit him
to change his tactics according to the dominant course of the action.”52

Insurgent groups, like other clandestine organizations, face significant challenges

in meeting this need to select and train adaptable fighters. Besides their inherent

illegality (which can itself dissuade individuals from attempting to join a group), in-

surgents face a collective action problem in getting individuals to join.53 This is a

result of both the small prospect of sharing in the group’s success and the dangers

associated with participation in violent conflict.54 In the context of an ongoing civil

war, these personal inhibitions may become slightly ameliorated as a result of the

individual quest for survival in a wartime environment.55 While this instinct may

52Guevara 1998, 41, 43
53See Lichbach 1995
54Wood 2003a
55Kalyvas and Kocher 2007
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indeed bring potential recruits to a group, a challenge still remains: insurgent leader-

ship must find loyal fighters to whom they can provide weapons and trust that orders

will be followed. This must be done for the group to maintain even just a baseline

operating existence in conflict. Stated more bluntly, recruits must be brought into an

insurgent group beyond simply joining and being given a weapon with which to fight.

In examining this challenge faced by insurgent organizers, the majority of existing

scholarship on recruitment into armed groups and violent clandestine non-state actors

focuses on either would-be member preferences for joining an armed group56 or the

“types” of individuals attracted to an incipient insurgent group’s endowment.57 These

works position would-be insurgents as dictating the outcome of recruitment, and

in most cases stop short of examining what happens once an individual joins an

insurgent group. However, would-be insurgents are not always free to join armed

groups whenever, wherever, and however they please. Rather, they may be chosen on

the basis of specific selection criteria and then subjected to induction, training, and

socialization processes that aim to weed out low-quality or uncommitted individuals,

so as to ensure that those who ultimately become members will be both motivated

to fight and committed to group dictates and goals.58

More specifically, potential insurgent fighters are often chosen with a view towards

specific criteria, such as ideological proclivity, ethnic affiliation, or other particular

characteristics and qualities.59 After the initial selection process, would-be members

are often subject to investigation and induction processes or trial periods, where they

are given initial tasks to perform to demonstrate their commitment and value to

the group, as well as their relative ability to fight, while officials investigate them.60

56See Wood 2003, Bueno de Mesquita 2005, Hegghammer 2006, Guichaoua 2007, Humphreys and
Weinstein 2008, Arjona and Kalyvas 2008, Gill and Horgan 2013

57See Weinstein 2005, Humphreys and Weinstein 2006, Weinstein 2007
58Sanin 2008, Densley 2012, Forney 2015
59Herbst 2000, Hegghammer 2013
60Hoover Green 2011 and 2016; Author interviews with various Fedayeen members - see Chapter
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Both during and after such observation periods, insurgent groups often put recruits

through intense training courses, including both military instruction and political

indoctrination in the group’s overall ideas and goals.61 Even at this late stage of

joining, not all recruits will ultimately remain in the group as fighters, with some

dropping out, forced to leave, or assigned to non-military roles in the organization.62

Insurgent leaders and commanders thus have quite a bit of agency in selecting

their members, and often play the decisive role in determining who ultimately joins a

group by relying on specific selection criteria and incorporation procedures to select

and build fighters. In other instances, these criteria and procedures are partially or

wholly absent or varied, with some individuals exposed to incorporation procedures

while others simply join and are sent directly into the fight. In what follows, I develop

a theory based on these observations. I specify where insurgent recruitment practices

come from, the possible variation in such practices, and how these practices ultimately

shape the effectiveness of insurgent groups in the two possible stages of insurgency.

3.2 The Origins of Insurgent Recruitment Practices

Insurgent groups have what I call ideal recruitment strategies, or the manner in

which insurgent leaders and commanders seek to select, induct, train, and socialize

recruits into the group. The source of these strategies are found in a group’s mobilizing

resources, or the means through which insurgent organizers initially build the group.

These include pecuniary incentives offered to members and drawn from the extraction

of resources such as oil, diamonds, or drugs or from third-party governments, diaspora

populations, or private financiers; shared social features such as ethnicity, ideology, or

religious affiliation; and/or procedures derived from existing pre-war political parties

3.
61Kalyvas and Balcells 2010, Sanin and Wood 2014, Oppenheim et al. 2015, Oppenheim et al.

[n.d.]
62Forney 2015
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or clandestine structures.63 As is clear from these different types, mobilizing resources

may be utilized in wartime contexts or constituted by existing pre-war structures (such

as political parties or non-martial clandestine organizations) that are subsequently

used as the basis for organizing insurgent groups. Insurgent groups rely on mobilizing

resources to both attract individuals to the group and transform them into fighters

(and therefore “construct” the group), as well as to maintain the group once it is

established.

Drawing from the literature on social movements, I argue that insurgent leaders

rely on whatever mobilizing resources are most immediately available to them in orga-

nizing for rebellion and recruiting initial members.64 Though this assumption is taken

from a somewhat different theoretical context, war, or the prospect of war, places an

even higher premium on time and resources than is the case with social movements. As

a result, insurgent leaders and/or commanders turn to the nearest available resources

that can be used to build and maintain an insurgent group in war. This assumption

has been validated in past empirical studies of insurgent organizations.65 As Hoover

Green notes:

“[Most] firms and bureaucracies do not subject agents to the levels of stress and
fear that characterize the combat environment; stress and fear shorten agents’
time horizons and lower capacities for rational decision-making.”66

Because of such conditions, as well as the immediacy with which insurgent leaders

and commanders are forced to draw on mobilizing resources, I argue that their par-

ticular choice of such resources is exogenous to the group’s ultimate effectiveness in

combat. In other words, the individuals organizing or maintaining insurgent groups

63Byman et al. 2001, Ross 2003, Humphreys 2005, Wennmann 2007, Sanin and Wood 2014, Stani-
land 2014

64McCarthy and Zald 1977, McAdam et al. 2001.
65E.g. Welch Jr. 1980, Reno 2002, Staniland 2014, Hoover Green 2016.
66Hoover Green 2016, 621.
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do not have the rational foresight that drawing on particular mobilizing resources

will have downstream effects that will shape their group’s ultimate ability to perform

effectively in combat. Moreover, even if they do have such foresight, they may not

have the ability to procure the particularly desired mobilizing resources in a sufficient

manner to mobilize for rebellion. Still further, wartime circumstances (which I discuss

below), as well as other factors, may disrupt the implementation of the recruitment

strategies desired by group leaders.67

Building on this discussion, I argue that mobilizing resources serve as the primary

sources of the ideal recruitment strategies that shape selection, induction, training,

and socialization of would-be fighters into the group.68 Different mixes of mobiliz-

ing resources may generate different ideal strategies regarding the nature of selection

criteria and induction, training, and socialization procedures to be used for recruit-

ment. For example, insurgent groups that primarily construct their group based on

shared social features, such as ethnic affinity or ideology, may seek to select, induct,

train, and/or socialize individuals on the basis of certain criteria and procedures for

selection and incorporation adopted from ideological principles.69

67In the case studies, I validate this theoretical assumption using primary and secondary sources to
show that insurgent groups’ choice of particular mobilizing resources was either not done intentionally
and/or that recruitment practices were driven by concerns unrelated to their potential impact on
group effectiveness (e.g. a desire to have the largest numbers of members vis-a-vis other rival groups).

68This link between mobilizing resources and recruitment strategies is similar to the theoretical
frameworks of Jeremy Weinstein (2007) and Paul Staniland (2014). I differ from Weinstein theo-
retically in giving significantly more agency to the insurgent group, recognizing that groups often
make the final decision concerning who joins and who does not, regardless of the types of individuals
their recruitment strategies may attract. As discussed further in this chapter, it is not about who is
attracted to the group (i.e. “opportunistic” versus “activist” individuals in Weinstein’s framework),
but rather about who is ultimately admitted into the group and what procedures (if any) are sub-
sequently undertaken to transform recruits into fighters. As noted previously, recruitment does not
stop after selection, but continues with the various induction, training, and socialization processes
groups may employ after initially choosing their members (Gates and Nordas 2010, Forney 2015).

I depart from Staniland’s framework by focusing not on the horizontal and vertical ties of insurgent
groups that result from existing pre-war social bases, but instead on the particular way in which
groups recruit individuals as fighters given extant pre-war structures they rely on for building a
wartime organization.

69Sanin and Wood 2014, Oppenheim et al. 2015
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This has been seen across space and time since the 1950s, particularly with

Marxist-oriented insurgent groups.70 These groups often drew on the widely-disseminated

works of Mao, Lenin, and Guevara as the organizational basis for structuring their

groups and the tactical basis for training their fighters in guerrilla warfare doctrine.71

This trend is what explains the tendency of insurgent groups to train in guerrilla

warfare tactics.72

On the other hand, a group that primarily draws on external support from a third-

party government or diaspora, or revenues from natural resource extraction to support

its existence and operation, may seek to recruit without reference to specific criteria.

In addition, its external patron may dictate how recruits are to be trained.73 Groups

that base their initial functioning on a peacetime political party or a non-martial

clandestine organization may draw on existing membership criteria and procedures

for selecting, inducting, and indoctrinating insurgent fighters. Whatever the case, the

origins of particular recruitment strategies can be gleaned from examining the criteria

and procedures recruiters are instructed to adhere to by leaders and/or commanders

in both choosing and incorporating individuals into the group, and the ultimate source

70Balcells and Kalyvas (2015, 6) quote Hobsbwam to note the success of the Cuban Revolution as
beginning the spread of guerrilla warfare around the world.

71Kalyvas and Balcells 2010, 419-420; Sanin and Wood 2014; Balcells and Kalyvas 2015, 5-7. As
discussed in Section 3.1, the aforementioned classic works emphasize the importance of military
training in guerrilla warfare tactics centered around a hit-and-run strategy of indirect confrontation
(Guevara 1998, Mao 1989, Taber 1965).

72There are two potential sources of training doctrine that may lead groups to not use guerrilla
warfare as the basis for training fighters. The first potential source are the backgrounds of the
insurgent group’s leadership and/or founders: these may be former military officers or soldiers, and
so may bring particular knowledge and experience that shapes the type of military training to be
something other than guerrilla warfare. The second are external patrons, who may shape and dictate
military training regimens (see immediate next sentence in text). Even if these two potential sources
happen to be operative in a case, the sources are still exogenous to a group’s ultimate performance
in combat, as such regimens (even when selected intentionally vis-a-vis perceived effectiveness) are
only part of the overall recruitment practices that shape effectiveness. As I will argue in Section 3.3,
having the appropriate military training is not the whole story of what breeds effective insurgent
groups.

73For example, after Fatah formed its armed wing in 1965, the group opened a training camp in
Syria in which Syrian officers trained would-be Fatah fighters in conventional warfare tactics and
operations (Author interviews with former Fatah fighters; see Chapter 3).
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for such recruitment instructions.74

Besides ideal recruitment strategies, wartime circumstances consistute the other

major source that shapes how a group ultimately recruits its members. Conditions

in wartime environments can affect a group’s actual recruitment in ways that pro-

duce outcomes different than those initially prescribed by its recruitment strategies.75

This happens when circumstances or developments during war disrupt the ability of

insurgent leaders and commanders to employ their desired selection criteria and induc-

tion, training, and socialization procedures in recruiting members. Such circumstances

might include the death of mid-level commanders, the loss of a strategic base, major

counterinsurgency offensives, or an exogenous shock that leads to a sudden influx

of recruits. These disruptive conditions are not immediately related to downstream

effectiveness, as they are often the result of previous group actions or other actors

responding to prior actions by the group.

Classifying Recruitment Practices I argue that wartime circumstances interact

with recruitment strategies to shape recruitment practices, or the actual processes of

selection, induction, training, and socialization carried out by an insurgent group in its

areas of operation. The meeting of recruitment strategies with the realities of violent

armed conflict implies that recruitment processes often play out quite differently than

intended, and therefore can often vary widely across and within insurgent groups.

I take such variation and classify recruitment practices depending on how (1)

consistent and (2) comprehensive selection criteria and induction, training, and so-

cialization processes are in a given group. The consistency dimension captures how

identical the four aspects of recruitment practices are within the insurgent group. The

74Such information can be found in internal group documents, secondary works based on primary
sources, and/or oral histories and interviews with group members.

75This part of the theory draws in part on Forney (2015)’s analysis of militia recruitment during
the civil war in Sierra Leone, along with my own fieldwork with individuals involved in the Jordanian
Civil War (1968-1971) and analyses of insurgent recruitment in other conflicts (e.g. Eck 2007, Gilligan
et al. 2015).
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comprehensiveness dimension captures how exhaustive the selection and incorpora-

tion processes are based on the relative presence of specific selection criteria and the

extent of induction, training, and socialization processes for recruits.76

Though these two dimensions of recruitment practices allow for conceptualization

on a continuum, I specify two broad types: Robust and Deficient. Table 2.1 illus-

trates the possible combinations of the two dimensions and resulting classification of

recruitment practices.

Table 2.1. Dimensions and Types of Recruitment Practices

Comprehensive Limited
Consistent Robust Deficient

Inconsistent Deficient Deficient

Robust recruitment practices are those in which the insurgent group consistently

applies its selection criteria in choosing members and employs comprehensive, identi-

cal induction, training, and socialization procedures to incorporate all individuals into

the insurgent group. In such situations, recruitment practices are uniform throughout

the group in its areas of operation, and include specific selection criteria and induction,

training, and socialization procedures to which all recruits are subjected. Members are

selected and/or screened according to specific criteria across all recruiters, and those

chosen undergo largely identical induction, training, and socialization procedures re-

gardless of where or by whom they are selected. Recruitment continues beyond initial

selection, with comprehensive incorporation procedures that include military training

in guerrilla warfare, instruction in a code of conduct, and political indoctrination in

an ideology.

For example, the Revolutionary Armed Forces of Colombia (FARC) employed

strict and consistent selection criteria in choosing its members, along with compre-

76See Appendix for information on how I code the two dimensions.

39



hensive military training and required political indoctrination for all recruits.77 The

Taliban in the 1990s utilized a “nationalist-fundamentalist” ideology to guide its se-

lection of fighters, who all undertook religious indoctrination in the group’s particular

ideology and military strategy.78 Marxist-Leninist insurgent groups during the Cold

War, such as the Kurdistan Workers’ Party (PKK) in Turkey, the Communist Party

in the Greek Civil War, and the African Party for the Independence of Guinea and

Cape Verde (PAIGC) in Guinea-Bissau, were notorious for their use of ideology not

only to guide consistent selection of members, but also as the programmatic basis for

political indoctrination that accompanied military training for all fighters.79 In the

first several years of the insurgency in Nepal, the Communist Party’s People’s Liber-

ation Army (PLA) relied on a lengthy induction process and compulsory, extensive

political education to socialize its recruits as fighters.80

Deficient recruitment practices are those in which individuals are selected accord-

ing to inconsistent (or no) criteria, and/or incorporated in inconsistent or limited

ways. For example, would-be fighters might be recruited on the basis of criteria spe-

cific to mid-level commanders, such as particular ethnic affiliations. Or anyone that

seeks to join a group may be allowed to take up arms and fight for the organization. Or

fighters may be forcibly recruited through coercion or even abduction. Varied selec-

tion criteria aside, new members may be inducted, trained, and socialized in different

ways, such as certain recruits undergoing induction processes and/or receiving train-

ing and indoctrination and others not. Or recruits may not undergo any induction

or indoctrination processes at all, and instead are simply given training in the use of

weapons and basic tactics or more conventional training in lieu of guerrilla warfare

instruction. In other instances, would-be fighters might simply be given weapons after

77Sanin 2008, Pachico and McDermott 2011
78Ugarriza 2009
79Kalyvas and Balcells 2010, Balcells and Kalyvas 2015
80Eck 2007, Gilligan et al. 2015

40



joining and sent directly into combat.

Though its recruitment was selective in the first half of the insurgency in Nepal,

the PLA eased its emphasis on ideological indoctrination for fighters in the second

half of the conflict around 2001, a change attributed to increasing pressure from

the Nepalese Army.81 In El Salvador, all five insurgent groups that were part of the

Farabundo Marti National Liberation Front (FMLN) umbrella organization became

increasingly less selective as the war went on, but at the same time increased their

degree of formal training over the same period.82 The armed groups in Sierra Leone’s

first civil war during the early 1990s made significant use of forced recruitment, as

the former combatant Ishmael Beah recounts in his memoir.83

The initial group of fighters in the National Patriotic Front of Liberia (NPFL)

received their military training in Libya prior to the group’s 1989 Christmas Eve

invasion of the country.84 After securing territory in the country, the NPFL estab-

lished military camps for recruits, with the initial training course lasting three months

and containing only military instruction.85 However, individuals were also recruited

to the NPFL in newly-acquired territory often by simply handing them guns, with

no screening or training involved.86 In addition, though the content of the training

remained the same, the need for more individuals led to a shortening of the training

course to three weeks by September 1990.87 The NPFL’s rival, the United Liberation

Movement of Liberia for Democracy (ULIMO), had consistent military training (with

varying length), but no specific criteria for selecting fighters.88 As a result of the lat-

ter component of recruitment, commanders selected fighters along ethnic lines, with

81Eck 2007, 30-32
82Hoover Green 2011, 193-194
83Beah 2007
84Lidow 2012, 232-233
85Ibid., 243-244
86Ellis 1999, 78-79
87Lidow 2012, 243-244
88Ibid., 259
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such affiliation often serving as the only basis for choosing an individual.89 In all of

these instances, a given set of individuals joining a group had different experiences

and requirements (if any at all) for membership.

Why Don’t All Groups have Robust Recruitment Practices? If robust re-

cruitment practices produce more effective fighters, why don’t all insurgent groups

have them? I argue that four factors shape why not all insurgent groups are able

to have robust recruitment practices. First, as stated previously, the immediate de-

mands placed on insurgent organizers lead them to rely on whatever mobilizing re-

sources are most immediately available. These resources prescribe ideal recruitment

strategies that may or may not make for “better” recruitment practices as previously

defined. In other words, specific mobilizing resources have particular consequences,

but insurgent organizers rarely have control over the types on which they will come

to rely.

The selection of such foundational resources at a critical juncture in an organi-

zation’s formation leads to “lock-in” dynamics, as the organization essentially enters

into particular trajectories based on these initial mobilizing resources - trajectories

that are hard to alter.90 As a result, attempts to change or reorient recruitment prac-

tices to be “more robust” will likely prove to be quite difficult, especially given that

the group will simultaneously be waging war. There is thus an element of both contin-

gency and path dependency at play: whatever a leader has access to for mobilization,

be it a preexisting political party or external material support, shapes the nature of

the organization that is set in motion as a result.

Second, insurgent leaders, like autocrats aiming to avoid overthrow,91 may priori-

89Ibid., 259-260
90Schneider 1987. This is a result of what Schneider calls the “Attraction-Selection-Attrition”

hypothesis: that because of the types of people organizations recruit and retain, it is difficult to
bring about change in organizations.

91Quinlivan 1999
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tize their survival as the group’s leader over concerns about its military prospects. As

a result, they may actively avoid or limit the institution of recruitment practices that

make for a more effective organization. This is akin to dictators implementing orga-

nizational practices within their armed forces that preserve their own survival while

inhibiting military effectiveness.92 Third, the logic of organizational competition may

lead a group to prioritize its size over the readiness of its combatants. As a result, the

group will intentionally not be selective and/or careful in recruiting fighters, so as to

maximize its size. Finally, I argued earlier that wartime circumstances can affect the

functioning of an armed organization in unanticipated ways. A group’s ideal recruit-

ment strategy may prescribe the use of consistent and comprehensive selection and

incorporation procedures, but the realities of armed conflict may dictate otherwise

for its ability to fully implement these procedures in practice.

4 From Recruitment Practices to Effectiveness

Having specified the origins of recruitment practices and broadly classified the

variation in such practices that serves as the theoretical focus of the framework, I

turn now to developing and discussing the mechanisms93 that link particular types of

recruitment practices to varying levels of effectiveness. In Section 1, I outlined several

tasks that constitute qualitative indicators of a unit’s effectiveness across the two

possible stages of conflict. Successfully executing these particular tasks requires units

to have uniformed shared purpose, discipline, and interpersonal trust among group

members, all of which are shaped by the nature of a group’s recruitment practices.

Figures 2.1 and 2.2 below illustrate the mechanisms generated by robust and defi-

cient recruitment practices and the expected degree of effectiveness. In what follows,

92Talmadge 2015 and 2016
93A “mechanism” is an invariant causal entity that generates an outcome of interest (Waldner

2016, 28-29). Also see Bennett 2010, Waldner 2007, 2012, 2013, and 2015c.
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I outline how the type of recruitment practices (robust or deficient) shapes the rela-

tive operation of each of these three mechanisms. I also provide illustrative examples

of how each mechanism impacts a unit’s ability to successfully execute some of the

stage-specific tasks.

Figure 2.1. Robust Recruitment Practices, Mechanisms, and Relative
Effectiveness

Robust
Recruitment Practices

Uniform
Shared Purpose

Discipline

Interpersonal
Trust

Insurgent
Effectiveness

Figure 2.2. Deficient Recruitment Practices, Mechanisms, and Relative
Effectiveness

Deficient
Recruitment Practices

Absent/Weak/Varied
Purpose

Indiscipline

Lack of
Interpersonal Trust

Insurgent
Ineffectiveness

Uniform Shared Purpose To generate tactically proficient and skilled combat-

ants, an insurgent group must address the basic reality that a majority of would-be
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fighters will likely have had little to no combat experience or exposure to violent

conflict.94 They therefore must be trained to fight at elementary levels through rig-

orous instruction in the appropriate tactics and operations for the particular stage

of the conflict. As stated previously, this is almost always the Guerrilla stage, which

demands comprehensive training in suitable guerrilla warfare tactics and operations.

With regard to the first tasks concerning weapons and tactical actions, groups with

robust recruitment practices train would-be fighters in how to handle and operate

weaponry, combat skills, appropriate tactics, and how to move together in units to

perform military operations. As part of such instruction in guerrilla warfare, future

fighters also train to use cover and concealment and dispersion, to withdraw when

the local balance of power becomes unfavorable, and to avoid concentrated frontal

assaults and decisive engagements. As a result, they gain the ritualized knowledge

needed to execute these tasks in combat.95

Conversely, with deficient recruitment practices, military training is either hap-

hazard overall or varies across individual combatants. At best, some may have been

given comprehensive training in operating weapons, employing appropriate tactics,

and conducting operations, while others may have been simply given a weapon and

sent to the frontlines without any training whatsoever. Still further, some combatants

may have been trained in conventional warfare. As a result, there is a lack of con-

sistent ritualized knowledge across units and fighters needed to successfully execute

tactical tasks in the Guerrilla stage, such as avoiding concentrated frontal assaults

and withdrawing when outnumbered/outgunned.

94This may not necessarily be the case in countries that have had multiple internal conflicts;
possess relative widespread clandestine activity (such as organized crime); or have military service
requirements. It should be noted that recent research indicates that individuals with potentially
relevant prior experience (e.g. criminal histories or knowledge of weaponry) do not always make
the best fighters or group members, and indeed are often among those least desired by insurgent
recruiters (Sanin 2008, Densley 2012, Forney 2015, Kalyvas 2015).

95Kenny 2011, Marshall 1947
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Yet ritualized military training alone is not sufficient for successful execution of

these tasks, as insurgent groups must transform average people into fighters that are

able to endure harsh, life-threatening conditions in new and uncertain environments

and respond to such conditions in productive ways with little thought.96 Combatants

must also be made to pursue the organization’s objectives over their own private

goals and operate (at times) independently and without the comfort of immediate

camaraderie during combat.97 As Henderson writes:

“Creating a cohesive unit requires an intensive resocialization process. The de-
terminants of the new recruit’s day-to-day behavior must be replaced by a new
set of rules based on his perceptions of what his new fellow soldiers and his
leaders expect. This type of resocialization is best created through a rites-of-
passage process that totally consumes the soldier’s attention and efforts for an
extended period and from which he emerges with a new or adapted set of oper-
ating rules for his daily life. These norms must be firmly grounded in the bonds
and expectations formed between him, his fellow soldiers, and his immediate
leaders. It must be emphasized that the creation of a cohesive unit is equally
important in teaching skills to the soldier. Ideally, both occur simultaneously,
and the learned skills are seen as essential for meeting the expectations of fellow
soldiers.”98

To do this, insurgent leaders must address the reality that what leads individuals

to seek membership in an insurgent group is not necessarily the same as what leads

them to stay in the group once they have joined.99 While leaders often provide both

pecuniary and non-pecuniary incentives to entice individuals to join and stay in a

rebel group,100 such incentives particularly material inducements, are limited in the

degree to which they actively serve to maintain group membership, as recent studies

96Grossman 1995, Newsome 2003, Strachan 2006.
97Clausewitz 1984, 122-123; Strachan 2006. Though just as essential for insurgent groups, this

necessity has been largely overlooked in scholarship on insurgency and civil wars, despite the fact
that a failure to successfully address this challenge may ultimately render a nascent insurgent group
wholly unable to operate. Exceptions include Herbst 2000, Oppenheim et al. 2015, Oppenheim et
al. [n.d.], Hoover Green 2016, Worsnop 2016.

98Henderson 1985, 18.
99Gates 2002, Gates and Nordas 2010

100Gates 2002
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using survey and interview data with former combatants have shown.101 Besides the

issue of inducements, keeping individuals in the group is not the same as motivating

them for combat.

Moreover, unlike non-martial organizations, armed groups cannot compensate in-

dividual combatants on the basis of their performance, as such performance is only

observable at the unit level or higher.102 This is especially the case in information-poor

combat environments like civil wars. As a result, motivation is needed as a substitute

for performance-based material incentives.103

In the context of armed forces, such combat motivation becomes a soldier’s will-

ingness to fight and kill and die.104 Successful combat motivation generates a desire

among unit combatants to fight, die, and kill on behalf of each other and the over-

all unit, a willingness that is most likely not intrinsic among those who have joined

an insurgent group.105 This is primarily done by inculcating would-be fighters in the

objectives of the group to provide them with a centralized understanding of why and

for what they will use force and how group goals will be achieved.106 Such inculca-

tion often takes the form of political indoctrination in programmatic goals and/or a

particular ideological orientation.107

The uniform military training and socialization that are key parts of robust re-

cruitment practices cultivates the loyalty, solidarity, and affection, or, more basically, a

101Guichaoua 2007, Sanin 2008, Oppenheim et al. 2015.
102Costa and Kahn 2003, 522.
103Ibid.
104Kellett 1982, 6-7; Henriksen and Vinci 2007, 89-90.
105Kellett 1982, Posen 1993, Grossman 1995, Newsome 2003, Brooks 2007, Castillo 2014.
106Guevara 1998, 62; Oppenheim et al. [n.d], Hoover Green 2016
107For example, from the time the Chinese Communist Party began its struggle in 1927 until its

victory over the Chinese Nationalist Party in 1949, political indoctrination was an important and
ongoing aspect of military training. For example, for the Northeast PLA units, “[the] ideological
component of the NEPLA’s ‘Big Training’ focused on....inculcating common ideals, a common goal,
a common vision, and a shared confidence in their ability to achieve that vision through combat
operations” (Tanner 2014, 31).
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uniform shared purpose within the overall insurgent group and its constituent units.108

Conversely, because of the inconsistent nature with which recruits are selected and/or

the absence of indoctrination, deficient recruitment practices do not generate such

uniform shared purpose. Instead, individual combatants can have their own personal

motivations for fighting, which may or may not align with the goals of the group. At

worst, fighters lack a shared sense of what the group’s objectives are and for what

force is being used.

Besides combat motivation, uniform shared purpose also enables combatants to

be better able to come to terms with the reality and consequences of killing other

human beings at close range.109 As Gervase Phillips notes, the use of formations in

which soldiers fought side by side allowed them to avoid confronting the immediate

costs of killing other human beings:

“[t]he mass of line infantrymen (as opposed to specialist ‘sharp-shooters’ or
riflemen fighting in open formations and deliberately choosing their targets)
would rarely be confronted directly by the ethical reality that their own shots
were killing and mutilating other human beings. Not only did they deliver these
shots en masse, thereby diluting any sense of individual responsibility, but, in
a major engagement, they also were unlikely to see the effects of their fire
clearly.”110

With dispersed formations and the use of close-range tactics like ambushes and

frontal assaults that are the key features of modern land warfare (whether guerrilla or

conventional),111 combatants instead come face to face with those they are meant to

kill and do not enjoy the diminished individual responsibility and effects of their ac-

tions that Phillips describes of the 19th century battlefield. Indeed, S.L.A. Marshall’s

famous study noted that dispersion brought with it lower ratios of fire, presenting

commanders with a serious challenge when it comes to morale under conditions of

108Ingraham and Manning 1981, Fine and Holyfield 1996, Siebold 2007, Kenny 2011, Cohen 2016.
109Strachan 2006, 217.
110Phillips 2011, 566.
111Marshall 1947, Biddle 2004, Strachan 2006, Jordan et al. 2016
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dispersion.112

However, the socialization of combatants under robust recruitment practices re-

sults in fighters that are indifferent and/or desensitized to the realities, destruction,

and horror of war and are willing to sacrifice their lives for fellow combatants and

take the lives of others of their own individual initiative.113 Robust practices generate

fighters that will not desert units or the group and/or falter or “break” when faced

with losing fellow soldiers, either in the precise moment of death or in subsequent

battlefield experiences and interactions.114 Moreover, these individuals are willing

and able to fight in isolation as demanded when using tactics such as dispersion and

cover/concealment precisely because of the extant uniform shared purpose.

Conversely, with deficient recruitment practices, individuals have been selected

according to varying (or no) criteria, and/or have undergone different incorporation

procedures (or none at all). As a result, fighters have varying (or no) motivation to

fight and kill on behalf of others in the group, as they lack the common experiences

of consistent and comprehensive induction, training, and socialization that generate a

sense of uniform shared purpose across combatants. While some individuals may still

be willing to fight and kill on behalf of particular insurgent leaders or commanders (or

of their own personal accord), a broader willingness is absent vis-a-vis fellow fighters

within the particular unit and the overall group. In these instances, the shared purpose

for fighting will be weak, absent, or inconsistent.115 Because of the absence of such

uniform shared purpose, fighters are not necessarily desensitized to the realities of

combat and taking the lives of other human beings. As a result, they may be unable

to face the consequences of what they do on the battlefield and attempt to flee their

112Marshall 1947.
113Guevara 1998, 46; Clausewitz 1984, 100-112; Strachan 2006, Wessely 2006, Kenny 2011, Hoover

Green 2016, Cohen 2016.
114Grossman 1995, Henriksen 2007, Hoover Green 2016.
115Henderson 1985.
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units and combat overall.

Discipline While it does help to reinforce discipline,116 comprehensive ritualized

training and combat motivation that together produce uniform shared purpose do not

automatically breed disciplined fighters.117 Put differently, motivating individuals to

use force in pursuit of the group’s political-strategic objectives does not necessarily

mean that individuals will use force as ordered or limited to the specified targets.

Thus, leaders and commanders of insurgent groups, like state armed forces,118 must

ensure that subordinates will follow orders and behave in a disciplined manner in

combat.

With robust recruitment practices, discipline results. Under such practices, com-

batants have not only been subjected to the same selection and induction procedures,

but are instructed in a consistently enforced code of conduct that outlines clear behav-

ioral expectations vis-a-vis other combatants and non-combatants.119 Because direct

monitoring of fighters is nearly impossible due to the lack of observable and measur-

able outputs,120 leaders and commanders rely on sets of rules to structure and outline

acceptable and unacceptable behavior and consequences.121 As a result, both com-

manders and fighters are on the same page regarding behavioral expectations, and

sanctions are understood and enforced for violations. In turn, the costs of monitoring

and punishment are lower, as indiscipline from the established code of conduct is

more likely to be observable due to the widespread inculcation of behavioral rules.

More significantly, better discipline ensures that fighters will follow orders to execute

116Kenny 2011, 12
117Hoover Green 2011, 22-23; Hoover Green 2016
118Grauer 2011 and 2016
119Weinstein 2007, Kilcullen 2011, Kenny 2011, Bell 2016, Oppenheim et al. n.d.
120Gates 2002, Wood 2009
121Haer et al. 2011, Bangerter 2012. Such rules include instructions for interacting with civilians,

the need to follow orders from superiors, and punishments for violating specified codes of conduct
(Ibid.).
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operations122 and act towards non-combatants in ways that will not jeopardize their

ability to operate in a given area.123 In so doing, it also provides those giving orders

the authority to do so.

Taken together along with military training, these high levels of combat motiva-

tion and discipline allow insurgent fighters to successfully execute the tactical tasks

outlined in Section 3. For instance, Biddle notes that

“dispersion and independent small-unit maneuver make it harder for leaders
to see and communicate with their troops...at the same time, [dispersion and
independent small-unit maneuver] challenge morale and combat motivation by
putting more distance between the soldiers themselves, reducing the power of
group reinforcement to motivate individual behavior.”124

In the context of using such tactics with robust recruitment practices, individual

combatants may not be able to see their fellow fighters, yet are able to cohesively

persist in the face of enemy fire towards their objective without the (often physical

push125) they would get from superiors to keep fighting in a situation of concentrated

formations.

With deficient recruitment practices, combatants have been subjected to different

incorporation procedures (whether limited or comprehensive). Consequently, not all

fighters may be aware of group codes of conduct concerning acceptable and unaccept-

able behavior (if any exist at all). In addition, a lack of selectivity of would-be fighters

can enable “saboteurs” to infiltrate the group and intentionally harm its combat op-

erations and overall functioning. In any of these situations, maintaining the discipline

of group fighters is a challenge, continuously taking time and resources away from the

fighting effort to address misbehavior.

The absence of consistent and comprehensive incorporation procedures produces

122Wood 2009
123Guevara 1998, R. Wood 2010.
124Biddle 2004, 38.
125Phillips 2011, 566.
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units that do not have the standards of basic conduct needed to execute a coordinated

action and, more consequently, may not obey the orders of superiors.126 Regarding the

former, a unit may be unable to use dispersion because of the lack of discipline that

Biddle highlighted as necessary for successfully employing such formations. In addi-

tion, the latter insubordination can have severe and potentially deadly consequences.

For example, when operating in the Guerrilla stage of insurgency, combatants might

disobey an order to withdraw when the balance of forces becomes unfavorable, lead-

ing to heavy losses for the group in a context where avoiding casualties is vital for its

survival.

Interpersonal Trust Trust127 among an organization’s members has been shown

as key in shaping the performance of non-martial organizations128 and martial orga-

nizations alike.129 For fighters operating in an insurgent unit or group, such mutual

credence between one another is even more consequential than in non-martial orga-

nizations, given the life-or-death nature of decisions in combat. To get such collective

trust, however,

“One must be socialized to risk and competence, and the organization must es-
tablish procedures - formal or implicit - by which trustworthiness is created.”130

With such procedures, trust between individual members of an organization becomes

126Wood 2009.
127I borrow Mishra (1996)’s definition of “trust”: “one party’s willingness to be vulnerable to

another party based on the belief that the latter party is 1) competent, 2) open, 3) concerned, and
4) reliable” (Mishra 1996, 5). The centrality of “vulnerability” between parties is found in other
definitions of trust, which also focus on similar dimensions to Mishra’s (e.g. Mayer et al. 1995, Dirks
1999, Hardin 2002, Dietz and Hertog 2006, Pirson and Malhotra 2011). These four dimensions of
trust altogether encompass what is necessary for the basis of dependable, transparent relationships
and the expectations that superiors are making decisions that are suitable and not opportunistic
vis-a-vis subordinates in an organization.
128Zand 1972, Kouzes and Posner 1987, Gambetta 1988, Deluga 1995, Rosseau et al. 1998, Zaheer

et al. 1998, Dirks 1999, Hunt et al. 2009.
129Shils and Janowitz 1948, Henderson 1985, Paparone 2002, Costa and Kahn 2003, Sweeney et al.

2009, Koehler et al. 2016.
130Fine and Holyfield 1996, 26-28
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a “generalized trust of others,” or interpersonal trust.131

Robust recruitment practices generate such trust among leaders, commanders,

and rank-and-file fighters by virtue of the consistent nature through which recruits

are brought into the group and socialized as combatants. Through these procedures,

an “institutional basis of trust” is developed that helps to generate positive beliefs

about individual members’ trustworthiness, be they leaders, commanders, or other

fellow fighters.132 What is key about the interpersonal trust generated through robust

recruitment practices is that it is both unique to the group itself and distinct from

potential preexisting sources of trust (such as familial or network ties), rather than

an extension of the latter.133

In this context, group-generated interpersonal trust reinforces the uniform shared

purpose that is generated through indoctrination, particularly the notion that they

have a common interest in pursuing the objectives of the group and that interdepen-

dence is key for successfully completing performance tasks.134 And while discipline

provides leaders with authority to give orders, the presence of mutual credence en-

ables subordinates to be vulnerable to superiors and leaders to delegate military

and tactical decision-making to commanders.135 Through such generated trust, the

insurgent organization’s ability to shape the individual behavior of its combatants

is strengthened,136 providing the foundation for what Dietz and Hertog (2006) call

“identification-based trust” among fighters, or “extremely positive confidence based

131Mayer et al. 1995, 714-715. See also Rotter 1967.
132Williams 2001, 378. Also see Granovetter 1973 and 1985. In this vein, the potential for distrust

is reduced and replaced by a collective trust in one another (Six 2007).
133This does not mean that trust cannot build off of such ties, but rather that it must be developed

in a manner specific to the insurgent group itself. See Gismondi 2015.
134Fine and Holyfield 1996; Brockner et al. 2001; Six 2007; Six and Sorge 2008, 866; Sweeney 2010;

Sweeney et al. 2009, 237-238. While one might question whether such trust developed in training
carries over to actual combat, Sweeney 2010 shows that this is indeed the case in his study of trust
among U.S. combatants in Iraq.
135Sweeney 2010, Mishra 1996, 12-14; Aghion and Tirole 1997
136Lindenberg 2000, Six 2007. See Hoover Green 2011 and 2016 for such preference realignment

among combatants.
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on converged interests.”137 In this scenario, individuals act trustworthy and trust in

one another because it is the “appropriate” thing to do.138 This is essential for the

types of actions required in combat, which require intra-unit cooperation that not only

comes from training, uniform shared purpose, and discipline, but also interpersonal

trust between combatants.139

In contrast, deficient recruitment practices fail to produce interpersonal trust,140

whether between fighters or among leaders, commanders, and fighters. The lack of

procedures to create trust among members fails to diminish preexisting differences

in perceived trustworthiness among recruits.141 Individual fighters have no reason to

trust in and no metrics by which to judge their superiors’ competency,142 given the

absence of any consistent and/or comprehensive socialization in what the group’s

objectives and methods are. This leads to a lack of individual security for members

vis-a-vis the organization - as a result, they are always second-guessing the aims of

their superiors.143 Among fellow fighters, the same concerns about incompetence are

compounded by an uncertainty over whether others will cooperate.144 No generalized

trust is created within the unit and/or group, with distrust perhaps emerging instead

as a result of the lack of a uniform shared purpose that would normally lead individuals

to trust in both one another and the overall group.145

In any armed organization, the delegation of command can potentially harm its

unity of effort and lead to communication breakdowns and unit separation.146 With

137Dietz and Hertog 2006, 563.
138Six 2007, 302. Also see Henderson 1985, 25.
139Dirks 1999, Paparone 2002.
140I point out here that a lack of trust is different from the presence of mistrust - see Lindenberg

2000 and Six 2007 on this critical distinction.
141As Mayer et al. 1995, Mishra 1996, and particularly Williams 2001 note, individuals come to

organizations with their own personal proclivities for trusting others.
142Six and Sorge 2008, Sweeney 2010.
143Kier 1998, Koehler et al. 2016, Sweeney et al. 2009, 259-260.
144Sweeney et al. 2009.
145Dietz and Hertog 2006, 563.
146Grauer 2011, 53-54.
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deficient recruitment practices, these potential issues are immediately compounded

due to the absence of interpersonal trust. Field commanders that have been given

military and tactical decision-making power in such scenarios may not only harm

the group’s warfighting effort through the pursuit of uncoordinated or independent

actions, but can also take advantage of such delegated authority to direct their units

against the group’s leadership or other units, or join with another insurgent group.

This can impair the ability to establish a capacity for low-level initiative that is

needed for effective combat,147 as well as the type of relationships that would enable

high-level coordination across units.

Why All Three Mechanisms Are Needed As the foregoing discussion indi-

cated, these three mechanisms are each equally important and vital in shaping a

group’s ability to successfully execute all of the stage-specific tasks outlined in Sec-

tion 1. For example, successfully executing an ambush requires not just ritualized

training in the tactic, but also uniform shared purpose, which produces in fighters

the ability to endure when faced with the psychological consequences of killing an-

other human being; discipline, which ensures that orders are obeyed and ammunition

is used appropriately; and interpersonal trust, which allows for interdependence and

belief in the credibility of others to be in their assigned positions and act according

to their assigned roles during the ambush.

The same goes for withdrawing from an engagement when the local balance of

power becomes unfavorable: a unit must have uniform shared purpose and discipline

that provides the high morale and conduct needed to successfully execute a with-

drawal. Yet this action also demands interpersonal trust, in that a withdrawal often

involves providing cover fire. This is a tactic that demands a high level of mutual

credence among fellow fighters, who essentially place their lives in each other’s hands

147Grauer 2011
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during such an action.

Even for tasks specific to the Conventional stage, it is the three mechanisms that

altogether shape a group’s relative ability to execute them, perhaps even more so

given the higher complexity of such tasks.148 Successfully executing a concentrated

frontal assault demands uniform shared purpose that provides the motivation needed

to confront adversaries in positional warfare and (again) endure in the face of taking

another human being’s life. Yet such an assault cannot be undertaken unless discipline

exists so that fighters obey orders. Indeed, for the assault to be most effective, it needs

to be based on the initiative of local unit commanders so that the tactical mission

is best matched with the immediate surrounding combat environment. This can only

happen when interpersonal trust also is present and exists between leadership and

field commanders that enables the delegation of command.

When it comes to combined arms operations, uniform shared purpose is a basic

requirement for training combatants and commanders in the coordinated actions and

tactics needed to conduct such operations (see next paragraph). In addition, discipline

is even more key in the context of combined arms operations, as a disobeyed order

can hamper the effectiveness of such operations vis-a-vis their objective given the

inherent interdependence of the units conducting the operation. Yet combined arms

operations cannot take place unless there is low-level initiative and coordination,

which are facilitated by interpersonal trust among leaders, commanders, and fighters

and, particularly in this case, across units within the overall group.

Transitioning from the Guerrilla to the Conventional Stage (And Back)

Finally, a lingering question concerns how groups manage the transition between

conflict stages, and how that fits into the theoretical framework. According to Kalyvas

and Balcells (2010), nearly 54% of all conflicts during 1944-2004 began with a stark

148Talmadge 2015, 34-35.
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imbalance of weaponry between insurgents and incumbents - the Guerrilla stage in

this framework.149 However, conflicts do indeed shift between stages, as various multi-

stage civil wars ranging from Angola (1975-2002) to Somalia (1982-1992) to China

(1946-1949) to even the ongoing Syrian Civil War (2011-present) illustrate.150

To be effective, then, insurgent groups must be able to successfully manage the

transition from the Guerrilla to the Conventional stage, as well as a potential “back-

sliding” into the Guerrilla stage from the Conventional stage. The former scenario is

more likely (and more challenging) as a conflict persists and the materiel possessed

by both sides (particularly insurgents) becomes more advanced as a result of external

interests and intervention.151 It is thus essentially that insurgent groups be able to

move to positional warfare and fight as conventional armed forces when the balance

of forces reaches the appropriate threshold. This shift primarily requires a retrain-

ing of commanders and combatants in operating more advanced military technology

(such as artillery and armor) and executing the more complex operations and tactics

outlined in Section 1. Simply obtaining the weapons and numbers needed to fight

using conventional warfare is not sufficient to enable groups to successfully execute

the tasks in the Conventional stage.

As I argued earlier, insurgent leaders will have a hard time altering their group’s

overall recruitment practices, and especially the mechanisms they have generated,

in the midst of conflict. The dynamics of “lock-in” and inertia in the practices of

149Kalyvas and Balcells 2010, 423. Though the authors focus on coding warfare for the entire
conflict, their coding scheme allows one to determine whether a conflict reached the Conventional
stage (as I define it in this project) within its first full year. This is coded on the basis of what types
of weapons (heavy versus light) were possessed by the insurgents and incumbent forces, similar to
the coding protocol for conflict stages I outline in the Appendix.
150Lockyer 2010 and 2011; Tanner 2014. This is distinct from individual belligerents shifting their

strategies during a conflict, as the Communists did in mid-1947 during the Greek Civil War (Nach-
mani 1990). Again, the particular stage is defined by the objective balance of forces between insur-
gents and incumbent forces.
151Schulhofer-Wohl 2012 argues that outside interests in a civil war exist even without high strategic

interests, and tend to increase as conflict endures.
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an organization essentially require a wholesale purge of existing personnel in order

to comprehensively overhaul the organization.152 In essence, then, a group’s initial

practices will condition its relative ability to conduct the necessary retraining needed

to successfully shift between the stages. As a result, groups are “stuck” in terms

of what they can do to make adjustments vis-a-vis potential stage shifts during the

course of a conflict. Their recruitment practices will have either produced the uniform

shared purpose, discipline, and interpersonal trust needed to shift stages and conduct

any necessary retraining, or instead will lack these characteristics that allow for such

retraining.

Based on the theoretical account developed earlier in this section, we should ex-

pect insurgent groups with robust recruitment practices to be both better able to

make this transition and more effective in the Conventional stage than groups with

deficient recruitment practices.153 Such groups already have the uniform shared pur-

pose, discipline, and interpersonal trust among constituent members needed to carry

out basic fighting orders in a disciplined and coordinated way, and so an order to

retrain commanders and combatants will likely be followed. With positional warfare,

the goal becomes to take territory even if this results in casualties. Because they were

robustly recruited and incorporated into the group, combatants are already prepared

for enduring the loss of fellow fighters in battle, minimizing the possibility that they

will desert or defect when the frequency of such losses increases.

Conversely, groups with deficient recruitment practices suffer from the command

and combat issues produced by the lack of uniform shared purpose, discipline, and in-

152Schneider 1987.
153Once in the Conventional stage, insurgent groups may have indeed retained some non-

conventional units tasked with guerrilla warfare. For example, the Chinese Communist Party’s mil-
itary forces had both types of units from the party’s founding, and the Eritrean People’s Liberation
Front retained guerrilla units alongside its conventional forces. However, because the focus in the
Conventional stage is on positional warfare and building the counter-state, the units that must play
a primary role in this process for the group to be most combat effective are the conventionally
organized units.
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terpersonal trust. To begin with, units and combatants in this scenario lack consistent

and comprehensive training in any type of warfare, which already poses challenges

for effectiveness when they engage in combat. With deficient recruitment practices,

fighters have no reason to believe that their superiors are competent and credible,

which, along with the lack of discipline, creates a situation where orders to shift to

positional warfare are not obeyed due to the lack of trust and discipline. Moreover,

positional warfare brings with it an increased degree of death and destruction that

fighters must endure, and the absence of uniform shared purpose among all combat-

ants makes the risk desertion and defection from units much more likely, neutering

the group’s ability to prosecute the conflict.

In the context of a shift “back” to the Guerrilla stage from the Conventional

stage, groups with robust recruitment practices are again better equipped to make

this transition than those with deficient recruitment practices. The former possess

the uniform shared purpose, discipline, and interpersonal trust to successfully change

the overall operating strategy of units and shift to the appropriate tactical style of

warfare. If units or combatants do not have the necessary training in guerrilla warfare,

retraining in such tactics and operations is possible precisely because of the group’s

uniform shared purpose, discipline, and interpersonal trust.

In contrast, groups with deficient recruitment practices have varied or no shared

purpose, indiscipline, and no interpersonal trust. Attempting to implement a change

in the overall operating strategy of the group will prove to be quite difficult. At ba-

sic, the lack of discipline and interpersonal trust generated by deficient recruitment

practices implies that any orders to shift tactics may not be followed or believed as

the correct thing to do. Because of this, some combatants may continue to use con-

ventional warfare tactics that are not suitable given the overall balance of capabilities

between the sides, despite the high levels of casualties such actions will produce. The
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varied training (if any) that units and/or combatants have received in this scenario

compounds the problem, as some may have no military training whatsoever while

others may have only received training in conventional warfare tactics. Disaster will

likely ensue.

4.1 Theoretical Predictions and Hypothesis

To briefly recap the theory: I argue that two conditions, recruitment strategies

and wartime circumstances, combine to shape how rebels recruit their members in

reality. Recruitment strategies are the selection and incorporation procedures a group

seeks to realize, e.g. the desired membership criteria and procedures used to integrate

members into the group. Such strategies are a product of the mobilizing resource

used to construct and maintain the group, such as shared social features (e.g. ide-

ology, ethnic affinity), natural resource revenues, external support, or existing pre-

war organizational structures and/or clandestine non-martial organizations. Wartime

circumstances are relatively exogenous conditions that impact an insurgent group’s

ability to function normally, such as the decapitation of a field commander, a major

counterinsurgency offensive, or a sudden influx of recruits.

These two conditions interact to shape what I call recruitment practices, or how

individuals are actually selected, inducted, trained, and socialized as insurgent fight-

ers. I classify such practices based on how consistently and comprehensively they are

carried out in a group’s areas of operation. Robust recruitment practices are those in

which a group employs consistent criteria in selecting its members along with uniform

and comprehensive induction, training, and socialization procedures for recruits. Con-

versely, deficient recruitment practices are those in which members are selected based

on varying (or no) criteria, and/or are inducted, trained, and socialized in different

ways (if at all), such as certain recruits undergoing political indoctrination and others
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not.

The nature of a group’s recruitment practices in turn shapes whether it has the

uniform shared purpose, discipline, and interpersonal trust, needed to successfully

execute the outlined tasks. Groups with robust recruitment practices generate such

uniform shared purpose, discipline, and interpersonal trust - as a result, groups with

such practices will likely be more effective in fighting. From this discussion, I specify

the main hypothesis to be tested in the dissertation:

Hypothesis 4 Insurgent groups with robust recruitment practices are more likely to
be combat effective than groups with deficient recruitment practices.

5 Assumptions and Scope Conditions

The universe of cases to which the theory applies consists of insurgent groups

with the stated intention of replacing or capturing the state through combat. The

theory should also generally apply to secessionist rebellions, as such groups also seek

to replace the state in a particular territory. It does not attempt to explain why or

how particular armed groups achieve victory at conflict’s end. That is, the disserta-

tion does not aim to explain end-of-conflict outcomes concerning either organizations

or the overall war itself (i.e. incumbent or insurgent victory), as other works have

done.154 The framework assumes a relatively superior state actor vis-a-vis insurgent

groups in terms of personnel and materiel. The framework also assumes that insur-

gent groups have passed through the “clandestine phase” to begin functioning as

armed organizations, and have successfully procured weapons and materials needed

for combat.155

154E.g. Mason et al. 1999, Sinno 2008, Lyall and Wilson 2009, Lyall 2010b, Balcells and Kalyvas
2014, Peic 2014.
155I noted in Chapter 1 that insurgent groups pass through this initial phase, and many do not

successfully make it through (See Lewis 2017 and Byman 2007 on studies of this phase).
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In terms of recruitment, the theoretical framework applies to situations of both

voluntary and involuntary recruitment. Involuntary recruitment includes tactics such

as the abduction of children156 or forced recruitment through the threat or actual

use of violence.157 Beber and Blattman find that one-third of armed groups in a

random sample of African conflicts used forced recruitment.158 In a dataset of 91

civil wars, Cohen finds that at least one insurgent group used abduction in 22% of

the conflicts and forced recruitment more generally in 46% of the conflicts.159 As

stated previously, such involuntary recruitment falls within the category of deficient

recruitment practices. The framework therefore captures the full empirical spectrum

of insurgent recruitment practices.

6 Research Design

To test this framework, I require fine-grained data on insurgent recruitment prac-

tices and organizational characteristics, tactical-level actions, and personnel losses.

The best way to evaluate the framework given these data requirements is through

historical case studies. This method will allow me to test the hypotheses using fine-

grained information to demonstrate operation of the mechanisms linking the relative

rigor of insurgent recruitment practices to particular outcomes of group-specific ef-

fectiveness during conflicts.

During this phase, incipient armed groups must create a politically-relevant identity linked to a
cause broader than the initial set of members, recruit initial leaders, procure resources for fighting,
establish supply routes that can be protected and maintained, acquire and maintain protective space
for organizing/initial training/socialization, and gain dominance over rival insurgent groups. I return
to this assumption in the Conclusion chapter.
156Becker 2010, Cohen 2016. For a memoir of a former combatant abducted into conflict as a child,

see Beah 2007.
157Beber and Blattman 2013, Eck 2014, Cohen 2016.
158Beber and Blattman 2013, 96
159Cohen 2016, 78
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6.1 Case Studies and Case Selection

As stated in the previous section, the relevant universe of cases are any civil wars

in which insurgents have the stated goal of capturing or replacing the state. As a result

of the theoretical framework’s focus on the insurgent group as the unit of analysis

and the importance of combat environments in shaping the nature of fighting, I select

cases vis-a-vis insurgent groups and on conflict-specific features.

To best ensure that I select cases that contain full variation in the explanatory

variable of interest while still minimizing sources of potential bias, I choose cases

in part based on rough estimated values of the independent variable from a reading

of existing sources on a given conflict. This is a standard practice for selecting case

studies in political science, and allows me to avoid a major source of selection bias

by not choosing cases based on values of the dependent variable.160 A remaining

concern with this case selection strategy is that I might choose conflicts with insurgent

actors that exhibit variation in the independent variable in a manner that corresponds

favorably with the dependent variable vis-a-vis my hypothesis. However, there exists

no systematic, cross-conflict measurement of group-specific effectiveness across or

within conflicts, especially with regard to the measurement scheme I have developed

in in this chapter. As a result, it is not possible for me to have selected cases with

prior detailed knowledge of the precise outcomes of interest for insurgent groups in

the conflicts I chose to study.

Besides these principles of case selection immediately relevant for the independent

variable, I also select cases based on conflict characteristics with an eye toward testing

alternative explanations, minimizing confounding factors, and ensuring that the cases

altogether comprise the complete range of possible stages of conflict. In this vein, I

intentionally choose to examine conflicts with either multiple insurgent groups or a

160Geddes 1990, King et al. 1994
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single group. This allows for a more valid test of the theory and alternative explana-

tions either across several groups operating in the same conflict or over time within

a single group. Examining cases with these distinct features allows me to control for

potential confounders, such as goals, incumbent identity, structural characteristics

(state strength, regime type, terrain, development), and counterinsurgency strategy

and tactics. In addition, I considered the relative balance of forces, external support,

and ideology of participating groups when considering cases.

Besides these criteria, I also intentionally choose cases keeping in mind my existing

skills and experience that can help facilitate original research on conflicts (e.g. knowl-

edge of Arabic, previous time spent in particular countries, connections to archives),

and the relative extent of existing works that contain the fine-grained information

needed for the variables and pathways of interest in the dissertation.

6.1.1 The Cases and Method

Based on the aforementioned case selection criteria, I examine insurgent effec-

tiveness during the civil wars in Jordan (1968-1971), Oman (1964-1975), and Eritrea

(1961-1991). In all three cases, there is full variation in recruitment practices across

or within participating insurgent groups, and the practices themselves are exogenous

to the ultimate outcomes of effectiveness for each group examined. The groups in all

three cases vary in terms of the balance of forces, external support, and particular

ideologies, while also exhibiting similarities that allow me to assess the value of each

of the three alternative explanations. All three wars are conflicts in which insurgents

with identical goals faced the same incumbent and structural conditions. In each of the

three conflicts, counterinsurgent actors used the same strategies and tactics against

the groups under study. Finally, the three cases altogether comprise the Guerrilla and

Conventional stages of conflict, allowing me to fully test the measurement portion of

the theoretical framework.
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In each case study, I examine the characteristics and conduct of non-state warring

parties161 and their relative effectiveness using the measures appropriate to the par-

ticular stage of the given conflict. For the cases of Oman and Eritrea I rely on existing

secondary sources, as these provide sufficient detail on the characteristics and con-

duct of the participating insurgent groups in each conflict. However, existing works

on the Jordanian conflict either examine the various insurgent groups in a manner

largely divorced from their participation in the war162; provide only an aggregated

overview of the conflict and its actors163; or focus exclusively on particular events

during the war, neglecting the broader ongoing conflict.164 To collect the fine-grained,

organization-specific data needed for analysis, I conducted extensive archival research

and 105 interviews with former combatants and observers over the course of thirteen

months of fieldwork in Jordan, Lebanon and the United States. I discuss this fieldwork

on the Jordanian conflict in further detail in Chapter 3.

I use these various sources of evidence to conduct process tracing in each case study

to substantiate the causal pathways linking the relative rigor of group recruitment

practices to group-specific combat effectiveness. The use of process tracing allows me

161The operational question of what constitutes a “warring party” has been left largely unaddressed
in civil wars scholarship, as even the most prominent datasets do not include measures for this.
Cunningham (2011) uses a measure of troop strength relative to the government as one of the
criteria for determining the relevant conflict participants in a civil war for his study of civil war
outcomes; armed groups must have at least 1% as many troops as the incumbent (Cunningham
2011, 73-74). Fotini Christia’s definition defines “warring groups” as “those groups that existed for
a substantial interval during the war or that played a major role in the war’s overall trajectory”
(Christia 2012, 218fn2). In her study of armed group formation in Uganda, Janet Lewis (2012)
considers an armed group “viable” if it has at least 200 members and maintains at least one base in
the target country for at least three months during the conflict (Lewis 2012, 7-8). For the purpose of
this dissertation, a warring party is an armed group that has at least 100 fighters during the conflict
and operates primarily inside the country in which the relevant civil war is taking place.
162On this, see: ESAU-47, ESAU-49, Khurshid 1971, Quandt 1971, Hudson 1972, Jabber 1973,

Jureidini and Hazen 1973, El-Rayyes and Nahas 1974, Sayigh 1997
163On this, see: Brown 1971, Hindi et al. 1971, Cooley 1973, Jureidini 1975, Axelrod 1978, Mukhar

1978, Bailey 1984, Lalor 1992, Shemesh 1996, Abu Odeh 1999, DeAtkine 2001, Barari 2008
164On this, see: Ledda 1971, Shafiq 1971, Snow and Phillips 1971, Katmattu 1973, El-Edroos 1980,

Raab 2007, Nevo 2008, Pedatzur 2008
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to move beyond causal inference and covariation to causal explanation.165 Rather than

a pure focus on covariation, process tracing seeks to concatenate “causally relevant

events by enumerating the events constituting a process, identifying the underlying

causal mechanisms generating those events, and hence linking constituent events into

a robust causal chain that connects one or more independent variables to the outcome

in question.”166 Besides its general use as a method of inquiry in political science,167

process tracing has been widely used in qualitative studies of civil wars.168

In what follows, I discuss each selected case in more detail, particularly the vari-

ation in recruitment practices across or within the participating insurgent groups.

Jordanian Civil War (1968-1971) In Jordan, I examine the effectiveness of the

main Palestinian Fedayeen armed organizations that fought against the Jordanian

monarchy during the conflict.169 Fighting between the Fedayeen groups and the Jor-

danian government began in May 1968 and lasted until July 1971, when the Jordanian

Armed Forces drove all of the groups and their fighters out of the Kingdom and into

Syria and Lebanon.170 Though usually viewed as a two-party conflict between the

Jordanian state and the uniform collective of “Fedayeen,”171 the conflict was in fact

a multiparty affair, with the twelve factions acting independently of each other and

often clashing during the war.172 The Jordanian conflict was in the Guerrilla stage

for its entirety.

In the case study, I analyze the recruitment practices and effectiveness of Fatah,

the PFLP, and the DFLP during the most intense period of the conflict, “Black

September” (September 17th - October 1st, 1970). There was full variation in re-

165Waldner 2007
166Waldner 2012, 68-69
167George and Bennett 2005.
168E.g. Petersen 2001, Wood 2003, Christia 2012, Cohen 2016
169Quandt 1973, Sayigh 1997
170Various interviews; Katmatu 1973, Mousa 1996
171Fearon and Laitin 2003, Sambanis 2004a, Fruchter-Ronen 2008, Nevo 2008
172Bailey 1984, Habash 2008. See Chapter 3 for more specifics on the various groups.
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cruitment practices across the three groups during the conflict, which was a result

of both wartime circumstances and intentional decisions the groups made that were

unrelated to concerns about effectiveness. The three were able to recruit for most of

the conflict in an relatively unencumbered manner.173

Fatah became increasingly open to anyone that wanted to join as the conflict

progressed, especially after the Battle of Karameh in March 1968 when the group

decided to become a mass organization in order to have as many fighters as possible.174

The DFLP was also open to all who wanted to join, as it likewise sought to have as

many members as possible.175 Conversely, the PFLP was very selective in choosing

members according to a specified set of criteria, and made recruits undergo extensive

military training and political indoctrination.176 These practices were the result of

the group’s origins in the secretive and selective non-martial organization, the Arab

Nationalist Movement.177

Dhofar Rebellion in Oman (1964-1975) In Oman, I examine the insurgency

waged primarily by the Popular Front for the Liberation of the Occupied Arabian

Gulf (PFLOAG)178 against the Sultanate in the country’s southernmost province of

Dhofar.179 The PFLOAG insurgents were finally defeated in December 1975 by a

combination of the Sultanate’s forces and intervening British, Iranian, and Jordanian

173The groups indeed incurred Israeli airstrikes that sought to disrupt their operations and capac-
ity, but faced little efforts by the Jordanians to disrupt recruitment and other functions with the
exception of infiltration by Jordanian intelligence agents. See Chapter 3 for more on this.
174Jordanian Ministry of Defense 1970, 9; Sayigh 1997
175Various interviews; Sayigh 1997.
176Author interviews, various; Sayigh 1997, 232-234
177Author interviews, various
178The initial insurgent group’s named changed multiple times throughout the conflict, from the

Dhofar Liberation Front (DLF) in 1964, to the Popular Front for the Liberation of the Occupied
Arabian Gulf (PFLOAG) in 1968, to the Popular Front for the Liberation of Oman and the Arabian
Gulf (PFLOAG) in 1971, to finally the Popular Front for the Liberation of Oman (PFLO) in 1974
(Peterson 1977). There was also a second group that formed in northern Oman during the insurgency,
the National Democratic Front for the Liberation of Oman and the Arabian Gulf (NDFLOAG); the
group was quickly wiped out by the SAF in 1970 and its remaining members joined the PFLOAG
(El-Rayyes 1976, 102-104).
179Peterson 2007
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units.180 The rebellion in Oman constituted the Guerrilla stage of a conflict for its

entirety.

In 1965, the Dhofar Liberation Front (DLF) launched its armed struggle against

Sultan Said bin Timur of Oman.181 The group was essentially a merger of four in-

dependent strands of Dhofari opposition inside and outside of Oman, each of which

had its own recruitment practices in 1965. However, recruitment changed significantly

after the DLF’s second congress in September 1968, when the group took a more rad-

ical turn in its ideological orientation towards Marxism-Leninism. The DLF purged

its ranks of nationalists, altered its recruitment to be more selective, and mandated

uniform political indoctrination along with military training for both new and old

fighters.182 This change largely came as a result of the rise to power of the National

Liberation Front in South Yemen and the subsequent creation of the People’s Demo-

cratic Republic of Yemen in 1967, which began to provide support that buttressed

the Marxist-Leninist ideological faction within the group.183

Recruitment was robust for a few years, but the ideological transformation eventu-

ally generated opposition within the PFLOAG’s leadership. This escalated into violent

infighting in September 1970 between those opposing and favoring the transforma-

tion.184 The PFLOAG continued to have difficulties in implementing the changes in

a consistent manner throughout the organization, and began abducting individuals

as a mode of recruitment.185 In addition, on May 25th, 1972, the PFLOAG’s school

for cadres and commanders in Hawf, South Yemen was bombed by the Sultanate’s

forces, forcing the group to close the school and rely on dispersed and inconsistent

180Jeapes 2005
181El-Rayyes 1976, 84
182Halliday 1974, 361-373; Ja’bub 2010, 156-160
183Hughes 2015, 93
184DeVore 2011, 453-454
185El-Rayyes 1976, 99-101; Jones 2011, 569; Jeapes 2005, 29-30
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methods of commander and cadre recruitment and training in multiple locations.186

The group’s recruitment practices remained deficient for the rest of the conflict until

its end in December 1975.

Eritrean War of Independence (1961-1991) The three-decade-long struggle

for Eritrean independence involved two armed groups: the Eritrean Liberation Front

(ELF) and the Eritrean People’s Liberation Front (EPLF). Because both insurgent

groups formed and began fighting prior to the usual coding of the onset of the civil

war in 1974,187 I extend my analysis back to 1961, when nationalist activity first

began in the Eritrean region of Ethiopia.188 Fighting between the Ethiopian army

and the insurgents lasted until May 1991, when the EPLF defeated Ethiopian forces

in Eritrea and captured the provincial capital of Asmara.189 The war includes both

possible stages of insurgency, beginning in the Guerrilla stage and transitioning into

the Conventional stage in September 1974.

The ELF was formed in Cairo in 1960 by three Eritrean exiles, who shared Muslim

backgrounds but represented different ethnic and tribal constituencies in Eritrea.190

To establish their organization inside the Eritrean region of Ethiopia, each of the

three leaders funneled money from abroad directly to their respective regionally-

based commanders inside Eritrea, who themselves each represented a different ethnic

or tribal group in the region.191 This setup shaped the ELF’s initial recruitment

practices, as regional commanders chose recruits on the basis of their own ethnic

or tribal membership rather than a specific set of group-wide selection criteria.192

Besides ethnic and tribal divisions, intra-group sectarian divisions were introduced in

186Ja’bub 2010, 168-169
187E.g. Fearon and Laitin 2003, Sambanis and Schulhofer-Wohl 2015
188Markakis 1987
189Iyob 1995
190Iyob 1995, 109-111.
191Iyob 1995, 111; Woldemariam 2014, 7
192Markakis 1987, 115; Connell 2001, 347-348
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the mid-1960s, when a significant influx of mainly urbanized Christian recruits led

the ELF to add a fifth zonal command exclusively for Christian commanders and

fighters.193

Indeed, such disjointed selection of recruits was the objective of the exiled ELF

leadership, who feared being usurped by their Eritrea-based subordinates.194 Besides

selection, ELF commanders and fighters were trained and socialized in different ways.

Some fighters participated in radical military courses in Cuba and China, where they

were exposed to leftist and Marxist-Leninist lines of thought and strategy.195 Others

trained by the ELF lacked any such political education.196 These deficient recruitment

practices continued until the ELF was expelled from Eritrea by the EPLF in 1981.

The rival EPLF formed as a result of the fusing of three ELF splinter factions

in late 1972.197 From its beginning, the group had a clear ideological program based

on Marxist-Leninism, and these principles drove its selection criteria and incorpora-

tion procedures.198 All recruits were required to undergo a six-month training course,

which included both military training and political education.199 The political compo-

nent included lessons on class analysis, Eritrean history, and the Eritrean struggle.200

After the course finished, fighters continued to meet three times a week for political

education classes with cadres in their units.201 Even after the EPLF expanded in size

between 1975 and 1979, this system remained compulsory for all members.202 This

compulsory training and indoctrination for EPLF fighters remained in place through

193Pool 1980, 40. In 1965, the ELF reorganized its military command structure into four zones
based on ethnic and tribal lines (Woldemariam 2014, 8).
194Gebre-Medhin 1984, 50
195Connell 2001, 347
196Ibid., 347-349
197Weldemichael 2009, 1233
198Johnson and Johnson 1981; Iyob 1995, 58; Gebru Tareke 2009, 65-69; Connell 2001, 353
199Pateman 1990, 84; Connell 2001, 354
200Pool 1980, 45-46; Connell 2001, 354
201Connell 2001, 354
202Pool 1980, 45-46
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the late 1980s.203

7 Conclusion

This chapter developed a framework to measure and explain insurgent effective-

ness during civil wars. I first outlined concrete indicators that can be used to assess

insurgent effectiveness during the two possible stages of a conflict. I then positioned

insurgent recruitment practices as the key factor shaping combat effectiveness, devel-

oping the theory step by step from the origins of recruitment practices to theoretical

mechanisms linking such practices to ultimate group performance. I then outlined the

research design used in the project, including the methods I will use, case selection

criteria, and brief characteristics of the three selected cases. Over the course of the

next three chapters, I test this framework, beginning in the next chapter with an

examination of insurgent effectiveness during the Jordanian Civil War (1968-1971).

203Woldemikael 1991, 34
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Chapter 3

Fedayeen Effectiveness in Jordan

(1968-1971)

1 Introduction

In this chapter, I test the framework outlined in the previous chapter and establish

its internal validity. Drawing on field and archival research, I analyze insurgent effec-

tiveness during the “Black September” fighting episode of the Jordanian Civil War

(1968-1971). The chapter begins by briefly restating the theory and discussing how

I test it in the Jordanian case, along with an overview of the sources and fieldwork

I draw upon for the analysis. I then provide a historical background on the Jorda-

nian conflict, highlighting the key events and developments during the civil war time

period and discussing the military aspects of the Black September fighting episode.

I then turn to the analysis, beginning with a discussion of the general nature

of recruitment into the insurgent organizations in Jordan and an outlining of the

recruitment practices of the three main groups under study, Fatah, the Popular Front

for the Liberation of Palestine (PFLP), and the Democratic Front for the Liberation
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of Palestine (DFLP). This is followed by an examination of the recruitment practices,

corresponding mechanisms, and combat effectiveness of the three groups during the

Black September fighting episode. The chapter concludes with a discussion of the

limits of potential alternative explanations in the case and a summary of the findings.

1.1 Testing the Theory in Jordan

In the previous chapter, I developed a theoretical account of how insurgent re-

cruitment practices shape groups’ ultimate effectiveness during civil wars. To briefly

recap, the theory predicts that insurgent groups with robust recruitment practices

will ultimately fight more effectively across the possible stages of conflict than those

with deficient recruitment practices. This is a result of three mechanisms generated

by robust recruitment practices: uniform shared purpose, discipline, and interpersonal

trust. These enable a group’s fighters to successfully execute the tasks that consti-

tute effective fighting in a given stage. With deficient recruitment practices, insurgent

groups instead generate no or weak/varied shared purpose, indiscipline, and a lack

of interpersonal trust (or even mistrust) among their commanders and fighters. As a

result, such groups cannot successfully execute the tasks needed to fight effectively

during the possible stages of conflict.

In this chapter, I test the theory, examining the combat effectiveness of insurgent

groups during the most intense period of fighting in the Jordanian Civil War. The

war, which lasted from March 1968 until July 1971, was fought between ten Pales-

tinian Fedayeen1 organizations and the Jordanian monarchy and its security forces.

Widespread clashes between the two sides occurred in November 1968, February 1970,

and June 1970, and escalated thereafter into daily fighting up until mid-September

1970. On September 17th, 1970, the Jordanian Armed Forces began a major service-

1“Fedayeen” is the romanticized plural form of fidai’i, which means “one who sacrifices” in Arabic.
I provide more background on the Fedayeen later in the chapter.
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wide counterinsurgency offensive against the Fedayeen organizations to clear them

from the Kingdom’s major cities and towns. This sparked two weeks of intense fight-

ing throughout the country from September 17th until October 1st in what has come

to be known as “Black September.”2

The Jordanian case, particularly the Black September period of the conflict, pro-

vides fertile ground for establishing the theory’s internal validity for several reasons.

First, despite the prevailing conventional assumption that it was a two-party civil

war,3 ten separate insurgent groups fought in the war, though all with the same goal

of overthrowing the Hashemite monarchy.4 Second, recruitment into the groups pro-

ceeded for a significant time before major, sustained fighting began, which allows for

comprehensive and concrete assessments of each group’s recruitment practices prior

to the outbreak of major hostilities,5 while still being able to test the full framework of

2Many of my interviewees used the phrase “Black September,” “The September Events,” or “The
September War” to refer to both the events during September 1970 and the overall civil war itself.
Throughout the chapter, I use “Black September” to refer to the two weeks of fighting.

From the point of view of the Fedayeen organizations (and Palestinians more broadly), the events
were “black” because they represented a setback in the quest to liberate the occupied territories and
the loss of the key operating base of Jordan, in addition to the death and destruction of Palestinians
and their refugee camps. Some individuals on the Jordanian side of the events alternatively use the
term “White September” because it represented the restoration of law and order to the Kingdom
and the expulsion of the Fedayeen organizations (Author interviews, various).

3Nearly all existing works on the conflict (whether in English or Arabic) treat it as between
the Jordanian government and the collective “Fedayeen.” More importantly, no existing works fully
disaggregate the conduct of the various independent armed groups during the Black September
episode of the conflict (E.g. Hindi et al. 1971, Quandt 1971, Cooley 1973, Jureidini 1975, Axelrod
1978, Mukhar 1978, El Edroos 1980, ‘Abd al-Rahman 1983, Bailey 1984, Khalaf 1991, Lalor 1992,
Mousa 1996, Shemesh 1996, Sayigh 1997, Abu Odeh 1999, DeAtkine 2001).

4The Fedayeen organizations were ostensibly established with the goal of fighting Israel and
liberating Palestine. While the organizations did indeed conduct operations against Israel during the
1968-1971 time period, much of this was exaggerated, according to even the organizations themselves
(see Sayigh 1997, 203-207). Moreover, many of the groups had the professed goal of overthrowing the
Jordanian regime as part of their objectives, particularly the PFLP and DFLP (Author interviews,
PFLP Fighter-X, DFLP Official-C, DFLP Fighter-C, DFLP Commander-C, DFLP Member-C - see
below section on fieldwork for specificities of acronyms). Indeed, all of the Fedayeen organizations
participated in the clashes that occurred in the years and months leading up to Black September.
Adding to this is the unsurprising belief widely held among former Jordanian intelligence agents
and military personnel that the Fedayeen organizations were working to overthrow the Hashemite
monarchy since their very first days of existence (Author interviews, GID Official-D, GID Official-T,
GOJ Official-Y, JAA Official-X).

5The most significant threat the Fedayeen groups faced before Black September were Israeli
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the theory and its assumptions. Third, all ten Fedayeen organizations faced the same

incumbent and participated equally in the fighting during Black September, while the

JAA did not differentiate between the groups in its operations.6 Finally, the conflict

itself was in the Guerrilla stage for its entirety, as the Fedayeen organizations totaled

at most 15,000 fighters and had primarily small arms and light weapons, while the

JAA had 58,000 troops consisting of armor, artillery, and mechanized infantry units.7

Exploiting these characteristics, I analyze the relative effectiveness of the main

Fedayeen organizations that fought against the Jordanian state during the Black

September period of the conflict. Combining original field and archival research with

historical sources in English and Arabic on the war to outline the recruitment prac-

tices, I analyze the corresponding performance of the main factions during the fighting

episode. I provide more detail on this episode and the broader Jordanian conflict start-

ing in Section 2. In the remainder of this section, I discuss the fieldwork I conducted

on the conflict and the types of evidence that will be used in the analysis.

1.1.1 Sources Used and Fieldwork on the Jordanian Civil War

To analyze the recruitment practices and combat effectiveness of the Fedayeen

groups during the conflict in Jordan, I rely on interviews with ex-combatants, archival

sources, historical accounts, memoirs, and private papers and files of individuals in-

volved with the war. Much of this evidence was gathered during thirteen months of

field research in Jordan, Lebanon, and the United States. This fieldwork consisted of

both interviews with former conflict participants and observers and archival research

at several repositories in the three countries.

During June - August 2015 in the United States, I interviewed former American

airstrikes targeting their bases as well as Jordanian population centers.
6Author interviews, JAA Official-D, JAA Official-J, JAA Official-W, JAA Official-G. See Section

4.3 for more on the JAA’s posture vis-a-vis the Fedayeen organizations during Black September.
7El Edroos 1980, 449-451; Sayigh 1997, 263.
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diplomatic, military, and intelligence officials that were based in Jordan before, during,

and immediately after the civil war. These initial interviews provided a general sense

of the war’s progression from individuals that often had direct access to key decision

makers on both sides and observed much of the fighting themselves. In addition, they

also provided useful background information on the role the U.S. played during the

conflict.

Between September 2015 - July 2016, I spent over ten months in Jordan and

Lebanon conducting interview and archival research. During this period, I indepen-

dently networked and personally conducted semi-structured interviews in colloquial

Arabic with former participants in and observers of the Jordanian conflict in the two

countries. On the Fedayeen side, I interviewed former officials, commanders, fighters,

cadres, and ordinary members from all ten major non-state armed organizations8 that

participated in the conflict, including the Palestinian National Liberation Movement

[Fatah] ; the Popular Liberation Forces/Palestine Liberation Army [PLF/PLA] ; the

Palestine Liberation Army [PLA] ; the Popular Front for the Liberation of Palestine

[PFLP] ; the Democratic Front for the Liberation of Palestine [DFLP] ; the Popular

8Besides the enumerated groups, three other Fedayeen organizations existed in Jordan during
the conflict period (1968-71): the Arab Palestine Organization (APO), the Action Organization
for the Liberation of Palestine (AOLP), and the Popular Organization for the Liberation of Pales-
tine (POLP) (Jordanian Ministry of Defense 1970, Quandt 1971, Mousa 1996, Sayigh 1997). The
APO and AOLP were very small organizations, with membership totals estimated at 50 and 100
respectively in December 1970 (CIA 1970). The AOLP was reportedly incorporated into Fatah in
December 1970, while the APO disintegrated after the September 1970 fighting (Quandt 1971, 95).
In my interviews with conflict participants from both sides and observers, these two organizations
are not cited as major Fedayeen participants in the conflict, if mentioned at all, and were often only
recalled by interviewees upon inquiry. As for the POLP, it ceased to exist prior to the September
1970 fighting, as its members were either incorporated into the DFLP in mid-1969 or left “Fedayeen
action” altogether at that time (Jordanian Ministry of Defense 1970; interviews with former DFLP
and POLP officials and members).

The Jordanian government and intelligence services did indeed set up Fedayeen organizations as
a way to weaken the overall movement, but these organizations were very small and ceased to exist
by the start of 1970 (See: “The Fedayeen in Jordan,” British Embassy Amman Dispatch to Foreign
Office, September 26th, 1968, National Archives/Record Group 59/Records Relating to Iraq, Jordan,
Lebanon, and Syria, 1966-1972/Box 1; INR memorandum, “Jordan and the Fedayeen: Both Sides
Geared for Possible Showdown,” July 16, 1969, NA/RG59/DOSCF 1967-1969/POL 23 JORDAN).
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Front for the Liberation of Palestine - General Command [PF-GC] ; the Vanguards

of the People’s Liberation War - Saiqa Forces [Saiqa] ; the Arab Liberation Front

[ALF] ; the Palestinian Popular Struggle Front [PPSF] ; and the Jordanian Commu-

nist Party’s Partisan Forces [Al-Ansar].9 On the Jordanian side, I interviewed former

Jordanian Armed Forces generals, officers, and soldiers spanning all combat arms and

branches; retired officials and agents from Jordan’s General Intelligence Directorate

(GID)10; and former Jordanian government ministers and officials.

The interviews with these two sets of conflict participants focused on individuals’

experiences and observations from the conflict period and the organizational charac-

teristics, strategies, tactics, and operations of the conflict’s armed actors. I also visited

the major sites of fighting during the conflict, often with individuals that fought in

such areas during the war. In addition to conflict participants, I interviewed Jorda-

nian civilians to get a more general sense of the conflict’s progression and the nature

of the fighting.

Despite concluding over 47 years ago, the conflict is still an extremely sensitive

topic in Jordan. To this end, I was very fortunate to benefit from some invaluable

assistance that helped to facilitate my fieldwork in the Kingdom and enabled me to

avoid issues with Jordanian authorities while conducting research on the subject.11

In addition, I followed a strict protocol for connecting with respondents, contacting

potential interviewees only through others that knew them personally.12 Nearly all

9In addition to these ten Fedayeen organizations that were participants in the Jordanian conflict,
I also interviewed individuals that were in the Communist Action Organization in Lebanon [OACL],
the DFLP’s sister organization in Lebanon at the time of the Jordanian conflict, and the Lebanese
Communist Party [LCP], which played a key role in both establishing and organizing the Jordanian
Communist Party’s Partisan Forces.

10The GID, or Mukhabarat, is Jordan’s main (and only) non-martial intelligence agency, and is
responsible for intelligence collection and operations both inside and outside of Jordan.

11Due to their positions and the sensitive nature of the assistance provided, I refrain from ac-
knowledging these individuals by name or affiliation.

12I also followed this protocol when conducting interview research in the United States and
Lebanon.
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individuals I reached out to agreed to meet with me and be interviewed. In each

meeting, I emphasized my knowledge and awareness of the sensitivity of the subject

matter, and always informed the interviewee of their right to refrain from answering

my questions. Most individuals insisted that it was fine that I use their name, cit-

ing both the time that had passed since the conflict ended and their lack of fear of

potential repercussions, despite both my own personal intention not to do so given

the sensitive subject matter and IRB protocol.13 As a result, when using material

from these interviews, I do not employ any names or other identifying information,

instead citing material from interview sources using the individual’s organizational

affiliation (e.g. Fatah, PFLP, JAA, GID, GOJ, Civilian) and role (e.g. Fighter, Offi-

cial, Commander) at the time of the conflict.14 For quotes, I use my direct translation

from Arabic to English of what the respondent said. In total, I conducted interviews

with 105 separate respondents,15 in many cases meeting with and/or interviewing

individuals multiple times to establish the rapport needed to inquire about personal

experiences and observations from the conflict, as well as to gather additional infor-

mation.

Over the course of these thirteen months of interviews, I also gathered histor-

ical documents and other archival materials from institutes and individuals across

the United States, Jordan, and Lebanon. Institutes included the National Archives

and Records Administration (NARA) in College Park, MD; the Jordanian National

Library and the Archives and “Forbidden Collection” of the University of Jordan

Library in Amman, Jordan; and the Archives and Special Collections at Jafet Li-

13The interview research portion of my fieldwork received approval from the University of Vir-
ginia’s Institutional Review Board for Social and Behavioral Sciences (IRB-SBS # 2015-0298-00).

14Unique interviewees are assigned a random letter to distinguish them from others that had the
same position and organizational affiliation.

15The breakdown of interviews I conducted with individuals from the ten participating Fedayeen
organizations was as follows: 3 ALF, 17 DFLP, 15 Fatah, 1 JCP, 4 PF-GC, 7 PFLP, 1 PPSF, 1 PLF,
1 PLF/PLA, 6 Saiqa. On the Jordanian side, the breakdown was as follows: 27 JAA, 6 GOJ, 6 GID.
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brary of the American University of Beirut and the Institute for Palestine Studies in

Beirut, Lebanon. I also electronically accessed scanned diplomatic documents from

the British National Archives. In addition to the materials in these various reposito-

ries, I collected personal notes, memoirs, and documents from individuals with whom

I met during the fieldwork. These archival materials provide a valuable written his-

torical background on the conflict, while also serving as a source of corroboration for

the information I gathered through the interviews.

In addition to the sources gathered through field and archival research, I rely on

existing historical accounts of the Jordanian conflict in English and Arabic. Some

of these, such as Yezid Sayigh’s book Armed Struggle and the Search for State and

William Quandt Jr.’s 1971 RAND report Palestinian Nationalism: Its Political and

Military Dimensions, are themselves based on primary sources and interviews, as are

the theses by Paul Jureidini (1975), Randa Mukhar (1978), and Paul Lalor (1992).

The warring parties also produced sources based on evidence drawn from their com-

batants, such as the PLO-published Al Muqawama Al-Filastiniyya wa Al-Nizam Al-

Urduni: Dirasa Tahiliyya lihujmat Aylul (The Palestinian Resistance and the Jorda-

nian Regime: Analytical Study of the September Confrontation), the Jordanian Min-

istry of Defense’s al-‘Amal al-Fidai fi Al-Urdun (Guerrilla Action in Jordan), and

Syed Ali El Edroos’s The Hashemite Arab Army, 1908-1979. Along with these pri-

mary source-based published accounts, I draw on published journalistic accounts and

English-language newspapers available through the ProQuest Historical Newspapers

collection.
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2 The Jordanian Civil War (1968-1971)

2.1 Context and Background

As stated previously, the Jordanian conflict was fought between ten Fedayeen orga-

nizations on one side and the various security forces of the Jordanian state on the op-

posing side. The former included mainly the full-time fighters of each of the ten main

Fedayeen organizations, as well as the organizations’ individual civilian militias.16

The latter included (at one point or another) the Jordanian Armed Forces, which

consisted of the Jordanian Arab Army (JAA)17 and Jordanian Air Force (JAF); the

Public Security Forces, police forces, and the “Popular Resistance,” a pro-government

civilian militia.18 In what follows, I provide a detailed historical overview of the con-

flict’s progression to give the context for analysis. I do this given the aggregated

nature of existing historical accounts of the conflict and its absence from civil wars

scholarship, so that readers can become familiar with the general background of the

conflict before I begin the analysis.

The Fedayeen in Jordan After the June 1967 war, in which Israel captured the

Golan Heights from Syria, the West Bank from Jordan, and the Gaza Strip from

Egypt, Palestinian and Arab political figures and organizations began to look for

16For those Fedayeen groups that established such auxiliary forces, the civilian militias consisted of
ordinary civilians that were part-time members and had some limited military training. The militias
played a limited role in the fighting with the Jordanian state: during the September 1970 fighting,
their primary role was to defend the refugee camps and militia fighters were subordinate to full-
time fighters (Author interviews, PF-GC Militia Commander-C, ALF Militia Commander-C, Saiqa
Commander-V, DFLP Commander-R, Fatah Fighter-M). Otherwise, they remained dormant during
most of the conflict and, following the end of fighting in September 1970, they were largely disarmed
(“Fedayeen Sitrep,” Amman to Secstate (7156), December 22nd, 1970, RG59/DOSCF 1970-73/POL
23 JORDAN). I do not include the civilian militias in the analysis, as my theoretical focus is limited
to the Fedayeen groups’ full-time military forces.

17I use this and “Jordanian Army” interchangeably throughout the chapter.
18Author interview, Civilian-C; El Edroos 1980, 450; Sayigh 1997, 246.
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an alternative ways to take back Palestine.19 After this defeat, the idea of armed

struggle through the “Fedayeen” became the dominant political and military means

for “liberating Palestine,” with the goal to infiltrate the occupied territories and wage

a guerrilla warfare campaign against Israeli forces.20

Figure 3.1. Map of Jordan (1972)
Source: University of Texas-Austin Libraries

In this context, several Fedayeen organizations were established in Jordan, Syria,

Lebanon, and the West Bank, with Jordan serving as the main base for these groups

19Author interviews, PFLP Official-C, Fatah Official-M, Fatah Official-N, Saiqa Commander-T,
ALF Official-G, PF-GC Fighter-A.

20Author interviews, Fatah Official-L, PFLP Official-C.
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due to its lengthy border with the occupied West Bank (see Figure 3.1). Many of

the newly-established organizations in Jordan were creations or offshoots of local

and/or regional political parties such as the Ba’ath Party or Communist Party, all

of which had been banned in Jordan since 1957 and purged by Jordanian security

forces in spring 1966. With the defeat in the June 1967 war, the parties were tacitly

permitted to re-emerge in Jordan in the months that followed, and many began to take

the shape of what was becoming the dominant form of political organization in the

Kingdom: the Fedayeen group.21 Thus, what ultimately became many of the Fedayeen

organizations in Jordan after 1967 were merely the “reconstituted,” formerly banned

political parties that had long traditions of opposition to the Hashemite monarchy.22

These groups began to carry out what became known as “Fedayeen action” (al-

’amal al-fida’i), infiltrating the occupied West Bank from Jordan and conducting

ambushes and other forms of sabotage against Israeli forces. Despite many instances

where soldiers from the Jordanian Army assisted and even provided cover to Fedayeen

fighters during such infiltration operations,23 these actions often led to tensions and

even small-scale clashes between Jordanian soldiers and Fedayeen fighters, with the

first occurring in February 1968.24 Indeed, the first “martyr” from such Fedayeen

action, Ahmed Mousa from Fatah, was actually killed by Jordanian soldiers upon

crossing back into Jordan from the West Bank.25 Such tensions and clashes were the

outcome of both Israeli reprisals for Fedayeen actions (which often resulted in the

deaths of Jordanian soldiers and destruction of Jordanian villages) and an official

21Author interviews, GOJ Official-Y, Saiqa Commander-V, ALF Official-G, DFLP Member-A,
Fatah Commander-F; “The Current Jordanian Internal Security Situation,” Amman to Secstate,
July 12th, 1968, RG59/DOSCF 1967-69/POL JORDAN.

22Author interviews, GOJ Official-Y, PFLP Official-D.
23Author interviews, JAA Official-U, JAA Official-F, JAA Official-D, Fatah Commander-F.
24Author interviews, JAA Official-U, JAA Official-O. On February 15th, 1968, Israeli forces at-

tacked the Jordanian border village of Karameh, killing 20 Jordanian soldiers and civilians. After-
wards, Jordanian security forces surrounded the village and demanded that the Fedayeen fighters
inside surrender their weapons (Sayigh 1997, 177; Abd al-Rahman 1983, 69).

25Parsons 2005, 306n28.
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Jordanian policy of having a sealed “border” with Israel to avoid any subsequent

escalation following the end of the 1967 war.26

The Battle of Karameh and “Dual Authority” These tensions between the

two sides briefly subsided on March 21st, 1968, when the Israeli Defense Forces sent

its 7th Armored Brigade, 60th Armored Brigade, 35th Paratroopers’ Brigade, 80th

Mechanized Infantry Brigade, five artillery battalions, and four squadrons of fighter

planes to stage a three-pronged attack on the Jordanian village of Karameh, where

nearly all Fedayeen organizations had bases.27 This Israeli attack was met by the

JAA’s Hittin and Aliya Brigades from the 1st Infantry Division, soldiers from the

Royal Guards Brigade, the 60th Armored Brigade, and two armored car regiments

from reserves, along with 225-250 fighters from Fatah, 80 fighters from the Popular

Liberation Forces (PLF),28 and elements of the Palestine Liberation Army (PLA)’s

421 Battalion.29 The Israelis were driven back across the river after a full day of

fighting and sustained heavy manpower and materiel losses.30

In the weeks and months following the battle, intense open competition ensued

between the Jordanians and Fedayeen organizations over who played the bigger role in

defeating the Israelis at Karameh.31 This competition between the two sides reignited

and further exacerbated the pre-Karameh tensions. More significantly, the popularity

of the Fedayeen organizations skyrocketed in the Arab world, leading to an influx of

thousands of recruits seeking to join the organizations.32 This was even the case for

26Author interview, GID Official-T.
27El Edroos 1980, 438; Majali 1998, 38.
28The PLF was created in 1968 as the Palestinian Liberation Army (PLA)’s guerrilla wing.
29Author interviews, JAA Official-D, Fatah Commander-F; El Edroos 1980, 439; Sayigh 1997,

177-178.
30Sayigh 1997, 178-179.
31Author interviews, JAA Official-H, GOJ Official-Y. See also Terrill 2001 for a detailed discussion

of the competing mythologies that came to surround the events at Karameh. The debate over which
side played the bigger role in the battle continues to this day, and was a topic in nearly every
interview I had with individuals on both sides of the conflict.

32Author interviews, USG Official-E, GOJ Official-Y; “Assessment of Fedayeen Strength” (4162),
Amman to Secstate, April 3, 1968, RG59/DOSCF 1967-1969/POL 13-10 ARAB/Box 1786; Sayigh
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Fedayeen organizations that did not participate in the battle itself.

With their newfound power in Jordan, the Fedayeen groups began to increasingly

challenge the power of the Jordanian state, and the situation developed into a dynamic

of “dual authority” (izdiwajat al-sulta) within the country. In both the Palestinian

refugee camps and several neighborhoods within the Kingdom’s major cities, the

organizations set up their own administrative structures, police force, courts, vehicle

registration, as well as their own border control and customs.33 Fedayeen groups began

to maintain checkpoints and roadblocks in the Kingdom’s major cities and along its

main highways, disrupting civilian traffic and sometimes demanding donations from

drivers.34

In addition, there were many reported instances where Jordanian soldiers and

officers were harassed, assaulted, and even kidnapped (and sometimes killed) by Fe-

dayeen fighters at these checkpoints/roadblocks and on the streets in general; as a

result, many security personnel began to change into civilian clothing in order to be

able to travel to their homes without hassle when on leave.35 The Fedayeen organiza-

tions also began to interfere in the daily life and social affairs of the Kingdom, to the

extent of getting involved in individual marriage disputes and pricing for apartment

rentals.36 Instead of going to Jordanian state institutions, citizens began to go to the

1997, 179-184; Mousa 1996, 275-276; Quandt 1973.
33Author interviews, USG Official-E, USG Official-L, USG Official-H, JAA Official-X, GOJ

Official-Y, Fatah Official-N; “Growing Fedayeen Presence in Jordan” (1027), Amman to Secstate,
March 4th, 1969, RG59/DOSCF 1967-69/POL 13-10 ARAB/Box 1786; “Fedayeen Influence in Jor-
dan” (1211), Amman to Secstate, March 13th, 1969, RG59/DOSCF 1967-69/POL 13-10 ARAB/Box
1786; “Growing UNRWA Concern over Fedayeen” (1637), Amman to Secstate, April 4th, 1969,
RG59/DOSCF 1967-69/POL 13-10 ARAB/Box 1786; “Role of Fedayeen in August 22-23 Demonstra-
tions” (4023), Amman to Secstate, August 25th, 1969, RG59/DOSCF 1967-69/POL 23 JORDAN;
DeAtkine 2002; Bailey 1984; Sayigh 1997, 182.

34Author interview, GOJ Official-Z; “Growing Fedayeen Presence in Jordan” (1027), Amman to
Secstate, March 4th, 1969, RG59/DOSCF 1967-69/POL 13-10 ARAB/Box 1786.

35Author interviews, JAA Official-D, GID Official-D, JAA Official-W, JAA Official-Y, JAA
Official-Z.

36Author interviews, GID Official-C, JAF Official-X.
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Fedayeen’s Palestine Armed Struggle Command (PASC)37 to conduct their affairs.

Increasing Tensions and Escalating Clashes This expanding “state within a

state” in the Kingdom, particularly in its major urban areas, along with continued

Israeli reprisals in the Jordan Valley that drove increasing numbers of Fedayeen fight-

ers eastward into such areas, laid the basis for ever-growing tensions between the

two sides. These finally boiled over on November 2nd, 1968, when a Saiqa breakaway

group led by Taher Dablan named “Battalions of Victory”38 led demonstrators to at-

tack the U.S. Embassy in Amman. This led to fighting between Dablan’s group and

Jordanian security forces in various parts of Amman that continued until November

5th and resulted in an estimated 26-30 dead and 112 injured, as well as the whole-

sale decimation of Dablan’s group.39 Subsequent clashes on April 29th and May 2nd

1969, as well as continued Israeli reprisals in response to Fedayeen infiltrations into

the West Bank, led the Hashemite monarchy to attempt a crackdown on the Fedayeen

organizations.40

On August 8th, 1969, part of a Jordanian Special Forces company raided and

destroyed a Fatah base in the village of Northern Shouna in the Jordan Valley, with

Israeli mortars guiding them to the base’s whereabouts in the village.41 Then on

February 10th, 1970, King Hussein issued a list of restrictions for the Fedayeen orga-

nizations, aiming to limit their mobility and operations staged from Jordan into the

37The PASC was originally formed as a coordinating body for communiques regarding Fedayeen
operations in the occupied territories, but soon turned into essentially a Fedayeen police force in
Jordan that often displaced Jordan’s actual police when it came to public disturbances (Author inter-
views, PF-GC Official-H, JAA Official-X; INR Research Memorandum, “Jordan and the Fedayeen,”
4 April 1969, NA/RG59/DOSCF 1967-1969/POL 23 JORDAN).

38Kataeb AlNasr was established by Dablan after the merger of the Palestine Popular Liberation
Front merged with Saiqa in spring 1968, which Dablan opposed (Sayigh 1997, 185).

39Amman to Secstate, November 2, 1968, RG59/DOSCF 1967-69/POL 23 JORDAN; Amman to
Secstate, November 4th, 1968, RG59/DOSCF 1967-69/POL 23 JORDAN; Bailey 1984, 41; “Back-
ground on Current Roundup” (7321), Amman to Secstate, November 4, 1968, NARA/RG59/DOSCF
1967-69/POL 23 JORDAN; Sayigh 1997, 184; El Edroos 1980, 442; Mousa 1996, 282-283.

40Amman to Secstate, April 29th, 1969, RG59/DOSCF 1967-69/POL 23 JORDAN; Amman to
Secstate, May 2nd, 1969, RG59/DOSCF 1967-69/POL 23 JORDAN; Mukhar 1978, 76.

41Author interview, JAA Official-S.
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West Bank.42 The Fedayeen organizations vowed to oppose the restrictions while the

Army set up roadblocks on the main roads into Amman to implement them. Clashes

broke out throughout Amman that continued for three days and pitted the Jorda-

nian Army, armed with rockets and mortars and tanks, against the Fedayeen, who

used rifles and bazookas mounted on jeeps.43 Losses totalled 13 Fedayeen and 4 JAA

soldiers.44 On February 14th, an accord was signed between the two sides, with the

Jordanian government suspending implementation of the February 10th restrictions

and the Fedayeen organizations increasing their de facto control over parts of Amman

and Jordan.45

Tensions boiled over again in early June, when a confrontation between a Jor-

danian Special Forces soldier and guerrillas from the PFLP in downtown Amman

during a funeral procession escalated into widespread, sustained fighting in Amman

and Zarqa that lasted until June 12th.46 A ceasefire was finally reached on June

42Bailey 1984, 47; Hindi et al. 1971, 55; “Hussein Enacts Guerrilla Curb,” New York Times, 11
February 1970; “Amman Tightens Security,” New York Times 12 February 1970.

43Axelrod 1978, 34; Mukhar 1978, 86; Bailey 1984, 47; Mukhar 1978, 86; Jureidini 1975, 55; “Com-
mandos Defy Jordanian Curbs,” New York Times, 12 February 1970; “Hussein meets with Fedayeen
Leaders,” Amman to Secstate, February 12th, 1970, RG59/DOSCF 1970-73/POL 23 JORDAN;
“Amman Situation Report, February 12,” Amman to Secstate, February 12th, 1970, RG59/DOSCF
1970-73/POL 23 JORDAN; “Tension Continues in Amman,” Amman to Secstate, February 13th,
1970, RG59/DOSCF 1970-73/POL 23 JORDAN.

44Sayigh 1997, 247; Majali 2014; “Hussein in Pact with Guerrillas,” New York Times, 12 February
1970; “Jordan Reports Accord On Guerrilla Dispute,” The Washington Post, 14 February 1970.

45“Guerrilla Pact with Jordan Averts Clash,” Los Angeles Times, 13 February 1970; “Hus-
sein Backs AGIY Before Fedayeen and Popular,” Amman to Secstate, February 13th, 1970,
RG59/DOSCF 1970-73/POL 23 JORDAN.

46Author interview, JAA Official-S; “Shooting Incident, American Embassy Officer, 7/8 June
1970,” Amman to Secstate, June 8th, 1970, RG59/DOSCF 1970-73/POL 23 JORDAN; Amman
to Ministry of Defence, June 8th, 1970, BNA/FCO 17/1040; “Old Enmities Fan Jordanian Strife,”
New York Times, 7 July 1970; “Palestinian Guerrillas Clash with Jordanians Near Amman,” The
Washington Post, 8 June 1970; “Situation in Amman at 0800 Local (0600Z) June 10,” Amman
to Secstate (2518), June 10th, 1970, RG59/DOSCF 1970-73/POL 23 JORDAN; “Hussein Accepts
Guerrilla Terms, Ousts 2 Generals,” New York Times, 12 June 1970; “US Attache Slain in Jordan,”
Los Angeles Times, 11 June 1970; “Attempt on Hussein’s Life Fails; Jordan Troops Battle Guerril-
las,” Los Angeles Times, 10 June 1970; Axelrod 1978, 34-35; Mukhar 1978, 91; Jureidini 1975, 87-88,
101; Jureidini 1975, 102-103; ‘Attempt on Hussein’s Life Fails; Jordan Troops Battle Guerrillas,” Los
Angeles Times, 10 June 1970; “At Least 100 Die in Amman Clashes With Guerrillas,” New York
Times, 11 June 1970.

The fighting in early June even reached the point where American and German citizens were
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14th between the two sides, with casualties from the eight days of fighting estimated

to range between 250 and 1,000, with most estimates on the lower end.47 However,

there was almost daily fighting for the rest of the summer, mostly comprised of small

incidents involving limited numbers of combatants from the two sides.48

The announcement in July 1970 by U.S. Secretary of State William Rogers of

what came to be known as the “Rogers Plan” added to the growing friction between

the two sides.49 The Fedayeen organizations vowed to not abide by the terms of the

plan, which was accepted by both Egyptian President Gamal Abdul Nasser and King

Hussein. Clashes among the Fedayeen groups, a result of different positions vis-a-

vis the Rogers Plan, added further to the tension in the Kingdom’s cities.50 Such

tensions escalated into full-scale fighting between the army and Fedayeen groups in

evacuated to Beirut, along with all non-essential USG personnel (“Jordan Exodus: Americans Flee
Troubled Land,” Los Angeles Times, 13 June 1970; “Jordan Sitrep,” (91663), June 12th, 1970,
RG59/DOSCF 1970-73/POL 23 JORDAN; Author Interview, USG Official-E). Contributing to this
was the PFLP’s seizure of eighty-eight foreign hostages in the Philadelphia and Intercontinental
Hotels in Amman, which contributed to King Hussein’s accession to Fedayeen demands that he
remove “anti-Fedayeen officials” (Lalor 1992, 183; Sayigh 1997, 252; “Jordan Sitrep,” (91663), June
12th, 1970, RG59/DOSCF 1970-73/POL 23 JORDAN; “Hostages taken by DPFLP,” Amman to
Secstate, June 9th, 1970, RG59/DOSCF 1970-73/POL 23 JORDAN; “Hostages in Hotel,” Amman
to Secstate (2515), June 10th, 1970, RG59/DOSCF 1970-73/POL 23 JORDAN). King Hussein
apparently attempted to go beyond the Fedayeen demands, reportedly offering Yasser Arafat the
post of Prime Minister of Jordan and the freedom to form his own government, which Arafat refused
(Sayigh 1997, 252-253).

47Shlaim 2009, 321; Brown 1970, 375; Mukhar 1978, 94; Hindi et al. 1971, 494-495; Sayigh 1997,
252.

48Author interviews, DFLP Fighter-B, PF-GC Official-H; Hassan 1971, 52.
49In July 1970, U.S. Secretary of State William Rodgers announced a ceasefire plan for Israel and

the Arab states. Egyptian President Gamal Abdul Nasser accepted the terms of the plan, and King
Hussein immediately followed suit on July 26th. Demonstrations immediately broke out in Amman
and continued for the next few days, and ten of the twelve Fedayeen organizations publicly rejected
the Rogers Plan (“Demonstrations in Amman July 27,” Amman to Secstate (3538), July 27th,
1970, RG59/DOSCF 1970-73/POL 23 JORDAN; “Fedayeen Protest Efforts July 30-3,” Amman to
Secstate (3683), July 31st, 1970, RG59/DOSCF 1970-73/POL 23 JORDAN).

50Two of the Fedayeen groups, the AOLP and the APO, supported Nasser’s position, which led to
armed clashes among several of the organizations on August 5th and 9th (Sayigh 1997, 253; Axelrod
1978, 35-36; Jureidini 1975, 137n; Habash 2008, 96; “Arabs Meet on U.S. Plan; 2 Guerrilla Groups
Clash,” The Washington Post, 6 August 1970; “2 Commando Units Clash in Jordan; 1 Dies,” Chicago
Tribune, 7 August 1970; “Investigative Committee for Fedayeen Clashes,” An-Nahar, 7 August 1970;
“The Action Organization and Arab Palestine Organization pull their support for Nasser’s position,”
An-Nahar, 11 August 1970).
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various areas of Amman during the last days of August.51

On September 1st, King Hussein’s convoy was attacked by DFLP guerrillas in

the Mahatta area of Amman, which triggered intense fighting between the JAA and

Fedayeen elsewhere in the capital.52 The Iraqi regime, which had about 17,000 troops

stationed in northern Jordan at the time, threatened to intervene if JAA forces did

not cease their fire.53

However, fighting between the two sides continued in Zarqa,54 and on September

7th, the PFLP hijacked four civilian airliners and flew two of them to an WWII-era

airstrip east of Zarqa named Dawson’s Field, which the group renamed “Revolution

Airport.”55 Clashes continued and intensified as a result throughout several neigh-

51Lalor 1992, 214; Jureidini 1975, 156; Hindi et al. 1971, 494-495; Amman to Secstate (4169),
August 28th, 1970, RG59/DOSCF 1970-73/POL 23 JORDAN; “Guerrillas Battle Jordanian Units,”
Chicago Tribune, 29 August 1970; “Rebels Briefly Seize Jordan Phone Center,” Los Angeles Times,
29 August 1970; “Amman Fights Break Out 2d Time in 24 Hrs.,” Chicago Tribune, 30 August 1970;
“Guerrillas Battled Near Hussein Palace,” Los Angeles Times, 30 August 1970; Amman to Secstate
(4178), August 30th, 1970, RG59/DOSCF 1970-73/POL 23 JORDAN; “Jordan Fighting Reported,”
The Washington Post, 31 August 1970; “Commandos Report Attacks in Amman by Jordan’s Army,”
New York Times, 31 August 1970.

52Amman to Secstate (4238), September 1st, 1970, RG59/DOSCF 1970-73/POL 23 JORDAN;
“Try to Slay King Hussein,” Chicago Tribune, 2 September 1970; “Amman: Attempt to Assassinate
the King,” An-Nahar, 2 September 1970; Lalor 1992, 221-222; Mukhar 1978, 99-100; Hindi et al.
1971, 494.

53DCI Briefing for 23 September NSC, September 22nd, 1970, CIA-RDP79T00827A002200040002-
8; “Iraqi Threat Reported,” New York Times, 2 September 1970. Iraq’s forces in Jordan, which overall
consisted of around 200 tanks and some artillery, included elements of the 3rd Armored Division,
the 1st Infantry Division, and the 4th Infantry Division. The units were stationed in Zarqa, Mafraq,
and Ramtha as part of a leftover force from the 1967 Arab-Israeli War (Notes from Meeting between
King Hussein and President Gamal Abdul Nasser, August 21st, 1970, Private Papers of Lieutenant
General Masshour Haditha Al-Jazi; “Jordan and Iraqi Forces,” Tehran to Secstate (3355), August
4th, 1970, RG59/DOSCF 1970-73/POL 23 JORDAN; INR Research Memorandum, “The Fedayeen
Movement: Growing Strength and Influence,” January 23, 1969, NA/RG59/DOSCF 1967-1969/POL
27 ARAB-ISR; “Israeli Active Defense Doctrine and Iraqi Forces in Jordan” (1700), Amman to
Secstate, April 9th, 1969, RG59/DOSCF 1967-69/POL 27 ARAB-ISR/Box 1791).

54“Arab League to Mediate Jordan Fight,” The Washington Post, 7 September 1970; Brown 1971,
39; Lalor 1992, 229; Jureidini 1975, 159.

55“Arabs Hijack 4 Jetliners,” Chicago Tribune, 7 September 1970; “180 Held in Hijacked Jets,”
Chicago Tribune, 8 September 1970; “Hijacking Roundup,” Chicago Tribune, 8 September 1970. The
four hijacked airliners were: TWA Flight 741 (Frankfurt-New York), Swissair Flight 100 (Zurich-New
York), Pan Am Flight 93 (Amsterdam-New York), and El Al Flight 219 (Tel Aviv-New York). The
first two planes were taken to Dawson’s Field in Jordan. The hijackers of the El Al flight were
subdued and the plane was diverted to London. The Pan Am flight was taken to Beirut and then
Cairo, where it was blown up. On September 9th, a third plane, BOAC Flight 775 (Manama-
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borhoods in Amman, and in Ajloun, Zarqa, and the Irbid area.56 By this point, the

fighting had produced 150 dead and 500 wounded since the start of the month.57 A

ceasefire was signed between the government and Fedayeen, but was rejected by the

PFLP and DFLP and subsequently the PLO Central Committee after reports of the

JAA actions in the Irbid area.58

Clashes continued in Irbid and Amman in the following days, with the reported

participation of Iraqi forces on the Fedayeen side on September 9th, and a brief lull

after a ceasefire was reached on the 10th.59 On September 11th, Fatah called for the

establishment of a “national authority” in Jordan, and the next day, the PFLP blew

up the three hijacked planes at Dawson’s Field and transferred the remaining airline

hostages to safehouses in Amman and Irbid.60 The following day, as fighting broke out

in Zarqa, several Fedayeen organizations took control of Irbid and declared northern

London), was hijacked and flown to Dawson’s Field, where its passengers joined the other airplane
hostages. Most of the hostages were moved to Amman in the days following the landings. (See: “4
Jets Hijacked; One, a 747, Is Blown Up,” New York Times, 7 September 1970; “Desert Ordeal: Jet
Hostages Awaiting Fate,” Los Angeles Times, 8 September 1970; “Mastermind of Guerillas’ Plane
Hijackings Is Apostle of Terror,” Chicago Tribune, 10 September 1970; Raab 2007).

The hijackings were conducted by the PFLP for multiple reasons, including raising awareness of
the Palestinians and Palestinian issue, outbidding the more “moderate” Fedayeen organizations (like
Fatah), and as a result of the group’s extremist ideology that called for attacking all elements of
“Zionism,” whether in Israel or abroad (Author interviews, PFLP Official-C, PFLP Fighter-V).

56“Tensions in Amman Increase,” Chicago Tribune, 8 September 1970; “U.S. Aide Seized in Jordan
Capital,” New York Times, 8 September 1970; “Security Situation in Amman,” Amman to Secstate
(4477), September 9th, 1970, RG59/DOSCF 1970-73/POL 23 JORDAN; Hindi et al. 1971, 154;
Sayigh 1997, 260.

57Sayigh 1997, 260; Mukhar 1978, 101.
58“Jordan and Commandos Sign Short-Lived Truce,” New York Times, 9 September 1970; “Guer-

rillas Call Off Brief Cease-Fire Pact,” The Washington Post, 9 September 1970.
59“Security Situation in Amman,” Amman to Secstate (4477), September 9th, 1970,

RG59/DOSCF 1970-73/POL 23 JORDAN; Amman to Secstate (4504), September 9th, 1970,
RG59/DOSCF 1970-73/POL 23 JORDAN; Amman to Secstate (4498), September 9th, 1970,
RG59/DOSCF 1970-73/POL 23 JORDAN; Rashid 2015, 173;“Jordan’s Army Clashes Again with
Palestinians,” Chicago Tribune, 10 September 1970; “Heavy Fighting in Amman; Hussein Orders
Ceasefire,” New York Times, 10 September 1970; Amman to Secstate (4534), September 10th, 1970,
RG59/DOSCF 1970-73/POL 23 JORDAN; “Jordan General Takes Charge, Fighting Rages,” Los
Angeles Times, 10 September 1970; “Jordan Strife Eases as Pact Is Reached,” Los Angeles Times,
11 September 1970; “Jordan, Guerrillas Reach New Accord,” Chicago Tribune

60Axelrod 1978, 37; Sayigh 1997, 260; “New Demands Peril Fragile Jordan Pact,” Los Angeles
Times, 12 September 1970; “Report Guerrillas Hold Yank Vet with Hostages,” Chicago Tribune, 14
September 1970.
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Jordan a “liberated area,” appointing governors for the districts of Balqa, Jerash,

Ajloun, and Irbid.61

At this point, senior JAA officers went to King Hussein and told him they were

moving against the Fedayeen with or without him.62 Frustrations at all levels of

the Army had been mounting for months, particularly due to the limitations King

Hussein had placed on the army’s mobility, the Jordanian government’s lack of control

over large parts of Jordan, and the monarch’s seeming indecisiveness vis-a-vis the

Fedayeen issue.63 These frustrations went all the way down to the army’s combat

units, who often took the initiative without orders in responding to Fedayeen attacks.

On September 7th, some soldiers from the 1st Armored Battalion left their base in

Jebel Nuzha in response to Fedayeen fire from Nuzha Camp, and began to fire on the

camp, only stopping when King Hussein personally intervened in the action.64 On

September 13th, JAA soldiers ambushed a group of Fatah guerrillas in the village of

Turrah in northern Jordan, killing twelve of them and losing two JAA soldiers.65

In response to these pressures, King Hussein formed a military government com-

prised entirely of Army and intelligence officials on September 15th.66 While another

ceasefire agreement was signed between the two sides on the evening of the 15th,

61“Security Situation in Jordan,” Amman to Secstate (4835), September 16th, 1970,
RG59/DOSCF 1970-73/POL 23 JORDAN; Amman to Secstate (4891), September 17th, 1970,
RG59/DOSCF 1970-73/POL 23 JORDAN; Lalor 1992, 240, 242; Bailey 1984, 57; Robins 2004,
131; “Guerrillas Fortify Newly Seized City to Bar Recapture,” Los Angeles Times, 16 September
1970.

62Author interview, JAA Official-X.
63Author interviews, JAA Official-X, USG Official-L; Lalor 1992, 236-238; Abu Taleb 2014, 93.

Such frustrations were manifest as far back as June 1970, when the commanders of the 40th Armored
Brigade sent a personal letter directly to King Hussein threatening to take serious action against
the Fedayeen following the month’s early clashes (Author interview, JAA Official-E).

64Author interview, JAA Official-W; Sayigh 1997, 260.
65Lalor 1992, 240; Sayigh 1997, 260-261; “Palestinian Commandos, Jordanian Troops Clash,”

Chicago Tribune, 14 September 1970; Hindi et al. 1971, 496.
66Bailey 1984, 57. Hussein informed the US Ambassador of this decision, along with a request that

the Israelis be asked to not “aggravate” the situation (Amman to Secstate (4808), September 15th,
1970, RG59/DOSCF 1970-73/POL 23 JORDAN; “Internal Security,” Amman to Secstate (4831),
September 16th, 1970, RG59/DOSCF 1970-73/POL 23 JORDAN).
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King Hussein and the Army had decided to take military action to “restore law and

order.”67 The PLO responded to the formation of the military cabinet by reinstat-

ing the PFLP to the PLO (which it had suspended after the group blew up the

hijacked planes) and forming a “joint command” under Yasir Arafat and PLA Chief

Abdulrazzaq Yahya.68

“Black September” (September 17th - October 1st, 1970) On the morning

of September 17th, Jordanian Army units moved into Amman and Zarqa, sparking

two weeks of bloody fighting throughout the Kingdom in what has come to be known

as “Black September.”69 From September 17th until October 1st, Jordanian security

forces and the Fedayeen organizations battled in the streets of Amman, Zarqa, and

Mafraq, the hills around Jerash and Ajloun, and the northern villages surrounding

Irbid and Ramtha.

The Army was successful in taking back parts of the country from the Fedayeen

while repulsing a Syrian intervention,70 but the Fedayeen fighters continued to main-

67Amman to Secstate (4808), September 15th, 1970, RG59/DOSCF 1970-73/POL 23 JORDAN;
“Terms of September 15 GOJ-Fedayeen Agreement,” Amman to Secstate (4837), September 16th,
1970, RG59/DOSCF 1970-73/POL 23 JORDAN; “Troops to Leave Amman,” New York Times, 16
September 1970.

68Lalor 1992, 243; Jureidini 1975, 165.
69I discuss this episode of fighting in more detail in Section 2.2.
70Just after midnight on September 19th, two armored brigades and a mechanized infantry brigade,

all with PLA markings but actually from the Syrian Arab Army’s 5th Infantry Division, crossed
the border at Ramtha and began to advance south into Jordan (“Jordan Fighting,” Tel Aviv to
Secstate (5165), September 19th, 1970, RG59/DOSCF 1970-73/POL 23 JORDAN; “Situation in
Northern Jordan,” Beirut to Secstate (8048), September 22nd, 1970, RG59/DOSCF 1970-73/POL 23
JORDAN; Sayigh 1997, 264). Over the next 48 hours, the intervening Syrian force came to consist of
an estimated 300 tanks and sixty 120mm artillery pieces (State to Tel Aviv (154557), September 21st,
1970, RG59/DOSCF 1970-73/POL 23 JORDAN; Lalor 1992, 268). On September 20th, a two-day
battle broke out between JAA and SAA armor in the Ramtha-Mafraq-Irbid crossroads just south of
Ramtha, pitching about 300 SAA tanks (primarily Soviet-made T-54 and T-55 models) and infantry,
along with 120mm artillery support from Fedayeen fighters in the area, against elements of the JAA’s
40th Armored and Khalid Bin Walid brigades, which included 122 tanks, two batteries of heavy
artillery, one battery of medium artillery, and five batteries of light artillery (Author interview, DFLP
Fighter-C; Central Intelligence Bulletin, September 22nd, 1970, CIA-RDP79T00975A017200020001-
8; Amman to Secstate (5484), September 30th, 1970, RG59/DOSCF 1970-73/POL 23 JORDAN;
“Sitrep 0700 Local Sept 20,” Amman to Secstate (4945), September 20th, 1970, RG59/DOSCF
1970-73/POL 23 JORDAN; Tel Aviv to Secstate (5171), September 20th, 1970, RG59/DOSCF
1970-73/POL 23 JORDAN).
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tain control and an open operating presence in various areas of Amman and other

parts of the Kingdom after the fighting finished.71 The two sides began withdrawing

from Amman on October 1st, in accordance with an agreement in Cairo signed on

September 28th.72 A ceasefire was signed between the two sides on the 1st, bringing

the intense fighting episode to an end but leaving the Fedayeen in continued con-

trol of Irbid and maintaining a significant operating presence in Amman and pockets

elsewhere.73 The death toll from the fifteen days of fighting was heavy, with most

estimates between 2,000-5,000 killed, of which between 700-1,500 were civilians.74 Fe-

dayeen fighter deaths totaled 910-960, while the Jordanian Armed Forces suffered

445-600 killed and 1,500-2,000 wounded, along with 5,000-7,000 defections to the

With pressure mounting on the JAA (and his own throne) primarily as a result of the Syrian
incursion, after receiving the blessing of the cabinet, King Hussein sent an indirect message through
the British Ambassador to the United States requesting Israeli assistance to help with repelling the
Syrian forces (Author interview, GOJ Official-Y; Ashton 2005, 235-236). However, the Jordanian
Air Force (JAF), using one squadron of Hawker Hunters, conducted 20 sorties of strikes on Syrian
positions in concert with JAA ground forces (Author interviews, JAF Official-Q, JAF Official-F,
JAF Official-X; Tel Aviv to MOD UK, September 23 1970, BNA/FCO 17/1044; Sayigh 1997, 265;
Lalor 1992, 265). This combined-arms attack, coupled with then Syrian Defense Minister (and Air
Force Head) Hafez Al-Assad’s refusal to commit the Syrian Air Force to the intervention (which
gave the JAF complete control of the air), allowed the Jordanians to inflict heavy losses on the
tank-heavy Syrian forces and begin to push them back into Syria (“Jordan Situation,” Tel Aviv to
Secstate (5247), September 22nd, 1970, RG59/DOSCF 1970-73/POL 23 JORDAN; El Edroos 1980,
455-456).

71Amman to Secstate (5402), September 29th, 1970, RG59/DOSCF 1970-73/POL 23 JOR-
DAN; “Sitrep 2130L,” Amman to Secstate (5431), September 29th, 1970, RG59/DOSCF 1970-
73/POL 23 JORDAN; “Security Situation,” Amman to Secstate (5390), September 29th, 1970,
RG59/DOSCF 1970-73/POL 23 JORDAN; Central Intelligence Briefing, September 28th, 1970,
CIA-RDP79T00975A017200070001-3.

72“Situation as of 1600 EDT October 1, 1970,” Secstate to Belgrade (162119), October 1st, 1970,
RG59/DOSCF 1970-73/POL 23 JORDAN; Amman to FCO, October 1st 1970, BNA/FCO 17/1045;
“Both Sides Begin Amman Withdrawal,” New York Times, 30 September 1970; Central Intelligence
Briefing, October 1st, 1970, CIA-RDP79T00975A017300010002-7.

73“North Jordan Truce Pact is Signed,” The Washington Post, 1 October 1970; “Commandos
Hold Sway in Irbid,” New York Times, 2 October 1970; Central Intelligence Briefing, Septem-
ber 29th, 1970, CIA-RDP79T00975A017200080001-2; Central Intelligence Briefing, September 30th,
1970, CIA-RDP79T00975A017200090001-1; Central Intelligence Bulletin, October 2nd, 1970, CIA-
RDP79T00975A017300020001-7.

74“Jordanian Casualties,” Amman to Secstate (5321), September 28th, 1970, RG59/DOSCF 1970-
73/POL 23 JORDAN; “Jordanian Casualty Figures,” USUN to Secstate (2258), October 6th, 1970,
RG59/DOSCF 1970-73/POL 23 JORDAN; “Jordanian Casualty Figures,” Amman to Secstate
(5688), October 7th, 1970, RG59/DOSCF 1970-73/POL 23 JORDAN; Sayigh 1997, 267.
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Fedayeen.75

Continuing Conflict and “The Battle of the Forests” (October 1970 - July

1971) As the Fedayeen fighters began to move from Amman and other major cities

to the Jerash and Ajloun areas while others withdrew to Syria with plans of reorga-

nizing and re-entering the Kingdom, the U.S. in early October began replenishing the

JAA to make up its losses (particularly in ammunition) that were sustained during

the fighting.76 At the same time, Fedayeen reinforcements in numbers and materiel

streamed into northern Jordan from Syria and Iraq, while elements of the various

groups remained behind in the capital.77 And despite the official withdrawal of JAA

units from Amman, Jordanian Special Forces maintained a clandestine presence in

the capital over the next few months, dressing as Public Security Forces personnel and

conducting isolated operations to clear areas with a remaining Fedayeen presence.78

75‘Jordanian Casualty Figures,” Amman to Secstate (5688), October 7th, 1970, RG59/DOSCF
1970-73/POL 23 JORDAN; Amman to Foreign and Commonwealth Office, October 5th 1970,
BNA/FCO 17/1045; El Edroos 1980, 459; Sayigh 1997, 267; Majali 2014; Abu Daoud 1999, 381fn38.

Large-scale defections in the magnitude of tens of thousands, which the Fedayeen organizations
were anticipating in order to tip the scales in their favor in the inevitable conflict with the Jordanians,
did not happen (Hindi et al. 1971, 202). However, on top of the 5,000-7,000 defections that actually
occurred, instances of insubordination and outright refusal among JAA troops did indeed occur,
some of which had severe consequences. In one instance, a tank company commander ordered his
subordinates to deliberately shell in the air over Wehdat Camp to avoid targeting individuals in the
camp itself, and one of his subordinates overheard his instructions over the radio and consequently
shelled and burned the company commander’s entire tank, killing him (Author interview, PFLP
Fighter-X; Majali 2014).

76Author interview, DFLP Fighter-C; “Jordan Sitrep as of 0100 EDT Sept. 30, 1970,” Secstate
to Naples (160803), September 30th, 1970, RG59/DOSCF 1970-73/POL 23 JORDAN; “Situation
as of 1600 EDT October 1, 1970,” Secstate to Belgrade (162119), October 1st, 1970, RG59/DOSCF
1970-73/POL 23 JORDAN.

77Author interviews, PF-GC Militia Commander-C, DFLP Official-V; “Impressions of Amman:
Four Days After Ceasefire,” Amman to Secstate (5502), October 1st, 1970, RG59/DOSCF 1970-
73/POL 23 JORDAN; “Israeli Estimate on Jordan,” Tel Aviv to Secstate (5626), October 6th,
1970, RG59/DOSCF 1970-73/POL 23 JORDAN; “Guerrilla Group Vows to Stay in Amman,” New
York Times, 30 September 1970.

78Author interviews, JAA Official-V, JAA Official-T, JAA Official-K; “Arab Observer Committee
and GOJ-Fedayeen Relations,” Amman to Secstate (5626), October 5th, 1970, RG59/DOSCF 1970-
73/POL 23 JORDAN. One such operation occurred in late December 1970, when seven Special
Forces troops stormed and took the Lipton Hotel in downtown Amman next to the Al-Hussein
Mosque, which had been occupied by a group of fighters from Quwwat Al-Ansar (Author interviews,
JAA Official-V, JAA Official-T).
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Despite efforts at peace, sporadic fighting continued into October as the JAA

sought to enforce the Cairo Agreement and eradicate the Fedayeen presence from

the major cities through a “graduated response” strategy.79 The Fedayeen groups

maintained their hold on Irbid, Ajloun, Jerash, and Ramtha in the days following

the withdrawals, while the Army fully retook and subsequently occupied Zarqa.80 On

October 13th, King Hussein and Arafat signed an agreement that allowed for the

Fedayeen groups to establish bases and keep their militias in the Kingdom’s cities,

yet fighting continued.81 On October 18th, fighting broke out in northern Jordan, as

JAA forces expelled the Fedayeen from two villages.82 That same day, elements of the

two sides clashed in Sweileh, and Fedayeen fighters took over the local government in

Mafraq.83 By October 28th, the Fedayeen had reasserted control of Wehdat Camp in

Amman.84

Clashes occurred throughout the last two months of 1970, particularly as the Army

stepped up its campaign in November to clear the Fedayeen groups from remaining

areas inside and outside the Kingdom’s major cities and push them towards the

Jerash/Ajloun area forests.85 The government attempted to reassert its control of

79El Edroos 1980, 460.
80“Arab Peace Commission,” Amman to Secstate (5635), October 5th, 1970, RG59/DOSCF 1970-

73/POL 23 JORDAN; “Jordan Situation in Zarqa and Irbid,” Amman to Secstate (5614), October
4th, 1970, RG59/DOSCF 1970-73/POL 23 JORDAN; “GOJ-Fedayeen Relations: Possible Foot-
Dragging in North,” Amman to Secstate (5745), October 9th, 1970, RG59/DOSCF 1970-73/POL
23 JORDAN; “Guerrillas Hold Sway in No.2 Jordan City,” Los Angeles Times, 5 October 1970;
“Jordan Now Controlling Zerqa, Guerrilla Center,” New York Times, 3 October 1970.

81“GOJ-Fedayeen Accord of October 13,” Amman to Secstate (5890), October 14th, 1970,
RG59/DOSCF 1970-73/POL 23 JORDAN; “GOJ-Fedayeen Accord of Oct13,” Amman to Secstate
(5889), October 13th, 1970, RG59/DOSCF 1970-73/POL 23 JORDAN.

82“Jordan Situation,” Tel Aviv to Secstate (5823), October 19th, 1970, RG59/DOSCF 1970-
73/POL 23 JORDAN.

83“Jordan Situation,” Tel Aviv to Secstate (5823), October 19th, 1970, RG59/DOSCF 1970-
73/POL 23 JORDAN.

84“Short Term Prospects for GOJ-Fedayeen Relations: A Quiet Thanksgiving?,” Amman to Sec-
state (6242), October 28th, 1970, RG59/DOSCF 1970-73/POL 23 JORDAN.

85“Clashes in Amman November 3,” Amman to Secstate (6387), November 4th, 1970,
RG59/DOSCF 1970-73/POL 23 JORDAN; “Amman Tense as Transition Period Draws to Close,”
Amman to Secstate (6463), November 9th, 1970, RG59/DOSCF 1970-73/POL 23 JORDAN;
“Amman Fighting Evening 18-19 November,” Amman to Secstate (6650), November 19th, 1970,
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most of Amman through re-establishing its administrative presence and conducting

sweeps of areas to root out any remaining Fedayeen elements and collect weapons.86

During this time period, JAA forces expelled the Fedayeen from the city of Jerash on

December 8th, while fighting continued between the two sides in Ajloun.87 By the end

of the month, the Army had taken control of Salt, while sporadic clashes continued in

Amman into January 1971.88 On January 8th, the army launched operations against

the Fedayeen in Marka, Ruseifah, and the Amman-Jerash road, and cleared the Beqaa

refugee camp of Fedayeen.89 During January 10th-13th, fighting broke out in several

areas of Amman.90

On January 13th, the government and Fedayeen organizations signed an agree-

ment that officially called for the withdrawal of fighters from cities and towns and the

disarmament of the militias.91 By January 19th, the Army controlled all of the Pales-

RG59/DOSCF 1970-73/POL 23 JORDAN; “Jordanian Forces Continue to Show Aggressiveness To-
ward Fedayeen,” Amman to Secstate (6737), November 24th, 1970, RG59/DOSCF 1970-73/POL 23
JORDAN; El Edroos 1980, 460; Sayigh 1997, 275.

86Author interviews, JAA Official-S, JAA Official-X; Sayigh 1997, 275
87“Situation in Jordan,” Amman to Secstate (6898), December 7th, 1970, RG59/DOSCF 1970-

73/POL 23 JORDAN; “Situation in Jordan,” Amman to Secstate (6939), December 8th, 1970,
RG59/DOSCF 1970-73/POL 23 JORDAN; “Continued Fighting in Ajlun Area,” Amman to Secstate
(6973), December 10th, 1970, RG59/DOSCF 1970-73/POL 23 JORDAN; Lalor 1992, 311; Mukhar
1978, 152; Sayigh 1997, 275

88“Renewal of Tension in Jordan,” Amman to Secstate (6896), December 7th, 1970, RG59/DOSCF
1970-73/POL 23 JORDAN; “Amman Sitrep,” Amman to Secstate (7104), December 18th, 1970,
RG59/DOSCF 1970-73/POL 23 JORDAN; “Gunfight in Amman,” Amman to Secstate (7268), De-
cember 29th, 1970, RG59/DOSCF 1970-73/POL 23 JORDAN; “Feds/JAA Usher in New Year,”
Amman to Secstate (0041), January 5th, 1971, RG59/DOSCF 1970-73/POL 23 JORDAN; “Se-
curity Situation,” Amman to Secstate (0099), January 7th, 1971, RG59/DOSCF 1970-73/POL 23
JORDAN; El-Rayyes and Nahas 1974, 110; Sayigh 1997, 276.

89“Widespread JAA Operations Against Fedayeen Outside Amman,” Amman to Secstate (0129),
January 9th, 1971, RG59/DOSCF 1970-73/POL 23 JORDAN; “JAA Operations Northeast of Am-
man,” Amman to Secstate (0107), January 8th, 1971, RG59/DOSCF 1970-73/POL 23 JORDAN;
Axelrod 1978, 42; El-Rayyes and Nahas 1974, 110; Lalor 1992, 311; Sayigh 1997, 276.

90“New Fighting in Amman,” Amman to Secstate (0132), January 10th, 1971, RG59/DOSCF
1970-73/POL 23 JORDAN; “Sitrep - Amman,” Amman to Secstate (0172), January 11th, 1971,
RG59/DOSCF 1970-73/POL 23 JORDAN; Secstate to Amman (005098), January 12th, 1971,
RG59/DOSCF 1970-73/POL 23 JORDAN; “Sitrep - Amman; Noon Jan 13,” Amman to Secstate
(0217), January 13th, 1971, RG59/DOSCF 1970-73/POL 23 JORDAN.

91“Prime Minister’s Views on Internal Situation,” Amman to Secstate (0241), January 14th, 1971,
RG59/DOSCF 1970-73/POL 23 JORDAN; Lalor 1992, 311-312; Mukhar 1978, 134; Sayigh 1997,
277.
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tinian refugee camps with the exception of Jerash Camp.92 Yet fighting continued

in Amman during February as the JAA continued its sweep operations to clear the

capital of Fedayeen, while the guerrillas took full control of the Dibbin area between

Jerash and Ajloun.93 In March, JAA forces continued their operations in Amman and

drove the guerrillas out of Irbid at the end of the month.94 Clashes broke out again

in Amman in early April, while fighting continued in the Jerash area as the Army

shelled Fedayeen positions in Dibbin.95 On April 10th, the last major Fedayeen ele-

ments began withdrawing from Amman to Jerash/Ajloun forests after an ultimatum

from King Hussein, as JAA units conducted final sweeps of the city during the second

half of the month.96

In May and June, JAA units began to take up positions in the areas surrounding

92“UNRWA Assurances Re Situation in Jordan,” Beirut to Secstate (0524), January 19th, 1971,
RG59/DOSCF 1970-73/POL 23 JORDAN.

93El-Rayyes and Nahas 1974, 110; Mukhar 1978, 132; “Security Situation,” Amman to Sec-
state (0791), February 11th, 1971, RG59/DOSCF 1970-73/POL 23 JORDAN; “Pressure on Fe-
dayeen Increasing,” Amman to Secstate (0780), February 11th, 1971, RG59/DO SCF 1970-73/POL
23 JORDAN; “Amman Sitrep,” Amman to Secstate (0801), February 12th, 1971, RG59/DOSCF
1970-73/POL 23 JORDAN; “Amman Sitrep,” Amman to Secstate (0847), February 16th, 1971,
RG59/DOSCF 1970-73/POL 23 JORDAN; “Internecine Fedayeen Fighting,” Amman to Secstate
(0989), February 23rd, 1971, RG59/DOSCF 1970-73/POL 23 JORDAN.

94Amman to Secstate (1213), March 8th, 1971, RG59/DOSCF 1970-73/POL 23 JORDAN; “Mil-
itary Situation,” Amman to Secstate (1412), March 18th, 1971, RG59/DOSCF 1970-73/POL 23
JORDAN; Bailey 1984, 61; Lalor 1992, 283; Mukhar 1978, 152; Quandt 1973 RAND, 105; El-
Rayyes and Nahas 1974, 110; El Edroos 1980, 461; Sayigh 1997, 278; “PLO Accuses GOJ of Geno-
cide and Trying to Create a Palestinian State,” Amman to Secstate (1532), March 26th, 1971,
RG59/DOSCF 1970-73/POL 23 JORDAN; “Clash in Irbid,” Amman to Secstate (1529), March
26th, 1971, RG59/DOSCF 1970-73/POL 23 JORDAN; “JAA Operations in Irbid,” Amman to Sec-
state (1545), March 28th, 1971, RG59/DOSCF 1970-73/POL 23 JORDAN; “Renewed Fighting in
Jordan,” Amman to Secstate (1558), March 29th, 1971, RG59/DOSCF 1970-73/POL 23 JORDAN;
“Irbid is Quiet,” Amman to Secstate (1664), April 2nd, 1971, RG59/DOSCF 1970-73/POL 23 JOR-
DAN.

95“Amman Sitrep - April 2,” Amman to Secstate (1650), April 2nd, 1971, RG59/DOSCF 1970-
73/POL 23 JORDAN; “Conditions in North Jordan,” Amman to Secstate (1676), April 5th, 1971,
RG59/DOSCF 1970-73/POL 23 JORDAN; “Summary of Recent Fedayeen Terrorism and Current
Army Reaction,” Amman to Secstate (1690), April 5th, 1971, RG59/DOSCF 1970-73/POL 23 JOR-
DAN.

96“Amman Sitrep 100Z April 10,” Amman to Secstate (1792), April 10th, 1971, RG59/DOSCF
1970-73/POL 23 JORDAN; “Amman Sitrep April 13,” Amman to Secstate (1799), April 13th, 1971,
RG59/DOSCF 1970-73/POL 23 JORDAN; “Amman Sitrep April 19,” Amman to Secstate (1915),
April 19th, 1971, RG59/DOSCF 1970-73/POL 23 JORDAN.
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Dibbin while attacking remaining Fedayeen bases in the Salt and Zarqa areas.97 On

July 5th, the Army began to shell Fedayeen positions in the Jerash/Ajloun area.98

On July 12th, elements of the 99th Armored Brigade, the Imam Ali Brigade, the

Hussein bin Ali Brigade, the Yarmouk Brigade, two Special Forces companies, and

supporting artillery attacked the remaining Fedayeen forces in Dibbin.99 With Feday-

een reinforcements stopped at the Jordanian-Syrian border by the latter’s regime, six

days of intense fighting took place as the JAA combined armor, infantry, and artillery

to drive the Fedayeen out of Jordan into Syria and Lebanon and end the civil war.100

2.2 Fatah, the Popular Front for the Liberation of Palestine
(PFLP), and the Democratic Front for the Liberation
of Palestine (DFLP)

As mentioned previously, there were ten Fedayeen organizations that participated

in the Black September fighting against the Jordanian Armed Forces. For reasons

concerning both organizational significance and data availability, I focus in the anal-

ysis on the three main insurgent groups: Fatah, the Popular Front for the Libera-

tion of Palestine (PFLP), and the Democratic Front for the Liberation of Palestine

(DFLP). According to both existing studies of the Jordanian conflict and my inter-

views with conflict participants on both sides and civilians, these three groups were

considered the major or “main” organizations in the conflict, particularly during the

Black September fighting episode.101 In addition, the availability of sufficient data on

97Quandt 1973, 107; Sayigh 1997, 278; Suleiman and Hammadeh 2012, 42.
98El-Rayyes and Nahas 1974, 112.
99Author interviews, JAA Official-Z, JAA Official-S, JAA Official-L; Sayigh 1997, 279.

100Author interviews, Fatah Fighter-K, Fatah Fighter-M; “JAA-Jerash Operation” (3276), Am-
man to Secstate, July 15th, 1971, RG59/DOSCF 1970-73/POL 23 JORDAN; “Jordanian-Fedayeen
Confrontation Jerash” (3318), Amman to Secstate, July 17th, 1971, RG59/DOSCF 1970-73/POL
23 JORDAN; Bailey 1984, 61; Lalor 1992, 347; El Edroos 1980, 462.
101The other groups, which included Saiqa, ALF, Quwwat al-Ansar, PF-GC, PLF/PLA, PPSF,

AOLP, and APO, were often dismissed in my interviews as insignificant and playing only very limited
roles in the fighting against the Jordanian army during Black September. I exclude the PLA from
analysis because it was organized as a regular army, and thus lies outside the scope of my theoretical
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both individual group recruitment practices and aspects of performance also limits

the focus to these three groups. 102

The Palestinian National Liberation Movement, or Fatah, was founded as a clan-

destine organization in the late 1950s by Palestinians in Kuwait.103 The organization’s

armed wing, Quwwat al-’Asifa (The Storm Forces), was created in December 1964

and formally announced on January 1st, 1965.104 In February 1969, Fatah essentially

took control of the PLO’s apparatus and established its position as the most politi-

cally powerful Palestinian Fedayeen organization.105 The group was founded with no

specific ideology, a characteristic which persists until the present time.106 After the

Battle of Karameh in March 1968, Fatah was transformed into a mass organization,

an expansion that was accompanied by the influx of thousands into the group as it

became the largest insurgent force in Jordan by the start of Black September, with

an estimated 4,500-5,000 full-time fighters in arms.107

The Popular Front for the Liberation of Palestine (PFLP) has its primary roots

in the Arab Nationalist Movement (ANM), a non-martial clandestine organization

founded in the 1950s by Palestinian students studying at the American University

of Beirut (AUB).108 In late June 1967, Dr. George Habbash, an ANM leader and

framework.
102Information on the Fedayeen organizations’ individual recruitment practices in Jordan is very

limited in both existing English and Arabic accounts of the conflict and the relevant accessible histor-
ical archives. Of existing English or Arabic language accounts of the Jordanian conflict, Sayigh 1997,
Quandt 1971, and Directorate of Intelligence 1970 have the most detailed information on individ-
ual Fedayeen organizations’ recruitment in Jordan, and even these works only allowed for a limited
conclusion that there existed differences in recruitment practices among some of the organizations,
mostly just in terms of selectivity.
103Khurshid 1971, 11; Sayigh 1997, 84.
104Mousa 1996, 264. Moving forward, “Fatah” is meant to refer to “al-’Asifa” in this context unless

otherwise noted.
105Directorate of Intelligence 1971, 5
106Author interviews, various Fatah officials and members; Sayigh 1997, 221-222
107Author interview, Fatah Official-N; Sayigh 1997, 267. On size estimate, see: Sayigh 1997, Brown

1970, Jordanian Ministry of Defense 1970, Quandt 1971, Mousa 1996, and State Department/CIA
documents.
108Sayigh 1997, 71-75.
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Palestinian doctor trained at AUB, met with other members of the ANM in Damascus,

and in July 1967 the members directed a group of ANM leaders and cadres to go to

Jordan to both begin activities in the occupied territories and organize and recruit

members within the Kingdom.109 In late December 1967, the PFLP was officially

announced as the ANM’s official Fedayeen organization, the result of a merger of

the ANM with the preexisting Palestine Liberation Front (PLF), Abtal Al-Awdeh

(“Heroes of the Return”), and a group of former Jordanian military officers.110

However, at the leadership level, the PFLP failed to resolve personal and ideolog-

ical differences, that latter of which stemmed from the divisions between the “Left”

and “Right” factions within the ANM.111 These personal and ideological differences

led to the breaking off of two factions from the PFLP, with the first in October 1968

when Ahmad Jibril, the longtime leader of the PLF, split off to form the Popular

Front for the Liberation of Palestine - General Command (PF-GC).112 In February

1969, Nayef Hawatmeh, a Jordanian Christian leader of the PFLP, split off from the

PFLP to form the Democratic Front for the Liberation of Palestine (DFLP) from

among the Leftist elements of the PFLP and ANM.113 After these splits, the PFLP

came to espouse a hardcore Marxist-Leninist worldview that saw most Arab regimes

as reactionary and capitulating to the West and Israel, and consequently in need

of overthrow through a class-based struggle.114 At the time of the Black September

109Author interview, PFLP Official-C; Sayigh 1997, 164-165.
110Author interviews, PFLP Official-C, PFLP Official-F; Sayigh 1997, 166-167.
111These ideological differences were over things such as when to launch armed struggle against

Israel and the PFLP’s decision to not fight in the Battle of Karameh (Author interview, PFLP
Official-C; Sayigh 1997, 228; Directorate of Intelligence 1971, 31).
112Author interview, PF-GC Official-H; Quandt 1971, 20; Sayigh 1997, 228
113Ideology mattered with the DFLP’s split, but personal motivations on the part of Nayef Hawat-

meh also played a role, according to individuals that were close associates of Hawatmeh (Author
interviews, PFLP Official-C, DFLP Official-G).
114Author interviews, PFLP Official-C, PFLP Fighter-X; Quandt 1971, 20; Directorate of Intelli-

gence 1971, 35; Sayigh 1997, 232; Hudson 1972, 80-81. George Habash had a famous saying at the
time of the conflict with Jordan, which also caught on with other extremist groups like the DFLP:
“the road to Jerusalem runs through Amman” - to liberate Palestine, Jordan first had to be lib-
erated from the Hashemite monarchy (Author interviews, PF-GC Official-H, JAA Official-V, JAF
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fighting, the PFLP had 1,000-1,500 full-time fighters.115

Though it was not officially announced until February 1969, the DFLP was se-

cretly founded in Jordan in August 1968, when a “shadow leadership” within the

PFLP established a designated training camp for what eventually became the com-

bat force of the DFLP.116 At that time, the nascent group began to “steal” incoming

PFLP recruits with leftist tendencies and send them to the designated camp for train-

ing.117 While the founding of the DFLP was in part due to the personal motivation

of Hawatmeh, the group nevertheless espoused a radical socialist ideology that was

slightly more extreme than the PFLP’s orientation. Like the PFLP, the DFLP viewed

many Arab regimes as “reactionary agents” that needed to be removed, but also saw

the Palestinian struggle as part of the global liberation war against Western imperi-

alism.118 At its peak in the period leading up to Black September, the group had an

estimated 200-300 full-time fighters.119

Official-Q, GOJ Official-Y).
115Range culled from Sayigh 1997, Brown 1970, Jordanian Ministry of Defense 1970, Quandt 1971,

Mousa 1996, and State Department/CIA documents.
116Abu Sharif 2014, 50; Sayigh 1997, 229
117Author interview, DFLP Fighter-X.
When Hawatmeh formally split in February 1969, he took “a few dozen” PFLP fighters with him

to the DFLP (Author interviews, DFLP Fighter-V, DFLP Fighter-A; Sayigh 1997, 230-231). The
DFLP also subsumed the Popular Organization for the Liberation of Palestine (POLP) a few months
after its founding, gaining 50-60 guerrillas with disparate training, some gained in China (Author
interview, POLP Official-D; Sayigh 1997, 231). There were also several days of fighting between the
PFLP and newly-established DFLP over control of the former’s offices in Jordan (Author interview,
DFLP Official-G).
118Author interviews, DFLP Fighter-C, DFLP Member-C, DFLP Member-A, ; Directorate of In-

telligence 1971, 44; Hudson 1972, 81. As with the PFLP, the DFLP raised anti-government slogans
like“no authority over the authority of the resistance” and “all authority for the resistance” (Author
interviews, DFLP Official-G, DFLP Member-C, DFLP Fighter-C).
119Range culled from Sayigh 1997, Brown 1970, Jordanian Ministry of Defense 1970, Quandt 1971,

Mousa 1996, and State Department/CIA documents.
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2.3 Military Overview

2.3.1 General Strategy, Capabilities, and Tactics during Black
September

The Jordanian Armed Forces The official military plan underlying the Jor-

danian Armed Forces’ operations against the Fedayeen during Black September had

been in the works since June 1969 and continuously revised and updated.120 The plan

aimed to clear the insurgents from the Kingdom’s major cities, with the capital of

Amman as the first and main priority, in the first 48 hours after beginning operations,

so as to both maintain the initiative and finish operations before regional and global

powers could act/intervene.121 The Jordanian Arab Army (JAA) had around 58,000

troops that participated in the operations against the Fedayeen,122 and utilized a

range of small to heavy weapons, armor, and artillery (including mortars and how-

itzers) in the fighting, most of which were of British and American origin.123 At the

individual level, Jordanian troops carried Pakistani G3 and American M-14 rifles.124

Heavier weapons included 106mm recoilless rifles, field artillery and mortars.125 For

the purposes of both mobility and greater firepower, the Army used armored per-

sonnel carriers (APCs) (such as M-113, Saracens, and Saladins), scout cars and land

rovers, and Patton and Centurion tanks armed with 105mm cannons.126 In total, the

120Author interview, JAA Official-D.
121Author interviews, JAA Official-D, JAA Official-J, GOJ Official-Y, GID Official-D; El Edroos

1980, 450-452.
122DCI Briefing for 23 September NSC, September 22nd, 1970, CIA-RDP79T00827A002200040002-

8; Letter from Colonel Samuel R. Martin to Brigadier General Devol Brett, September 15th, 1971,
RG59/Records Relating to Jordan, 1969-1975; Sayigh 1997, 263; Shlaim 2009, 325.
123Hindi et al. 1971, 191; SIPRI Arms Transfer Database.
124Author interview, JAA Official-Z; “Jordan Internal Security,” Amman to Secstate (1099), March

1st, 1971, RG59/DOSCF 1970-73/POL 23 JORDAN.
125Amman to FCO, September 26th 1970, BNA/FCO 17/1045; Jureidini 1975, 175.
126Author interview, JAA Official-N; “Sitrep Fifteen: Jordanian Resume of Current Situation”

(7356), Amman to Secstate, November 6th, 1968, RG59/DOSCF 1967-69/POL 23 JORDAN; Am-
man to FCO, September 26th 1970, BNA/FCO 17/1045; “Military and Police Equipment for Jor-
dan,” BNA/FCO 17/1425; Hindi et al. 1971, 213.
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Army had 330 tanks, 350 APCs, 270 armored cars, 1,500 mortars/recoilless rifles, and

100-150 artillery guns.127

Mechanized infantry was used in the Kingdom’s urban areas for both mobile fire

and transporting troops for on-foot house-to-house searches/fighting, and alongside

the infantry were light armor and tanks used to target known Fedayeen offices, head-

quarters, and positions with fire and artillery shelling.128 Faced with snipers in the

cities during the first day of fighting, the JAA relied mostly on tank fire and shelling

to target the Fedayeen, and only on the second day began to dismount from armored

vehicles and engage in face-to-face combat to clear streets and houses of Fedayeen

fighters, going so far as to enter and ascend in houses to take out snipers.129 For

instance, in Jebel Hussein, an area of Amman under heavy Fedayeen control at the

start of the fighting, the 1st Royal Guards Battalion (RGB) and 1st Armored Corps

formed a battle group together to conduct combined arms operations in the area.130

The neighborhood was classified into zones of about 3-4 streets for each RGB pla-

toon, whose soldiers would be transported to their assigned streets in M-113 APCs,

dismount, and begin house-to-house searches with the aim of capturing or killing any

Fedayeen fighters present in the area.131

In the latter part of the operations in Amman during the fighting episode, Jor-

danian troops advanced behind tanks into areas to avoid casualties while blockading

sources of Fedayeen fire until the latter ran out of ammunition, and made use of

snipers and flares to take out individual fighters.132 Similar tactics were used in clear-

127Sayigh 1997, 263
128Author interviews, JAA Official-H, JAA Official-Z, JAA Official-W, Fatah Official-J; Jureidini

1975, 174-176.
129Author interview, Fatah Official-J; Central Intelligence Bulletin, September 23rd, 1970, CIA-

RDP79T00975A017200030001-7; Tel Aviv to Ministry of Defence, September 18th 1970, BNA/FCO
17/1043; Tel Aviv to MOD UK, September 20th 1970, BNA/FCO 17/1043; Amman to FCO, Septem-
ber 26th 1970, BNA/FCO 17/1045; DeAtkine 2002; Abu Daoud 1999, 356.
130Author interview, JAA Official-W.
131Author interviews, JAA Official-X, JAA Official-I.
132“The Situation in Jordan - 24.9.1970,” September 24 1970, BNA/FCO 17/1045; Abu Daoud
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ing operations in Zarqa, where air defense units were redeployed as infantry soldiers

for sweeps.133 In the northern part of the Kingdom, Jordanian units took up positions

around urban areas of Irbid and Ramtha, relying mostly on shelling while undertaking

some offensive operations to seize strategic roads and positions vis-a-vis the Fedayeen

and intensifying these efforts later in the episode.134

The Fedayeen Organizations While a joint defense plan had been drawn up for

all of the Fedayeen organizations to defend against the impending JAA attack,135 it

was ultimately not implemented in the fighting.136 Moreover, the “joint command”

set up by the PLO on September 15th was ineffective and limited to the Fedayeen

leadership level; though some basic joint operations were conducted by organizations

against the JAA, all Fedayeen field commanders and fighters instead only took orders

from their respective leadership during the fighting, and each faction was on its own

in confronting the Jordanian army in terms of strategy and tactics.137

As a whole, the Fedayeen organizations numbered about 9,000 full-time fighters

and 6,000 part-time militia fighters at the start of the fighting.138 In addition, very

small reinforcements totaling between 100-150 fighters of the PFLP, Fatah, DFLP,

and Saiqa were brought into northern Jordan from Syria and Lebanon both just prior

to the outbreak of hostilities and during the first few days of the fighting.139

1999, 377.
133Amman to Foreign and Commonwealth Office, October 4th 1970, BNA/FCO 17/1045.
134Central Intelligence Bulletin, September 25th, 1970, CIA-RDP79T00975A017200050001-5; Ju-

reidini 1975, 183.
135While some groups such as Fatah deny that they wanted a showdown with the Jordanian regime,

all of the groups knew a showdown was eventually coming (Author interviews, various; (“Testimonials
from the Fighters of Wehdat” (Arabic), Al-Hadaf, May 1st, 1971).
136Author interview, PLA/PLF Official-V; Sayigh 1997, 260. The plan, which was drafted in June

1970, was extensive and included designs for defensive positions and manpower (See copy of plan in
Jordanian Ministry of Defense 1970, 134-147 and discussion in Natour 2014, 218-220).
137Author interviews, DFLP Fighter-C, DFLP Fighter-W, PFLP Fighter-X, PF-GC Fighter-A,

Fatah Fighter-L, Fatah Fighter-K, Fatah Fighter-M.
138Chart of Fedayeen Organizations, NEA, May 1970, RG59/Records Relating to Iraq, Jordan,

Lebanon, and Syria, 1966-1972/Box 1; Sayigh 1997, 263.
139Author interviews, DFLP Member-D; PFLP Fighter-H, PFLP Fighter-X, OACL Member-C;

Tel Aviv to MOD, September 19th 1970, BNA/FCO 17/1043.
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In confronting Jordanian forces, the groups used mostly small arms and light

weapons of Eastern Bloc origin from the WWII era, including automatic rifles (such

as the Kalashnikov and AVS-36/“Seminov”), anti-aircraft and light, medium, and

heavy machine guns (such as the Degtyaryov/RPD, Gorynuv, and M2 Browning

guns), submachine guns (such as the DShK), field guns (such as 75mm caliber), anti-

tank weapons (such as the RPG-2, RPG-7, and the M40 recoilless rifle140), rockets

(such as 130mm and 240mm Katyusha rockets), artillery, 60mm and 82mm mortars,

anti-tank mines, landmines, and hand grenades.141 Fatah specifically also had Land

Rovers and pickup trucks used for both transporting fighters and mounted machine

guns.142

Despite the lack of a military plan and ineffective shared command, the Jorda-

nian offensive was nevertheless generally met with Fedayeen defenses comprised of

fortifications, fixed artillery and mortar positions, mines along streets and in houses,

bodies, and vehicles, and snipers inside houses and on rooftops.143 General offensive

tactics used by the Fedayeen organizations during the fighting included ambushes

against passing troops, hit-and-run attacks, direct assaults and raids on Jordanian

140This weapon was originally given to the Fedayeen groups by the Jordanian soldiers for their
raids into the West Bank (Author interview, JAA Official-X).
141Author interviews, DFLP Official-V, DFLP Fighter-C, DFLP Fighter-W, DFLP Fighter-B, Fa-

tah Fighter-M, Fatah Fighter-L, Fatah Official-J, Fatah Commander-C, Saiqa Commander-V, PF-
GC Fighter-A, PF-GC Militia Commander-C, PFLP Fighter-X, PFLP Fighter-H, PLA/PLF Official-
Y, JAA Official-X, JAA Official-W, GOJ Official-U; “Dayan Surveys Some Security Threats” (1708),
Tel Aviv to Secstate, May 7th, 1969, RG59/DOSCF 1967-69/POL 27 ARAB-ISR/Box 1820; Amman
to FCO London, September 17th 1970, BNA/FCO 17/1043; “Days of a Fighter in Jebel Hussein”
(Arabic), Al-Hadaf, October 10th, 1970; Hindi et al. 1971, 177-178.

Only Fatah had rockets, artillery, and mortars (Abu Daoud 1999, 354).
142Author interview, Fatah Official-J. Many of the Land Rovers used during the Black September

fighting episode were stolen from the Jordanian army (Amman to Ministry of Defence, September
29th 1970, BNA/FCO 17/1045; Hindi et al. 1971, 198).
143Author interviews, JAA Official-W, JAA Official-Z, JAA Official-X, PFLP Fighter-X, DFLP

Official-G, PF-GC Militia Commander-C; “Siterep 0930 Local,” Amman to Secstate (4858), Septem-
ber 17th, 1970, RG59/DOSCF 1970-73/POL 23 JORDAN; Amman to Secstate (4821), September
16th, 1970, RG59/DOSCF 1970-73/POL 23 JORDAN; Tel Aviv to Ministry of Defence, September
25th 1970, BNA/FCO 17/1045; Tel Aviv to Ministry of Defence, September 29th 1970, BNA/FCO
17/1045; Hindi et al. 1971, 171-179; “Guerrillas Dig In for Showdown in Jordan Town,” New York
Times, 17 September 1970; Suleiman and Hammadeh 2012, 40.
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positions, sabotage operations to destroy tanks, seizure of buildings and strategic ar-

eas throughout the cities and rural areas of middle and northern Jordan, and taking

over smaller towns such as Mafraq and Ramtha.144

2.3.2 The Fighting during Black September

Combining mechanized infantry, armor, and field artillery, Jordanian forces en-

tered the cities of Amman and Zarqa early on the morning of September 17th,145

sparking two weeks of bloody fighting that spanned the Kingdom’s urban and rural

areas. In Amman, elements of the 1st Infantry Division and 4th Mechanized Division,

along with armored regiments from the 60th Armored Brigade, two Special Forces

companies, and artillery, proceeded in two axes towards the center of the city, fo-

cusing their main efforts on the Fedayeen-controlled areas of Jebel Hussein, Wehdat

Camp, Jebel Ashrafiyeh, and Jebel Amman (see Figure 3.2 below).146 In Zarqa, el-

144Author interviews, DFLP Fighter-C, DFLP Fighter-W, DFLP Official-V, PFLP Fighter-X, JAA
Official-Z, JAA Official-V, Fatah Fighter-M; Central Intelligence Bulletin, September 22nd, 1970,
CIA-RDP79T00975A017200020001-8; Tel Aviv to MOD, September 19th, 1970, BNA/FCO 17/1043;
Tel Aviv to Ministry of Defence, September 24th 1970, BNA/FCO 17/1044; Jureidini 1975, 167-184;
Hindi et al. 1971, 168-251; Suleiman and Hammadeh 2012, 40. The offensive operations were helped
by information on JAA positions from Palestinians in the army itself (Author interview, PFLP
Fighter-X).
145According to then-CIA Chief of Station Jack O’Connell, the JAA operations were supposed to

start on September 16th, but were postponed a day for an unsuspecting reason:

“I was told the attack was postponed by one day...I found out later that the king
called it off after his sister-in-law, Princess Firyal, went to a fortune-teller in London
frequented by members of the Jordanian royal family. The princess, who had just
returned to Amman, reported that the fortune-teller said tomorrow was a very bad
day for the Hashemite Kingdom, but the day after would be a very good day. The king
was enough of a believer not to take a chance. So he postponed the assault, but nobody
knew why, because it was kind of embarrassing that a fortune-teller was a source of
decision-making advice” (O’Connell 2011, 102-103).

146Author interviews, DFLP Official-V, JAA Official-Z, JAA Official-V, PF-GC Militia
Commander-C; “Siterep 0930 Local,” Amman to Secstate (4858), September 17th, 1970,
RG59/DOSCF 1970-73/POL 23 JORDAN; “Siterep 1315 Local,” Amman to Secstate (4868),
September 17th, 1970, RG59/DOSCF 1970-73/POL 23 JORDAN; “Siterep 1130 Local,” Amman
to Secstate (4863), September 17th, 1970, RG59/DOSCF 1970-73/POL 23 JORDAN; Amman to
Secstate (4878), September 17th, 1970, RG59/DOSCF 1970-73/POL 23 JORDAN; “Siterep 1030 Lo-
cal,” Amman to Secstate (4860), September 17th, 1970, RG59/DOSCF 1970-73/POL 23 JORDAN;
Hindi et al. 1971, 171-172; El Edroos 1980, 451.
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ements of the JAA’s 3rd Armored Division, along with the 99th Armored Brigade,

a composite garrison of advanced army trainees, and a Special Forces company, fo-

cused their efforts on the main refugee camp and the city’s main street near Zarqa’s

army base, attacking with armored vehicles and artillery.147 In northern Jordan, the

2nd Infantry Division’s initial efforts focused on Irbid’s outskirts and the cities of

Jerash and Ajloun, all of which had come under the complete control of the Fedayeen

organizations.148

147Author interview, JAA Official-B; Hindi et al. 1971, 169-170; El Edroos 1980, 453.
148Author interview, DFLP Official-G, PFLP Fighter-X; El Edroos 1980, 454. In the north, the

2nd Infantry Division commander refused to carry out the attack orders, and resigned his post (El
Edroos 1980, 454; Abu Daoud 1999, 355).
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Figure 3.2. Map of Amman (circa 1970)
Source: El Edroos 1980

The JAA all-out onslaught into Amman and Zarqa was met with significant Feday-

een defensive resistance: it took two whole days for Jordanian troops to break through

guerrilla defenses and successfully occupy Maxim Circle (Jebel Hussein’s main traffic
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circle located in the center of the neighborhood) and four subsequent days to clear

the Hussein Camp, while the army became bogged down around the 1st Circle for

several days as it attempted to penetrate into eastern Jebel Amman.149 In downtown

Amman, the army and Fedayeen groups fought during the first few days for control

of the main post office building, a strategic location key to entering the downtown

area.150

Elsewhere in the capital, Fedayeen defenses held off JAA penetration and seizure

of Wehdat Camp until September 25th, layed siege to JAA forces’ position on Jebel

AlQala’a that was not broken until the 22nd, and fought off JAA attacks to maintain

control of Jebel Ashrafiyeh, Jebel Taj, and most of Jebel Luweibdeh through the end

of the fighting.151 In Zarqa, the Fedayeen groups rocketed and shelled the JAA base in

response to JAA shelling, and the fighting escalated to armed clashes throughout the

city; it was not until September 26th that the Army was able to fully control Zarqa

and the refugee camps and occupy the area due to the narrow streets and Fedayeen

defenses.152 The Fedayeen groups also undertook several offensive operations during

149Author interviews, JAA Official-Z, JAA Official-X, DFLP Official-V; “Sitrep in Amman 2100
Local Sep 22,” Amman to Secstate (5066), September 22nd, 1970, RG59/DOSCF 1970-73/POL 23
JORDAN; “Siterep 1315 Local,” Amman to Secstate (4868), September 17th, 1970, RG59/DOSCF
1970-73/POL 23 JORDAN; “GOJ Official’s Report on Crisis,” Amman to Secstate (4906), Septem-
ber 18th, 1970, RG59/DOSCF 1970-73/POL 23 JORDAN; “Sitrep 1100L,” Amman to Secstate
(4930), September 19th, 1970, RG59/DOSCF 1970-73/POL 23 JORDAN; Amman to Secstate
(5083), September 23rd, 1970, RG59/DOSCF 1970-73/POL 23 JORDAN; Amman to FCO London,
September 17th 1970, BNA/FCO 17/1043; Tel Aviv to Ministry of Defence, September 25th 1970,
BNA/FCO 17/1045; Amman to Ministry of Defence, September 29th 1970, BNA/FCO 17/1045;
Sayigh 1997, 266; Hindi et al. 1971, 198-199, 226; El Edroos 1980, 452; Natour 2014, 232; Abu
Daoud 1999, 350, 357.
150Author interview, DFLP Official-V; Hindi et al. 1971, 176; Abu Daoud 1999, 346.
151Author interviews, PF-GC Militia Commander-C, Fatah Fighter-K; “Siterep 1100 Local,” Am-

man to Secstate (4905), September 18th, 1970, RG59/DOSCF 1970-73/POL 23 JORDAN; Amman
to Secstate (5271), September 27th, 1970, RG59/DOSCF 1970-73/POL 23 JORDAN; Amman to
Secstate (5277), September 27th, 1970, RG59/DOSCF 1970-73/POL 23 JORDAN; Amman to Sec-
state (5402), September 29th, 1970, RG59/DOSCF 1970-73/POL 23 JORDAN; “Sitrep 2130L,”
Amman to Secstate (5431), September 29th, 1970, RG59/DOSCF 1970-73/POL 23 JORDAN; “Se-
curity Situation,” Amman to Secstate (5390), September 29th, 1970, RG59/DOSCF 1970-73/POL
23 JORDAN; Amman to FCO, September 28th 1970, BNA/FCO 17/1045; Hindi et al. 1971, 173-175,
191; El Edroos 1980, 452; Rashid 2015, 172; Sayigh 1997, 267.
152Author interview, Fatah Member-D; “Jordan Situation in Zarqa and Irbid,” Amman to Secstate
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the first few days, attacking and occupying several government buildings in Amman

and Zarqa.153

In the north, Fatah fighters took over the border town of Ramtha and established

a supply route for the Fedayeen from southern Syria, laying the logistical foundation

for the subsequent Syrian intervention.154 Elsewhere in the north, Fedayeen groups

attacked the JAA’s Hussein Brigade near Jerash, which led to fighting and their

takeover of the hills north of several villages in the area, and assaulted the HQ of

the 2nd Infantry Division near Beit Ras.155 Nearby, DFLP fighters attacked Eidoon

village, while Fedayeen organizations in Irbid and Jerash established defensive perime-

ters and fought off Army shelling and attacks to maintain full control of the two urban

areas through the end of the fighting episode on October 1st, 1970.156

3 Insurgent Recruitment and Effectiveness in

Jordan

Fatah, the PFLP, and the DFLP largely shared a few common conditions for

fighters, such as basic physical fitness standards and a recruit’s desire to be a fighter

(as opposed to a non-martial member of the organization). In addition, as is normally

the case with non-state organizations, all three groups faced the risk of potentially

recruiting “bad apples” and, more significantly, infiltrators from intelligence agencies

(5614), October 4th, 1970, RG59/DOSCF 1970-73/POL 23 JORDAN; “Jordan Fighting,” Tel Aviv
to Secstate (5165), September 19th, 1970, RG59/DOSCF 1970-73/POL 23 JORDAN; Amman to
Foreign and Commonwealth Office, October 4th 1970, BNA/FCO 17/1045; Hindi et al. 1971, 197-
198; Jureidini 1975, 186; Sayigh 1997, 267; El Edroos 1980, 453.
153Author interviews, JAA Official-Z, JAA Official-V; Hindi et al. 1971, 173-176, 197; Amman to

Secstate (4878), September 17th, 1970, RG59/DOSCF 1970-73/POL 23 JORDAN; “Siterep 0930 Lo-
cal,” Amman to Secstate (4858), September 17th, 1970, RG59/DOSCF 1970-73/POL 23 JORDAN;
Abu Daoud 1999, 346.
154Author interview, Fatah Fighter-M; Ramadan 1971, 354.
155Hindi et al. 1971, 179, 192-193, 208.
156Author interviews, DFLP Fighter-C, PFLP Fighter-H, PFLP Fighter-X, DFLP Official-G; Am-

man to Foreign and Commonwealth Office, October 4th 1970, BNA/FCO 17/1045; Hindi et al. 1971,
179, 192-193.
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(particularly those of Jordan and Israel).157 All three groups (as well as the other

Fedayeen organizations in Jordan) faced a marked influx of recruits after the Battle

of Karameh in March 1968, when the Fedayeen became the center of attention in the

Arab world.158

As for the pool of Fedayeen recruits, there were generally no systematic prefer-

ences across would-be fighters in terms of joining specific organizations.159 Individuals

often tried to join multiple groups, and it was the organization’s officials who were the

gatekeepers for membership in most cases.160 In some cases, individuals did not want

to join more ideological groups (such as the PFLP or DFLP), and so joined Fatah

due to its lack of ideology.161 In other cases, individuals chose the DFLP precisely

because they were attracted to its ideology,162 or the PFLP because they were already

a member in its parent organization, the Arab Nationalist Movement (ANM).163 In

other cases, individuals joined groups because they had relatives or friends that were

already members of such groups.164 Overall, there was no consistent ordering of pref-

erences across would-be fighters regarding which particular groups they sought to

join - the decision to join was usually based on idiosyncratic features specific to in-

dividuals. This mitigates concerns about selection effects shaping the composition

of groups. Consequently, insurgent recruitment in Jordan can be considered akin to

157As part of its normal clandestine operations, the Jordanian GID infiltrated all of the Fedayeen
organizations using agents and informants, in some cases as high up as group leadership (Author
interviews, GOJ Official-Y, GID Official-T, GID Official-C, GID Official-D). Such infiltration was a
risk individuals in the groups were indeed aware of and all faced (Author interviews, Fatah Official-M,
PFLP Official-C, PFLP Official-D, DFLP Official-G, Saiqa Commander-V, Saiqa Commander-S).
158Author interviews, PFLP Official-C, PFLP Fighter-X, Fatah Official-N, Fatah Fighter-M, DFLP

Official-G, Saiqa Official-H; Jureidini and Hazen 1976, 14.
159The following discussion is based on interviews I did with former officials, commanders, re-

cruiters, and fighters from the Fedayeen groups. As stated previously, a random sampling of former
fighters was not feasible.
160Author interviews, PF-GC Fighter-A, DFLP Member-A, Saiqa Commander-V, Saiqa

Commander-S, Saiqa Official-B, PFLP Official-C.
161Author interviews, Fatah Fighter-M, Fatah Commander-C.
162Author interviews, DFLP Fighter-A, DFLP Fighter-C, DFLP Fighter-W, DFLP Fighter-B.
163Author interview, PFLP Fighter-X.
164Author interview, DFLP Fighter-V, Fatah Commander-F
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“as-if” random assignment of fighters into the groups.

Despite these common recruitment conditions, challenges, and risks, Fatah, the

PFLP, and the DFLP differed in terms of the consistency and comprehensiveness of

the selection criteria and the processes recruits were subjected to before becoming

full-fledged fighters in each group (see Table 3.1). Fatah’s military force had deficient

recruitment practices from the start. Anyone could join the group as a fighter, and

would-be fighters were not subjected to investigation or any sort of induction pro-

cess. This openness only increased after the Battle of Karameh, when Fatah’s leaders

decided to turn it into a mass organization, expand in size, and take anyone that

wanted to join. In terms of military training, Fatah fighters received mixed types,

with some getting instruction in conventional warfare while others underwent train-

ing in guerrilla warfare. Such training was bereft of any political indoctrination for

recruits.

The PFLP, owing to its organizational foundation in the Arab Nationalist Move-

ment (which had its own strict membership criteria), had robust recruitment practices

from the start. All individuals were required to meet the same criteria for joining,

and all potential recruits were investigated prior to being granted permission to join

as recruits and go to training courses. All PFLP fighters received training in exten-

sive guerrilla warfare strategy and tactics, along with required indoctrination in the

group’s Marxist-Leninist ideology. Despite sharing the same ideological characteristics

as the PFLP, the DFLP had deficient recruitment practices during the conflict. Like

Fatah, anyone could join the DFLP as a fighter without background investigation or

an induction process. Recruits were trained in guerrilla warfare tactics, albeit at a

superficial level, and indoctrination was present and often held as more important

than military training. But in reality, it did not run very deep.
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Table 3.1. Recruitment Practices in the Jordanian Case

Comprehensive Limited
Consistent Robust (PFLP) Deficient

Inconsistent Deficient Deficient (Fatah, DFLP)

As noted previously, the Black September period (and the Jordanian conflict over-

all) constituted the Guerrilla stage of insurgency.165 Before going into the analysis, I

first validate a few assumptions about using the measures outlined in Chapter 2 for

the Guerrilla stage, particularly the losses incurred measure.

First, it must be demonstrated that JAA forces did not distinguish among the

various Fedayeen organizations during the fighting. This was indeed the case, as mili-

tary plans were drawn up and executed to deal with all of the Fedayeen organizations

without distinction or discrimination.166 In fact, JAA soldiers that participated in the

operations had no idea which particular groups they were facing when engaging in

battle, which was the result of both the absence of group-specific identifying features

and a lack of interest in which group(s) they were facing at a given time and place.167

On a related note, JAA unit assignments during the offensive were not done in re-

sponse to concentrations of particular Fedayeen groups and/or JAA unit composition

(i.e. Jordanians versus Palestinians),168 but rather according to their preexisting de-

ployments based on from the army’s defensive positions vis-a-vis Israel after the 1967

war.169

165El Edroos 1980, 449-451; Sayigh 1997, 263.
166Author interviews, JAA Official-D, JAA Official-J, JAA Official-W, JAA Official-G.
167Author interviews, JAA Official-X, JAA Official-Z.
168The potential issue here is that JAA unit assignment might have been done so as to avoid

potential defections by not placing Palestinian-majority units to areas with heavy concentrations of
Fedayeen fighters. At the time of the Black September fighting, more than 50% of Jordanian troops
were of Palestinian origin, with such troops primarily in the technical and infantry units (Ohl 2016,
112-113; “Jordan’s Armed Forces,” January 2nd, 1967, NA/CIA-RDP79T00826A001600010012-5).
After the defections of Palestinian-origin officers from the army during the first few days of the
fighting, commanding officers of Palestinian origin were indeed place under observation, but no
further actions were taken vis-a-vis the ongoing operations (Author interview, JAA Official-D).
169Author interview, JAA Official-D; “Jordan’s Internal Defense Problems” (6263), Amman to

Secstate, August 22nd, 1968, RG59/DOSCF 1967-69/POL 23 JORDAN).
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Second, it must be demonstrated that all Fedayeen organizations equally par-

ticipated in the fighting during Black September. All ten Fedayeen groups indeed

participated in the fighting in Amman, where the most heavy and intense fighting

took place, and all ten were deployed throughout the other major areas of fighting

in the Kingdom.170 Finally, it must be demonstrated that Fedayeen casualties were a

direct result of fighting and not, for example, the outcome of a single training accident

or majority a result of a single attack. While training accidents did indeed happen

during the conflict period,171 none of the three groups (or any of the Fedayeen or-

ganizations) was conducting training during the period under study, as all fighters

were called up for duty.172 As the tables of PFLP and DFLP casualties in Appendix

B illustrate, the locations of fighter deaths indicate that both groups were intensely

involved in even the most heavy areas of fighting in Amman (e.g. Jebel Hussein,

Hussein Camp, Jebel Amman, Wehdat Camp) and Zarqa.173

In what follows, I draw on interviews conducted with former officials, commanders,

cadres, fighters, and ordinary members from Fatah, PFLP, and DFLP to outline and

discuss the individual recruitment practices of each group from its founding up until

September 1970, the relevant mechanisms that such practices generated, and how

these mechanisms shaped relative effectiveness in each case.174 For each organization,

170Author interviews, PLA/PLF Official-V, DFLP Official-G, PFLP Fighter-X, DFLP Fighter-
W, PF-GC Militia Commander-C, PF-GC Fighter-A, Saiqa Official-C, ALF Militia Commander-C,
DFLP Fighter-C, Civilian-M; Sayigh 1997, 263.
171Author interview, DFLP Official-G; Jamjoum n.d.
172Moreover, my research on the progression of the conflict, its armed actors, and the available

information on the nature of Fedayeen combatant deaths together indicate that the deaths were
from street fighting, armor fire, and/or artillery resulting from the clashes both in and outside of
the Kingdom’s major urban areas (Author interviews, DFLP Member-C, PFLP Fighter-X, Fatah
Fighter-M; DFLP Fighter-B; DFLP Cadre-X; DFLP Official-G; Sayigh 1997, 267; Al’Aref 1982,
4-70).
173Unfortunately, I was unable to obtain data on fighter death locations for Fatah.
174Because my focus was on the practices of the organizations themselves rather than, for example,

the typical focus on individuals’ reasons for joining groups in the existing literature on insurgent
recruitment, sample selection bias is not an overarching concern when drawing conclusions concerning
group-level recruitment practices from interviews and other primary sources.

To maximize the validity of the conclusions drawn from the collected data, I still limit my analysis
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I also show that the origins of its recruitment practices is exogenous to concerns about

the group’s ultimate performance during the fighting.

3.1 Fatah: Recruitment Practices and Effectiveness

3.1.1 Deficient Recruitment Practices

Recruitment into Fatah during its early non-martial period was very secretive and

selective, requiring would-be members to have at least one recommendation from a

current member and undergo a trial period before receiving full membership status.175

However, Fatah fighters were not held to the same standards and selection criteria as

those who joined the civilian side of the organization.176 The organization accepted in-

dividuals as fighters that came from any ideological and/or political leaning, whether

the Muslim Brotherhood, or Ba’athists, or Communists, for example.177 In the words

of former fighters, “anyone could join” (Fatah Fighter-D) and “there were no rejec-

tions for those that wanted to join Al-‘Asifa” (Fatah Fighter-M). One former Fatah

commander described the ease with which he joined the group as a fighter after the

June 1967 Arab-Israeli War:

of effectiveness in the Jordanian conflict here to those Fedayeen groups for which I was able to obtain
sufficient information on recruitment practices. To be considered “sufficient,” the data on recruitment
practices for a given group had to be based on interviews with at least five different individuals
that together comprised all possible military roles (official, commander, fighter) in the organization
during the conflict and spanned at least two geographic areas (e.g. northern and middle) of Jordan.
Adhering to this condition ensured that I would be able to corroborate interviewees’ claims about
the recruitment practices in their organization across (a) multiple individuals in the organization,
(b) the various levels of the organization, and (c) the organization’s areas of operation in Jordan.

A more valid data collection strategy using either random sampling or even respondent-driven
sampling (Heckathorn 1997) was not possible for several reasons, including: (1) the extensive time
that has passed since the conflict ended (45 years); (2) the dispersal of many former combatants to
dozens of countries, as well as their deaths; and (3) the extreme sensitivity of the subject itself in
Jordan, and my related desire to avoid creating problems by collecting data about the conflict in a
relatively public manner.
175Author interviews, Fatah Official-L, Fatah Official-M, Fatah Official-J.
176Author interviews, Fatah Official-M, Fatah Commander-C.
177Author interviews, Fatah Commander-C, Fatah Commander-F, Fatah Member-E, Fatah Official-

M, Fatah Member-D.
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“It was the biggest Palestinian organization and was the easiest to get into,
because it did not have conditions. It was Fatah - it had no conditions for
affiliation. You said ‘I want to be in Fatah,’ so they took you to be in Fatah.
And this is how I went, and this is how I entered and received a gun...There
was no investigation, there was nothing - it was a chaotic process” (Fatah
Commander-F).

This broad acceptance was the product of two foundational characteristics of

Fatah: (1) the backgrounds of Fatah’s founders, whose prior affiliations ranged from

the Muslim Brotherhood to the Islamic Liberation Party to Ba’athists to Communists;

and (2) the (stated) sole aim of the organization to liberate Palestine without any

particular ideological designs for the post-liberated makeup of the country.178

This openness only increased after the Battle of Karameh, when the competitive

quest for manpower among the Fedayeen organizations in Jordan led to Fatah’s full-

blown transformation into a “mass organization” that accepted all who sought to join

as fighters without any sort of background investigation and/or induction period.179

Many interviewees recalled seeing busloads of people in Jordan each day going to

join Fatah as fighters after Karameh.180 In the words of a former Fatah fighter in the

group at the time:

“At that period, there was a popular rush to be a fighter, and so al-‘Asifa was
essentially open to anyone to become fighters. Recruitment was not selective in
al-‘Asifa” (Fatah Fighter-M).

178Author interviews, Fatah Commander-C, Fatah Official-N, Fatah Official-M; Sayigh 1997, 81-92;
Directorate of Intelligence 1971, 1-8.
179Author interviews, Fatah Official-N, Fatah Commander-F, Fatah Fighter-D, Fatah Fighter-M,

Fatah Member-E. For those that sought to join Fatah as civilian members, the recruitment conditions
stayed the same after the Battle of Karameh (Author interview, Fatah Official-M). Several of those
I interviewed on the Fedayeen side (both from Fatah and other Fedayeen organizations) noted that
Fatah would accept anyone as long as they were Palestinian, but there were instances where a
personal connection to a current member or another condition (e.g. military experience) led to non-
Palestinians being accepted as fighters (Author interviews, Fatah Member-E, Fatah-Commander-
C, DFLP Commander-R). This general restriction to Palestinians was removed after the Battle of
Karameh (Author interview, Fatah Commander-C), but such discrimination (and its place in Fatah’s
reputation) served as a motivation for individuals to join Fedayeen organizations other than Fatah
(Author interviews, DFLP Member-A, DFLP Member-C, Saiqa Commander-S).
180Author interviews, Fatah Fighter-L, Fatah Official-L, PFLP Official-C, DFLP Member-A.
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As one former Fatah official noted, this move further away from selectivity was

partially out of the organization’s control:

“After the Battle of Karameh itself, the situation changed. Thousands came to
us - there was no time, no ability to be selective...So the element of choice was
lost, we were unable to take control of the people, like in the beginning...Because
of the influx, we did not have the ability to choose. There was no time” (Fatah
Official-L).

In the words of another Fatah official at the time:

“Before the Battle of Karameh, the nature of the Palestinian organizations,
particularly the nature of the Fatah organization, was a command organization
to guide the masses, and was not a mass organization. After Karameh, Fatah
transformed from a command organization to a mass organization, open to
all. This affected Fatah militarily and politically and organizationally and in
terms of training and finances, all of it...[In the beginning], the organization
was the basis, the one that sorted the fighters. The fighter, before he fought,
had to be organized as Fatah, part of Fatah, then he becomes a fighter and
trains in ElHami or elsewhere, but in very small groups, between five to seven.
After the Battle of Karameh, what happened? The organization went from a
command structure to a mass organization. Okay, who was coming to these
training camps? Not members of Fatah, no. People, anyone who wanted to
fight was coming in. When there were people entering, there was no checking
of membership. Also, perhaps there were bad people, good people, spies, not
spies. It became open” (Fatah Official-N).

Yet this transformation into a mass organization was not done completely without

intent, as Fatah’s leadership made a somewhat conscious decision to expand the group

into a “mass organization,” which accelerated the push for open recruitment: “There

was a full turn, there was a general idea among some of the leadership, especially the

Fatah leadership, to let it be a mass organization.”181 In addition, the post-Karameh

competition among the Fedayeen organizations in Jordan further incentivized such

openness, according to one former Fatah official:

“There became a conflict among the organizations as to who could have the
highest numbers, a competition. Those that Fatah did not take went to PFLP,
those that PFLP did not take went to PF-GC, Saiqa, etc. So the logic was to

181Author interview, Fatah Official-N
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take people so as to not let them to go to the other Fedayeen organizations”
(Fatah Official-M).

This transformation into a mass organization, and its downstream effects on Fa-

tah’s recruitment practices, was thus the product of both factors partially out of

Fatah’s control and decisions made by the group’s leadership that were driven by the

logic of competition and not related to concerns about potential fighter effectiveness.

As a result of such looseness in the recruitment process, individuals in Jordan

came to be selected on the basis of personal and preexisting political loyalties, and

without reference to any central set of standards or criteria.182 Individuals could be-

come fighters by virtue of already being a member in the organization or by simply

going to any Fatah office and expressing an interest to become a fighter.183 In the

second instance, potential recruits would go to a Fatah office and meet with officials,

undergo a physical inspection and interview, and then were directly sent to military

training.184 However, there were instances where individuals would simply tell a cur-

rent Fatah member that they wanted to join and immediately become part of the

group as a fighter.185

Unlike with Fatah in the early 1960s or the civilian side of the organization, no ini-

tial membership period or vouching was required for would-be fighters, and there was

no investigation into the background or affiliations of military recruits.186 In addition

to such fluidity in the selection of fighters, the existence of several different ideological

and political trends within Fatah, along with the redundancy of internal directorates

(such as intelligence apparatuses), led to the establishment of Fatah military bases

and training camps in Jordan that often competed with one another for the same

182Sayigh 1997, 221-224.
183Author interview, Fatah Fighter-M.
184Author interview, Fatah Fighter-M.
185Author interview, Fatah Commander-F.
186Author interviews, Fatah Fighter-M, Fatah Official-M, Fatah Official-N.
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recruits.187

The lack of control over who was entering the organization was similarly reflected

in the varied and inconsistent training given to Fatah’s recruits. The main Fatah

military training courses, which initially lasted about four months, first took place

in Syria, and then Jordan and Iraq as well.188 In these courses, would-be fighters

received basic training in small and medium weapons, including Kalashnikovs and

RPGs, along with physical fitness and instruction in making topographical assess-

ments for operations.189 However, the tactical components of military training in

Fatah were inconsistent, with some recruits given instruction in guerrilla warfare tech-

niques, while others received instruction in regular army tactics more appropriately

suited for conventional warfare between state armies.190

Even within the organization’s main operating HQ of Jordan, there were differ-

ences in military training: “the training programs in the camps were not the same...the

leader of the base did what he wanted...there was no unified training.“191 Further

adding to these differences in military training were Fatah recruits that underwent

special commando training in Algeria, Libya, and China, courses whose content dif-

fered from the Fatah-run training courses in the aforementioned Arab states.192 As a

whole, Fatah thus lacked control over the training process for its fighters, who received

187Sayigh 1997, 224-227. For example, Sayigh notes that the “Islamist” trend within Fatah was
able to establish a training camp in Zarqa and, later on, four bases in Jordan for its own exclusive
use (Ibid., 226).
188Author interviews, Fatah Commander-C, Fatah Commander-F, Fatah Fighter-M, Fatah Fighter-

D, Fatah Official-N, Fatah Fighter-L.
189Author interview, Fatah Fighter-M, Fatah Commander-C.
190Author interviews, Fatah Fighter-M, Fatah Commander-C, Fatah Commander-F.
191Author interview, Fatah Commander-F
192Author interview, Fatah Official-L; INR Research Memorandum, “North Africa Comes Alive to

the Palestinian Cause,” January 17th, 1969, NA/RG59/DOSCF 1967-1969/POL 13-10 ARAB/Box
1786; “Palestine Guerrilla Training Activity in the Benghazi Area,” Benghazi to Secstate, April 21st,
1970, RG59/Subject-Numeric Files/Political & Defense/Box 2042; INR Research Memorandum,
“Communist China: Peking’s Approach to the Arab World,” October 23rd, 1969, NA/RG59/DOSCF
1967-1969/POL 13-10 ARAB/Box 1786; INR Research Memorandum, “Communist China/Middle
East: Peking Hopes to Prolong Jordanian Crisis,” September 22, 1970, NA/RG59/DOSCF 1967-
1969/POL 23 JORDAN.
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varied instruction in tactics and operational aims. Besides these inconsistencies, the

massive influx of would-be fighters into Fatah after the Battle of Karameh led to

training becoming “annotated,” as “there was no time to give care.”193

In terms of indoctrination, there was no ideological instruction for Fatah recruits,

but instead very limited lessons on Palestinian history and the Palestinian issue.194

However, the main purpose of this was to instruct would-be fighters about the inter-

nal structure of Fatah, rather than to provide any overarching guidance about why

they carried a gun and/or why they should be motivated to fight.195 Any form of

extensive indoctrination beyond this basic information came about as a result of in-

dividual initiative, rather than something directed by the organization itself.196 These

deficient recruitment practices, constituted by a lack of selectivity, investigation, or

induction of would-be fighters along with inconsistent military training and absence

of indoctrination for recruits, remained as such up to the start of the Black September

fighting episode.197

3.1.2 Effectiveness: Task Execution

In the period leading up to Black September and during the fighting itself, Fatah’s

command structure in Jordan was divided into three geographic sectors: northern,

middle, and southern.198 Each sector had a commander and operations officer, training

camp, and a battalion-size grouping of Fatah fighters that were further deployed

as units to particular areas of the sector.199 During Black September, Amman was

divided into eight sectors by Fatah, with each receiving an assigned sector commander

193Author interview, Fatah Official-L. In one instance, training was 45 days long, significantly
shorter than the four months before Karameh (Author interview, Fatah Fighter-L).
194Author interviews, Fatah Member-D, Fatah Fighter-M.
195Author interviews, Fatah Fighter-M, Fatah Commander-C.
196Author interviews, Fatah Fighter-M, Fatah Commander-C.
197Author interviews, Fatah Fighter-M, Fatah Official-M, Fatah Commander-F.
198Author interview, Fatah Fighter-M, Fatah Commander-F; Natour 2014, 130-131; Sayigh 1997,

182
199Author interview, Fatah Fighter-M; Sayigh 1997, 182.
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and unit.200

During Black September, Fatah undertook operations that did not mesh with tra-

ditional guerrilla warfare strategy and tactics, instead fighting in a more conventional

manner that led to combat ineffectiveness and fairly significant personnel losses. In

the following discussion, I show that this ineffectiveness was a direct result of Fatah’s

deficient recruitment practices. Specifically, the group’s recruitment generated a lack

of uniform shared purpose, indiscipline, and an absence of interpersonal trust among

and between commanders and fighters that rendered it unable to successfully execute

any of the seven tasks (see Table 3.2).

Table 3.2. Fatah’s Task Execution During Black September

Task Successful Execution?
Operate Weaponry and Marksmanship No
Cover and Concealment No
Dispersion No
Conduct Ambushes No
Avoid Concentrated Frontal Assaults No
Withdraw when Outgunned/Outnumbered No
Capacity for Low-Level Initiative No

As mentioned previously, the chaotic nature of Fatah recruitment and its com-

posite sources of military training led to its fighters receiving inconsistent training,

with some instructed in conventional warfare and others in irregular warfare. For one

former Fatah commander who received training in the organization’s camp in Syria,

this was a source of problems for when Fatah confronted the Jordanian Armed Forces

during Black September:

“The training was the same style of training that the Jordanian Army or the
PLA took in their training, this was applied to us. There was no training in

200Natour 2014, 221
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guerrilla warfare or training in the means of resistance, or what was required
in terms of tactics or styles of fighting for guerrilla warfare. The training the
trainers had gotten was classic military training - they did not have trainers
that had the background conditions to train fighters to resist and not in classic
military fighting. So we did not graduate as ‘resistance fighters’; we graduated
as ‘soldiers.’ So the style of our fighting after graduating was a military style
of fighting, whether on the Lebanese front or Golan front or in Jordan. The
operations, with some limited exceptions, needed the style of guerrilla warfare
- small groups implementing operations” (Fatah Commander-C).

In addition to this mismatch in military training, a former Fatah official remarked

that the group gave its individual fighters extensive latitude in how to confront the

enemy,201 regardless of any prescribed tactical doctrine in which they may have been

trained:

“We were not pedantic....We would not tell you how to fight. Stand and fight,
but as to how, this is up to you...you according to your relative thinking. Move
as you want - you are the leader of yourself, but I will tell you to fight in this
area. You want to stop here or there and fight, you are free, but the important
thing is that you fight. The most suitable to the battle area - do it. And this
characterized Fatah, or the training that one got, the freedom of movement,
freedom of fighting, he was the leader of himself. Study during training, but
later on you are the leader” (Fatah Official-L).

Besides inconsistent military training and extensive fighter latitude down to the

lowest level, Fatah’s willingness to accept all ideological trends and subsequently

institutionalize the selection and training process along such lines, along with the

resulting competition for recruits among various parts of the organization, led to the

factionalization of units within the group in Jordan. This had direct consequences

for the group’s ability to create a shared purpose across the various military officials,

commanders, and fighters in Fatah. It was most directly manifested in the refusal of

the “Islamist” faction in Fatah to participate in the fighting against the Jordanian

regime. The faction, which was allowed to set up its own training and operations bases

201Such extensive latitude is distinct from a decentralized military command, the latter of which
refers to the locus of decision-making power among mid- and lower-level commanders and not fighters
as outlined in Chapter 2.

121



in Jordan, refused altogether to fight the Jordanian Army during Black September so

as to “to avoid fighting fellow Muslims.”202 Yet all other units of Fatah participated

in the fighting against Jordanian forces.

In addition to the variation in shared purpose generated by such factionalization,

one former Fatah commander also pointed to the lack of support for political indoc-

trination in training as a problem for trying to create a shared sense of “the struggle”

among fighters:

“For the military forces, we were fighters, and so we were not required to have
politics or ideology...The ideological aspect, that which had a relationship with
struggle and not politics, had been absent in Fatah. Trying to get the fighters
and civilian members to a higher level of awareness in order to be more present
around them in the world in order to guide the battle in which one is carrying, to
know who one is fighting and against who. So there was a program that covered
these aspects, but it was not supported in general. It was mostly an individual
initiative. This phenomenon was not general or found in all places...there were
no books that all people studied in the same way” (Fatah Commander-C).

Besides the lack of uniform shared purpose, Fatah fighters were notorious for

their indiscipline in Jordan. This was largely a result of the group’s open recruitment

practices after the Battle of Karameh, as noted by multiple individuals that were in

Fatah at the time:

“But after the Karameh operation and the victory that was realized in the
Battle of Karameh, and the Fedayeen presence became open, large numbers
came, Jordanian and non-Jordanian, to join Fatah. So there were large numbers.
Here, there was a problem with how to organize this work, so individuals entered
Fatah who were good and who were bad, and this became a problem later on”
(Fatah Official-J).

“So after the Battle of Karameh, the subject became hard for us, the result
of the influx. There was no observation. Now, I was unable to implement the
studying on the ground because there were thousands present, so perhaps some
of them were not good, but I am ignorant. This was the reason why there were
problems after Karameh” (Fatah Official-L).

202Author interview, DFLP Official-G; Sayigh 1997, 226.
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“There were people that joined Fedayeen action that were ignorant and polit-
ically unaware, so their behavior was bad. They would wear military clothes
and carry weapons thinking that they had become the authority and state, and
perhaps did wrong things” (Fatah Fighter-K).

When asked about what should have been done to avoid such indiscipline among

its fighters and the resulting consequences, one former Fatah official remarked that

“instead of accepting everyone, people should have been refused.”203 Besides these

consequences of the recruitment process and lack of indoctrination or guidance, Fatah

also lacked a specified and enforced code of conduct for fighters concerning what was

acceptable and unacceptable behavior and the consequences of violating norms of

conduct.204

When combined, the openness in recruitment, lack of any specified or enforced

code of behavioral conduct, and absence of indoctrination, generated indiscipline

among Fatah fighters. This had direct consequences for the group’s effectiveness writ

large and, unfortunately, for civilians in Jordan:

“Fatah, it was the one that opened the door, and accepted all who came. The
others did not accept all who came - perhaps they accepted a limited number,
but within a framework that did not demand fighters. Fatah accepted huge
numbers. Fatah did not need such large numbers of fighters, or armed indi-
viduals, let me say, because not all of them were fighting. Even after joining
and getting weapons, most of them did not fight, and most did not go to the
confrontation line, the ceasefire line. Most did not fire their weapon, except for
the training field. The result of this, and the result of the absence of political
indoctrination in Fatah, and the lack of a presence of moral guidance, was a
situation of large incompetence in Fatah and, parallel to that, individual actions
in the cities abusing civilians [emphasis added]” (Fatah Commander-F).

This was also seen on the ground, where the absence of discipline among its fighters

led to a situation of chaos among Fatah fighters during the Black September fighting,

where

203Author interview, Fatah Official-N
204Author interviews, Fatah Fighter-M, Fatah Commander-C.
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“Each person acted for themselves during the fighting. For example, one indi-
vidual might take a civilian’s car because he wanted to go from one place to
another in order to bring weapons without thinking about the consequences of
this action” (Fatah Fighter-K).

As the former fighter observes, each Fatah fighter acted of their own accord during

the fighting rather than together in units or groups. The lack of any coordination

among individuals over who would go get weapons, for example, not only detracted

from the warfighting effort but also indicated a basic lack of discipline needed to

execute orders at the unit level. Along with the aforementioned absence of uniform

shared purpose, this indiscipline generated a situation where one Fatah commander

observed that during Black September,

“When we fought the Jordanian Army, we did not fight them as a popular
resistance militia. The training in Fatah was not appropriate for the confronta-
tion with the Jordanian Army. I was trained classically, not as a resistor, not
trained like rebels in Vietnam. This was one of the reasons why we failed in
September” (Fatah Commander-C).

Fatah’s use of a more conventional strategy, along with a failure to use appropriate

tactics, was manifest on multiple occasions. The group had by far the most extensive

arsenal of the ten Fedayeen organizations that fought against the JAA during Black

September - its weaponry included automatic rifles (e.g. AK-47s), anti-tank RPGs,

60mm and 82mm mortars, 130mm artillery rockets, 106mm recoilless rifles, and rocket

launchers.205 Yet the group did not maximize the potential advantages of its firepower

in combat, and had a poor record in operating weaponry and marksmanship.

For instance, Fatah was the only Fedayeen organization with a (potential) mobile

force during Black September, which consisted of four Jeeps with mounted 106mm

recoilless rifles.206 The Jeeps were positioned in the area of Wehdat Camp in Amman

205Author interviews, JAA Official-X, GID Official-C; Sayigh 1997, 182.
206Abu Daoud 1999, 345. As noted previously, these 106mm recoilless rifles were given to Fatah by

the JAA for use against Israeli forces (Author interview, JAA Official-X). Sayigh writes that Fatah
had 80 jeeps for mobility in 1969, but Abu Daoud, the chief Fatah militia commander in Amman
during Black September, writes that the mobile force was just four jeeps (Abu Daoud 1999, 345).
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to confront Jordanian forces’ attempts to penetrate the camp.207 Rather than taking

advantage of the ability to use this heavy firepower in a mobile manner, the Jeeps

instead remained in place and fired at Jordanian positions. This made them an easy

target for the nearby JAA tanks, which were easily able to neutralize the effect of

the heavier weapons.208 Besides the failure to use potential mobile firepower, Fatah’s

mortars and field artillery remained unused in the fighting.209 Moreover, the group was

undisciplined in using ammunition during the fighting, and often had to undertake

risky operations across sectors of Amman for resupply.210

At the strategic level, the orders from Fatah’s leadership to its sector commanders

were to “maintain our positions only” and exercise “self-control.”211 However, multiple

Fatah commanders did not heed this call, and instead set up fixed positions and did

not avoid concentrated frontal assaults against the advancing Jordanian Army

units. Such indiscipline is unsurprising, given the aforementioned lack of a behavioral

code of conduct or indoctrination in the group. Besides more conventional operations,

Fatah fighters consistently failed to use cover and concealment or dispersion at

the tactical level.

For instance, at the start of the fighting, a unit of Fatah fighters in Jebel AlAkhdar

held a fixed “fortified position” on the top of the hill, which the Jordanian Army

successfully captured on September 19th after two days of intense fighting between

the two sides.212 Rather than withdrawing when outgunned/outnumbered as

dictated by guerrilla warfare strategy, the unit of Fatah fighters instead maintained

their position and fought for two days before ceding control of the hill.

207Abu Daoud 1999, 345; Sayigh 1997, 182.
208Abu Daoud 1999, 357.
209Author interview, PLA/PLF Official-V
210Abu Daoud 1999, 360; Natour 2014, 227-228
211Natour 2014, 225. Natour was the Fatah sector commander for Jabal Amman during Black

September.
212Hindi et al. 1971, 208; Natour 2014, 225-226; Abu Daoud 1999, 354.
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This outcome had severe consequences for other nearby Fatah units. For exam-

ple, Fatah’s sector commander for the Jebel Amman neighborhood opposite to Jebel

AlAkhdar reflected on this development for his unit’s own position:

“The first day of fighting elapsed with several shelling operations at spaced
intervals, however, the promise of the morning of the second day brought us
bad news, as the policy of ‘self-control’ for the Fedayeen forces in the area of
Jebel AlAkhdar ended with the fall of this hill in the hands of the Jordanian
forces after a series of fighting operations, and this news fell upon us like a
thunderbolt when we in Jebel Amman lost our rear protection, and we became
completely exposed to the Jordanian artillery and the shelling of us continued
day and night, all of the days of 9/19, 9/20, and 9/21, and opened up on us a
military front we were not expecting, and the result of the shelling was that we
lost ten martyrs and twenty-five injured” (Natour 2014, 226).

Indeed, the loss of Jebel AlAkhdar had repercussions beyond just the increased

shelling of Fatah’s forces in Jebel Amman, which had consisted of 165 fighters at

the start of the fighting.213 More specifically, the fall of Jebel AlAkhdar to Jordanian

forces allowed them a clear view of activity on adjacent Jebel Amman, indicating the

need for Fatah’s unit in the area to use cover and concealment and dispersion to deny

the Jordanian forces easy targets when moving around. On September 22nd, there

was a brief break in Jordanian shelling of Jebel Amman, during which the area’s

sector commander undertook an exposed and concentrated advance that had severe

consequences:

“The sun rose on 9/22/1970 with the absolute silence of Jordanian Army ar-
tillery, so I undertook with a group of 15 fighters to advance towards the water
pump area, and as soon as we put our feet on the first steps of the steps that
link Hay Masarweh with the water pump area, three Hown artillery shells fell
above us, taking three martyrs immediately, and due to the discharge of air
from the shells’ explosion, I found myself thrown to the ground in front of the
entrance to one of the homes, so I prepared myself immediately, and got up
to inspect the other fighters despite the heavy firing of bullets around us, and
paused for a moment waiting for the ceasing of fire, and once the chance ar-
rived we were returning to Hay Masarweh in the middle of artillery shells that
fell on us from Jebel AlAkhdar, and what saved me was the attention of God

213Natour 2014, 225.
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when artillery shells fell on the house in front of me in which there were several
fighters concentrated...two were martyred and one was injured” (Natour 2014,
226).

This use of an exposed and easily visible stairway214 to move towards an even

more exposed and open area (which is also one of the main intersections in Jebel

Amman) proved disastrous. The group’s failure to use the physical terrain for cover

and concealment and movement in a concentrated formation up the middle of the

stairs towards the water pump area made them easy targets for the Jordanian artillery

pieces concentrated on Jebel AlAkhdar - leading to the devastating consequences the

Fatah commander described.

Besides the fighter deaths, this action also had subsequent consequences that could

have been even more fatal for the attacking unit:

“The shelling did not stop and it seemed that our positions were completely
exposed, and for that it became a process of concentrating in a place that carried
the risk of martyring us all under the rubble, and so there was no choice for us
except to leave the position immediately and take cover in a safe place, and so I
remembered that near us was a cave, so we went towards it and remained there
for close to half an hour when the shelling stopped. It was a big astonishment
in hindsight, since the cave in which we took shelter was itself used by us as an
ammunition and weapons storehouse, and the reason for our astonishment was
that we were taking shelter in a cave that itself was considered a safe place to
cover us from shelling, but in reality we were in a situation of taking cover in a
place that could perhaps kill us all and cause a catastrophe in the neighborhood
if just one shell fell towards us” (Natour 2014, 226).

While this Fatah unit ultimately took cover, it was not until well after the unit

had taken fire and incurred several losses - effective cover and concealment requires

its use prior to the start of an engagement. Even still, the surviving members of the

unit all took cover in the same cave, failing to use dispersion to diminish Jordanian

forces’ capacity to target them.

214The ease with which this particular stairway is visible from Jebel AlAkhdar draws on the author’s
personal experiences visiting both sites. Although both neighborhoods are more built up than they
were at the time of fighting, there is nevertheless still a clear line of sight between the former
Jordanian positions and both the stairway and (former) water pump area.
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Later on in the September fighting, a group of Fatah fighters met advancing JAA

artillery forces in the same area around the main water pump in Jebel Amman,

leading to a confrontation that turned into a “pitched battle” in which ten Fatah

fighters were killed and 21 were injured.215 In this case, a Fatah unit again undertook

a concentrated frontal assault and failed to withdraw despite being outnumbered and

outgunned in the engagement.

Elsewhere in Amman, Fatah units demonstrated the group’s failure to execute the

tasks. In Jebel Nuzha (immediately north of Jebel Hussein), a different Fatah unit

again exhibited the group’s tendency to not use cover and concealment. The unit

had established a 75mm artillery position on the northern part of Jebel Nuzha. The

position had some success with inflicting losses against Jordanian tanks, but was set

up in an exposed site that eventually had consequences:

“It was possible for the Revolution’s 75mm artillery on Northern Nuzha to shell
all of the troop carriers near Tabarbour,216 which resulted in the destruction of
three other troop carriers and the dispersal of the rest. And at 1PM they were
able to penetrate the area of Northern Nuzha after disabling the Revolution’s
heavy weaponry because it was exposed and in non-strategic positions and
after significant shelling” (“Testimonial of Abu Khitab, Fatah Fighter, Northern
Nuzha” (Arabic), in Hindi et al. 1971, 457).

Besides its failure to use cover and concealment and dispersion, Fatah also demon-

strated an inability to successfully execute ambushes. In Northern Jebel Hashemi,

a unit of Fatah fighters established several ambush positions to defend against the

advancing Jordanian forces into the neighborhood. Unfortunately, these ambushes

proved unsuccessful:

“The carriers began at 4:30AM to advance towards Northern Jebel Hashemi
from the Nayef and Tabarbour areas, and around 5:30AM began intense and
concentrated shelling from all directions on the Fedayeen positions in the hill.
And the tanks were able to break the front ambushes and capture one” (Hindi
et al. 1971, 177).

215Natour 2014, 231.
216An area immediately east of Jebel Nuzha.
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The failure to conduct ambushes aside, even when Fatah undertook successful

frontal assaults, these were largely facilitated by a nonexistent or very limited JAA

presence. On September 21st, Fatah took part in an operation to seize the Irbid

Citadel, but this happened “without resistance,” as there were no Jordanian forces

present inside the city at that time.217

The same went for the the group’s takeover of the northern border town of Ramtha

(which itself ran counter to the need to avoid taking and holding territory in the

Guerrilla stage). On September 17th, a unit of 100-150 Fatah fighters moved from

their posting in the Golan Heights to Deraa, and then across the border into Jordan

where they occupied Ramtha, taking it without any direct clashes with the Jordanian

Army units stationed on the outskirts of town.218 According to a Fatah fighter that

participated in the operation to take and hold the town,

“It was not a strong battle...there was shelling, but direct clashes did not hap-
pen, because the Jordanian Army was not present in Ramtha city...They tried
with artillery shelling in the area, but later on the Syrian Army entered and
advanced in the direction of Irbid and the road to Amman, so no real battle
happened. It was not hard, it was easy to occupy Ramtha, and the people
cooperated with us, the residents” (Fatah Fighter-M).

The group’s subsequent ability to hold the town for multiple days and avoid any

real counterattack from the Jordanian Army was not the result of fighting ability,

but rather a direct outcome of the Syrian intervention that began on September 19th

through Ramtha:

“The Army tried to attack Ramtha before the end of the fighting, but it was
not an attack because the Syrian Army advanced after Ramtha, so there were
no contact zones for the Jordanian Army...what helped the occupation of the
surroundings was the Syrian intervention” (Fatah Fighter-M).

Finally, while Fatah fighters were given latitude at the fighter level in terms of how

217Hindi et al. 1971, 215; Author interviews, DFLP Official-G, PFLP Fighter-X.
218Author interview, Fatah Fighter-M.
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to pursue combat, the group’s field commanders were not given the latitude needed to

make decisions during fighting periods. In the words of one former Fatah commander:

“I was authorized militarily, for the area for which I was responsible, to take
all the necessary procedures to defend the area from any attack or advance,
to prepare the area militarily with ambushes and checkpoints and patrols, in
which to guarantee the safety of these areas militarily if an advance happens.
[To take decisions without permission? ] no, no, you are now in a situation
of defense, and not a situation of attack...if an attack happened against your
area, you needed to defend it - also you as being in the defensive trench, there
was power to do this, but you could not take a decision to send a group of
fighters to another area unless people attacked you...I only had the power to
take decisions to defend. When the resistance became entangled in war with
the regime, you are now preparing to defend yourself against danger that was
coming to you...No, it was not permitted [to undertake attacking operations]”
(Fatah Commander-C).

This lack of low-level initiative was the direct result of the absence of in-

terpersonal trust both among and between leaders, commanders, and fighters in the

group. This absence itself was largely a product of the Fatah’s expansion and open

ranks after the Battle of Karameh. As noted previously, the post-Karameh expansion

led to the influx of thousands into Fatah to the point where individuals did not know

one another - a basic element needed to establish interpersonal trust:

“In the beginning, we knew each other, who you were and what you were. Later
on, you came to join us, but there is no time to study you, who you were. After
Karameh, yes - anyone that wanted to enter Fatah could enter Fatah. After
Karameh, this is what happened. So people entered among us who perhaps, in
ordinary circumstances, would not have been able to enter, but this was their
right to come” (Fatah Official-L).

This influx of thousands into Fatah was coupled with the lack of any sort of

procedures to build interpersonal trust among recruits.219 In the words of another

former Fatah official, the absence of trust stemmed from the lack of indoctrination

and indiscipline among Fatah members:

219Author interviews, Fatah Official-L, Fatah Official-N.
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“This was a problem, this was wrong, the entering of lots of people into Fatah
was a problem. People entered that were not at the same level. People began to
come, one came that wanted to carry a weapon for himself and show off that he
was carrying a weapon, one came that was enthusiastic but had no intellect...If
I am carrying a weapon, I must have intellect - carrying a gun without intellect
is opportunist. We want people carrying a gun to fight for a specific goal...I am
not carrying the weapon to seize your weapons or take your money etc. - this
becomes opportunism” (Fatah Official-M).

This presence of indiscipline and opportunism within Fatah gave leaders, comman-

ders, and fighters no reason to place trust in one another, especially when standards

of conduct were lacking, overall objectives were unclear, and thousands of individuals

were in the group to the point where fighters’ names were unknown to one another.

As a result, the group failed to demonstrate a capacity for low-level initiative during

the fighting in Jordan.

3.1.3 Effectiveness: Losses Incurred

As a result of its failure to successfully execute the seven tasks while employ-

ing tactics and actions more appropriate for conventional warfare, Fatah had fairly

significant losses in the two weeks of fighting. The previous discussion of Fatah’s per-

formance indicated multiple instances where failures to avoid concentrated frontal

assaults and pitched battles or use cover/concealment and dispersion generated mul-

tiple casualties in single incidents.

Unsurprisingly, then, Fatah lost an estimated 400 fighters killed in combat with

the JAA during Black September.220 As noted previously, estimates for the total size

220The figure of 400 KIA is taken from Yezid Sayigh’s book, which itself is drawn from the PLO
Social Affairs Institution’s record of martyrs from the time of the Jordanian conflict. The PLO Social
Affairs Institution is responsible for recording and providing benefits for the families of Palestinian
prisoners and martyrs. Martyrs were only included in the PLO’s list if they were killed as a direct
result of the September fighting. Each individual record included information about name, date of
birth, date of death, and location/circumstances of death. In his tabulation of group-specific death
estimates from the list, Sayigh only included individuals that had an organizational affiliation listed
(Author conversations and correspondence with Dr. Yezid Sayigh, April and July 2016).

Many Fedayeen fighters were also captured during the Black September fighting by Jordanian
forces (Sayigh 1997, 267; Author interview, DFLP Fighter-B). Unfortunately, group-specific figures
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of Fatah’s forces before the start of the Black September fighting were between 4,500-

5,000 full-time fighters,221 meaning that the group lost 8-9% of its overall forces in

the two weeks of fighting.222 Given Fatah’s pursuit of a more conventional strategy

against a far superior force, the loss of nearly 1/10 of its overall combat personnel in

just two weeks of fighting is unsurprising.

3.2 PFLP: Recruitment Practices and Effectiveness

3.2.1 Robust Recruitment Practices

The PFLP’s strict recruitment practices were drawn directly from those of its

parent organization, the Arab Nationalist Movement (ANM).223 The ANM’s practices

were highly secretive and selective as a result of its clandestine nature during the 1950s

and 1960s, with individuals only allowed to join and become full members upon the

recommendation of current members and after a strictly applied trial period.224 For

individuals that were members of the ANM at the time of the PFLP’s creation,

they automatically became members of the group since they already met the group’s

standards for recruitment.225 However, anyone new seeking to the join the PFLP,

whether as a fighter or civilian member, had to have at least one current member

recommend them for joining, who would bring them to the PFLP office and provide

information about them.226

are not available for Fatah or the PFLP and DFLP for the time period. As such, I only look at KIA
in this case.
221These estimates are drawn primarily from Sayigh 1997, which themselves are drawn from his in-

terviews with relevant individuals from the time period. I also corroborate the estimates with Brown
1970, Jordanian Ministry of Defense 1970, Quandt 1971, Mousa 1996, and State Department/CIA
documents
222Sayigh 1997, 267
223Author interview, PFLP Official-F
224Author interviews, PFLP Official-D, PFLP Official-C, PFLP Official-F, PFLP Fighter-V, PFLP

Fighter-X
225Author interview, PFLP Fighter-X.
226Author interview, PFLP Official-D.
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Potential fighters had to be committed to the ideals of the PFLP and its ideology

of Arab nationalism and later Marxism-Leninism.227 After this initial step, there was a

trial and induction period that usually lasted 3-4 months, during which the individual

was assigned certain tasks to carry out to test their commitment to the organization,

underwent initial basic military training, was investigated by recruiters, and received

initial political indoctrination in the PFLP’s ideological platform.228 The last part of

this initial introduction to the organization was done to probe a would-be fighter’s

potential commitment to the Palestinian cause and, more importantly, “to get him

to understand the Palestinian issue, why he came, who he wants to fight and why he

wants to fight him...get him to understand love for the Palestinian cause, what is the

Palestinian cause - is he prepared to die because of it or no?”229

After the trial period, a PFLP official decided whether a recruit became a fighter,

civilian member, or could not join the organization at all; those selected as potential

fighters were sent for a full-fledged military training course.230 There were many in-

stances where would-be fighters were refused for “security reasons” or because they

were deemed unfit for military action by military officials in the PFLP.231 Individuals

from other countries coming to Jordan to join the PFLP as fighters were also subject

to the same selection and induction procedures.232

Military training in the PFLP lasted three months and was conducted by former

military officers that had joined the group and/or officers from the Palestine Libera-

tion Army (PLA).233 This training was in “harsh physical conditions,” which led to

227Author interview, PFLP Official-C.
228Author interviews, PFLP Official-D, PFLP Official-C, PFLP Fighter-H, DFLP Commander-R;

Jamjoum n.d., 49.
229Author interview, PFLP Fighter-H
230Author interviews, PFLP Official-D, PFLP Official-C, PFLP Fighter-X, PFLP Fighter-H.
231Author interviews, PFLP Fighter-X, PLFP Fighter-H.
232Author interview, PFLP Fighter-X.
233Author interviews, PFLP Official-D, PFLP Official-C, PFLP Fighter-X, PFLP Fighter-H.
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significant numbers of recruits dropping out of the course.234 In interviews, former

PFLP fighters recounted their experiences in the three-month course of instruction

in classic guerrilla warfare theory and tactics:

“We trained on the weapons that were available then, such as Carlos machine
gun, Port Said, Kalashnikov, Seminov semi-automatic rifle, small machine guns
like British Browning guns. Spreading mines, such as the anti-armor or small
mines. These were the weapons we trained with, and they were present in our
hands...As for military tactics, they were limited in a sense to to how we can
reach and realize the goal and how we can withdraw with the least losses possi-
ble [emphasis added]. Guerrilla warfare...ambushes, raids, withdrawals, spread-
ing containers, cutting off support roads. All of this was in the framework of
guerrilla warfare. And the basis of guerrilla warfare is the ambush” (PFLP
Fighter-X).

“All types of training: athletics, engineering matters. There were lectures on
coldness, the period of coldness, air, using the RPG, how much to cock, how
much air, how much distance - these were all studies, you know. Stuff on the
types of explosives and bombs etc., all of this was stuff that was written lectures,
not just summaries. In addition to weapons, there was running, athletics, mil-
itary operations - all of this was our training, guerrilla warfare tactics” (PFLP
Fighter-H).

In addition, there was instruction in military discipline,235 while PFLP fighters

were trained in line with classic theories of guerrilla warfare with the operational

aim of attacking and withdrawing while taking the least losses possible.236 A signifi-

cant (and required) part of the training course was political indoctrination, in which

cadres instructed trainees about the specific Marxist-Leninist ideology and overall

goals of the PFLP.237 As a former PFLP official stated, “the role of ideological train-

ing for PFLP fighter was to give them a sense of direction, and to build political

awareness.”238

234Sayigh 1997, 181
235Author interviews, PFLP Fighter-X, PFLP Official-C, PFLP Fighter-H.
236Author interview, PFLP Fighter-X.
237Author interviews, PFLP Official-C, PFLP Fighter-X, PFLP Fighter-H. Such indoctrination

continued after training was over in the PFLP’s military bases (Author interview, PFLP Official-C).
238Author interview, PFLP Official-C
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Even after the Battle of Karameh, when the environment in Jordan became even

more competitive vis-a-vis recruits, the PFLP’s strict recruitment practices continued:

“After the Battle of Karameh, these membership conditions were still main-
tained and implemented. The PFLP did not just take anyone, as Fatah did. It
was not easy for just anyone to enter” (PFLP Official-D).

These robust recruitment practices, constituted by the existence of a clear set

of consistently applied selection criteria for and investigation of potential fighters,

a trial/induction period, appropriate military training in guerrilla warfare and its

tactics and operational aims, and required political indoctrination, were maintained

through the rest of the organization’s time in Jordan up until the start of Black

September.239

3.2.2 Effectiveness: Task Execution

In the period leading up to and including Black September, the PFLP, like Fatah,

had three regional sectors in Jordan: northern, middle, and southern.240 Each sector

had a military official that commanded all the PFLP units within the sector.241 Units

were between 20-30 fighters and had designated military areas of operation within

the sector.242 Like Fatah, the group divided Amman into several sectors during Black

September.243

Recognizing that the overall balance of forces between the Jordanian forces and

Fedayeen organizations worked against them, PFLP fighters saw the need to use

guerrilla warfare tactics when fighting the Jordanian Army in Black September. In

the words of one former PFLP fighter:

239Author interviews, PFLP Official-C, PFLP Official-D.
240Author interviews, PFLP Official-C, PFLP Fighter-X
241Author interview, PFLP Fighter-X
242Author interview, PFLP Fighter-X
243“Military Assessment of the Ten Red Days in Jordan” (Arabic), Al-Hadaf, October 24th, 1970.
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“Our weapons were limited - small weapons, not valid to fight tanks with the
exception of some of the mines, some of the bombs, some of the B2 shells. In
terms of military balance, there was no equality. There was a mechanized force
fighting you, organized, and you have individual, small weapons. There was
never balance...Against the Jordanian Army, we fought in a system of guerrilla
warfare. We were not an army and did not have the structural aspects of an
army, the structure of companies and battalions and brigades and divisions
etc. We did not have this because originally we did not have weapons - we did
not have armored weapons or other weapons. It took circumstances of different
weapons in order to form a regular army” (PFLP Fighter-X).

This recognition manifested itself in how the PFLP confronted the Jordanian Army

during Black September, specifically in terms of the tactics it used across the vari-

ous areas of fighting in the Kingdom. As the following discussion shows, the group

employed classic guerrilla warfare tactics and successfully executed all seven tasks

during the two weeks of fighting (see Table 3.3).

Table 3.3. PFLP’s Task Execution During Black September

Task Successful Execution?
Operate Weaponry and Marksmanship Yes
Cover and Concealment Yes
Dispersion Yes
Conduct Ambushes Yes
Avoid Concentrated Frontal Assaults Yes
Withdraw when Outgunned/Outnumbered Yes
Capacity for Low-Level Initiative Yes

To begin with, the manner in which the PFLP confronted Jordanian forces was a

direct result of the training in guerrilla warfare that was part of the group’s robust

recruitment practices. This training that produced fighters who were clearly aware

of the appropriate tactics to be used in confronting the Jordanian Army due to the

imbalance of capabilities between the two sides. Besides receiving appropriate military

training, a sense of uniform shared purpose was inculcated in PFLP fighters during the
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recruitment process through extensive political indoctrination. As stated previously,

indoctrination was required for all would-be fighters, starting from the day they joined

the organization and continuing after training during deployment:

“Indoctrination was always ongoing, especially political and ideological in the
case of the PFLP. This was specific to PFLP ideological views - fighters should
have at least some of the basic information about the ideology of the organiza-
tion. All fighters had indoctrination and had to learn about the ideology of the
PFLP” (PFLP Official-C).

Such indoctrination was indeed a motivating force for the group’s fighters, as one

former PFLP fighter noted:

“In the PFLP in the training camps there were political educators, who were
political people, cadres. They would explain about the dimensions of the Pales-
tinian issue, the dimensions of the Arab-Israeli conflict, etc. - it was a style
of mobilization. There were of course lectures, this was in the camp and was
required for all fighters....Of course I benefitted from the indoctrination! I ben-
efitted from listening to people that were older than me and more politically
experienced than me. I was a student in school and went to become a fighter,
so yes I was educated but they had more experience than me. Of course I
benefitted from them about the Palestinian reality, the Palestinian past, the
complete Palestinian narrative about our previous experiences of Ezzadin Qas-
sim, etc. We benefitted a lot - there was of course mobilization from this”
(PFLP Fighter-X).

This uniform shared purpose generated through the group’s recruitment practices

was resilient to the point where the group was able to withstand a significant disagree-

ment that developed among the PFLP command in Irbid during Black September:

“As the result of the clashes that were happening, a point of view inside the
PFLP group in Irbid began to develop around confronting or withdrawing,
how to interact - there was the beginning of the Syrian intervention - how to
interact with them. So there were some differences around these matters inside
the PFLP leadership in Irbid, so there was no alternative so as to not have
the differences progress further inside the PFLP branch in Jordan for myself
and a military official to go to Irbid to resolve the issue. The solution came
and we preserved the unity of the group and its coherence in the confrontation
that had become a battle, to confront the Jordanian aggression against the
resistance not in a confrontational attitude - they must be unified in order to
confront and to defend themselves” (PFLP Official-F).
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In addition to such uniform shared purpose, the PFLP took care to instill disci-

pline among the group’s fighters. During the training course, all PFLP fighters were

instructed about the group’s acceptable code of conduct for its military personnel,

and were held accountable for any violations of the code of conduct, with punishments

ranging from imprisonment to expulsion from the group to execution.244 In the words

of former officials and fighters, fighter discipline was taken extremely seriously in the

PFLP, and transgressions were consistently punished so as to maintain the group’s

positive reputation:

“There were basic rules PFLP members had to follow, in addition to respecting
higher ranks...Behavioral expectations towards civilians: you must be nice to
them, try to win their respect, not to boss them, not to abuse their love and
care for you, should not cause them misery, like being a public servant or
bureaucrat...For example, if you stole from civilian or even verbal abuse, this
was totally rejected...no torture, no killing just to kill, no abuse of financial
resources, no psychological abuse of civilians. Poor behavior would reflect on
the organization itself” (PFLP Official-C).

“We had discipline and strong accountability. The basis of this discipline was
that we had to give a picture of the Palestinian Fedayeen that was clean. We
respect the feelings of the people: their traditions, their culture. We were strug-
glers against aggression, and we could not practice aggression on others...We
absolutely had mistakes - not every fighter or person that came to volunteer as
a fighter had good or great behavior, maybe it was the opposite. Even so, such
people were held accountable immediately” (PFLP Fighter-X).

“There was lots of discipline, there was respect for the leader, the leadership.
There was accountability - if you did something bad, you were held accountable.
Normal, like any soldier in the world...There were instructions for discipline,
and of course, yes, there were punishments. All those that did wrong were
held accountable, all who did any wrong would be held accountable. There
was accountability for this matter, and because of this, the PFLP was more
disciplined than other remaining factions” (PFLP Fighter-H).

This uniform shared purpose and fighter discipline manifested itself in a combat

force that was able to competently and successfully employ a guerrilla strategy across

244Author interviews, PLFP Official-C, PFLP Official-D, PFLP Fighter-X, PFLP Fighter-H.
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its areas of operation in Jordan during Black September, and successfully execute all

seven tasks while minimizing personnel losses. The PFLP exclusively had small arms

and light weapons, including the Kalashnikov, Siminov automatic rifle, Browning,

RPD, and DshK machine guns, mines, and RPGs,245 and had a superb record in

operating weaponry and marksmanship during Black September.

For instance, in the Jebel Hussein neighborhood of Amman, PFLP fighters con-

ducted scout patrols before JAA units entered the neighborhood on the morning of

September 17th in order to assess the terrain of the area for positioning of their

weapons.246 A PFLP fighter in the area described how he would confront the Jorda-

nian infantry units advancing into Jebel Hussein from the Sports City area of Amman:

“We would wait until the infantry got close, and I don’t remember that one
opened fire, then we rained down fire from our machine guns, and after around
two minutes the infantry took to running to behind” (“Days of a Fighter in
Jebel Hussein” (Arabic), Al-Hadaf, October 10th, 1970).

The decision to wait until Jordanian troops were close enough reflected clear knowl-

edge of the limited range of the unit’s machine guns and how to best make use of

them. Repeating the action helped to contribute to the Jordanian forces’ difficulty

in penetrating the area of Amman, as noted in the overview of the conflict provided

in Section 2. Elsewhere in Jordan, the PFLP matched its heaviest anti-tank weapons

(like mines and RPG-2s) against Jordanian tanks, avoiding the use of smaller weapons

agains such armor.247

Besides operating weaponry and marksmanship, PFLP fighters demonstrated the

ability to execute ambushes, use cover/concealment and dispersion, avoid

concentrated frontal assaults , and withdraw when outgunned or outnum-

bered during the two weeks of fighting. For example, one PFLP fighter stationed in

245Author interview, PFLP Fighter-X; Jamjoum n.d., 70-71
246“Days of a Fighter in Jebel Hussein” (Arabic), Al-Hadaf, October 10th, 1970.
247Author interview, PFLP Fighter-X
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Irbid during Black September described the actions taken in their unit’s defense of

the city’s eastern entrance:

“Firstly, we mined all supply roads or roads that could possibly be used for
army’s advance, the road from Huwwarah, and different directions, all the roads,
even the earthen ones that tanks could use. We tried to lay mines, and fight
with the Kalashnikov, small weapons. Of course, we laid out ambushes behind
the line of defense, because if there was penetration at night, it would collide
with these ambushes. On the sides of the road - you know this area was open,
so the enemy is not committed to using the main road, no - perhaps it would
penetrate from a different road. We established ambushes all over to protect
our positions” (PFLP Fighter-X).

This instance indicates the group’s use of cover and concealment in establishing its

defensive positions. In line with the classic practice of guerrilla warfare, the PFLP

unit set up ambush positions that covered multiple potential avenues of approach for

the JAA. These ambush positions were not only well established, but also proved to

be successful as the PFLP was able to inflict losses on the attacking Jordanian troops

while only losing three of its own fighters during the entire two weeks of fighting.248

Elsewhere in Irbid, a contingent of PFLP fighters was assigned to Irbid Camp,

the main Palestinian refugee camp in the city.249 Some of these fighters had come

from Lebanon with Fedayeen reinforcements, and moved from the Syrian-Jordanian

border to Irbid during nightfall so as to avoid detection by Jordanian troops:

“We walked the distance, something like the whole night approximately, until
we arrived to the area we wanted...of course, during the trip, we were faced
with some problems and difficulties, but they were not military - there was no
fighting. For example, we were walked the distance in hills from flat lands, and
we encountered a Jordanian military contingent moving, for example, but they
did not see us before we arrived to them - because perhaps there would have
been a massacre. So we decided to cross the main street, and then we crossed
and arrived to our group” (PFLP Fighter-H).

Exploiting the physical terrain for cover, the PFLP unit was able to avoid detection

248Author interview, PFLP Commander-X.
249Author interview, PFLP Fighter-H.
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by Jordanian troops to reach its assigned location. Though Irbid was under siege by

the Army, the unit was able to infiltrate the city and reach Irbid Camp.

Several days later towards the end of September 1970, the camp was attacked

by the Jordanian Army, and the PFLP contingent, recognizing the imbalance of

weaponry between them and the attacking force and the consequent need to withdraw,

left from the camp to Syria:

“There was a siege around Irbid. Inside Irbid, in the area where I was, there
was no fighting. All sides were blockaded...The last thing was a big attack on
Irbid, and we fled. When the attack on Irbid started, people started to flee, for
example, to Syria and this area. We fled from this area and arrived to Syrian
land.

Of course, there were no weapons for the Palestinian resistance that would
allow them to stop this attack. For example I had a Kalashnikov, and the
biggest weapon was the B7, an RPG. Of course, when the attack happened and
the Jordanian army shelled and there were planes etc., you needed to flee. So
the people fled like I told you, and I was one of those people that fled” (PFLP
Fighter-H).

In other areas of Jordan, PFLP fighters likewise made use of classic guerrilla

warfare tactics with success. A senior PFLP military commander reflected on the

tactics the group’s fighters used in Amman against the Jordanian Army and its tanks:

“In Amman there was defense from the militia forces, but defense according to
the style of defense in the cities in guerrilla warfare. There were groups of armed
clashes against tanks, pouncing on the tanks in a surprise way and then disap-
pearing. The enemy would occupy some positions or squares or streets until the
Fedayeen would come out and advance from behind and strike them” (“The
Style of Confrontation, Losses, and Defections” (Arabic), Al-Hadaf, October
31st, 1970).

This description of PFLP units in Amman, whether the most forces were deployed

and heaviest fighting took place, indicates that the PFLP engaged in the key elements

of guerrilla warfare, particularly through the successful use of ambushes against Jor-

danian forces as it also did in Irbid.
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Further examples from PFLP combat in Amman illustrate the group’s units to

fight effectively. In Wehdat Camp in southern Amman, PFLP fighters set up bar-

ricades, dug in defensive positions in ditches around the camp and away from the

group’s office, and formed a pursuit squad and a reserves squad to cover emergency

supplies.250 The PFLP’s defensive positions in this instance indicate successful use

of cover and concealment and dispersion, as the unit spread its positions around

the camp in a way that prevented itself from being seen by the attacking Jordanian

forces. As a result, they were able to hold off attempts by Jordanian armor to pene-

trate the camp for several days.251 One former PFLP fighter that fought in Wehdat

Camp during the episode explicitly noted the importance of avoiding concentrated

frontal assaults while making use of cover and concealment vis-a-vis the better armed

Jordanian forces:

“There was a tank stuck in one of the small alleys, and it was firing in all
directions, and we couldn’t get rid of it. You would have to either go right up
to it, in which case you’d get shot, or you’d have to go around from the main
street, and the whole army could see you and you’d certainly get killed...[What
about roofs? ] No, the roofs were exposed to the army positions” (Former PFLP
Fighter, in Jamjoum n.d., 96).

In nearby Jebel Ashrafiyeh, one former PFLP fighter described a series of actions

he and another fighter from his unit executed, successfully undertaking one ambush,

carefully withdrawing, and then launching another ambush from a covered position:

“I put myself in a nominal place, a distance of 150 meters from Ashrafiyeh
Hospital and 30 meters from the main street. The armored vehicles came. We
had a girl named Nadia carrying an RPG and when they came she moved from
house to house and established an ambush position before the armor arrived.
And when it arrived she hit four [of them]. The fighters left me there and went
to help Nadia withdraw, because behind the armored vehicles were infantry.
And it must be that a withdrawal happens under the cover of fire. I was in
a room and became by myself....and I said that the place that I am in was

250Jamjoum n.d., 83; “Testimonials from Fighters in Wehdat” (Arabic), Al-Hadaf, May 1st, 1971.
251Author interview, PF-GC Militia Commander; “Testimonials from Fighters in Wehdat” (Ara-

bic), Al-Hadaf, May 1st, 1971.
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not appropriate. I took the box of ammunition...in it were 18 bullets, and I
advanced with my other leg until I arrived to the Bank Square. I established
an ambush position behind a pile of stones at the head of the road overlooking
the main street. And in reality I just barely took the square when the army
entered. I was stretched behind the stone, and began to strike. Nadia finished
and withdrew. She was busy with the armored vehicles, and was hitting them.
She returned to us. In reality what I remember is that the army advanced and I
struck” (“Testimonials from Fighters in Wehdat” (Arabic), Al-Hadaf, May 1st,
1971).

Finally, the PFLP demonstrated a capacity for low-level initiative during

the fighting. The group was able to successfully decentralize its military command in

Jordan without any adverse consequences. From the regional all the way down to the

unit level, the group’s commanders were provided with the power to make military

and tactical decisions as they saw fit vis-a-vis local developments:

“Amman was divided into sectors and each sector was given a prior mission
and the potential axes of advance for the Jordanian Army and the sensitive
targets that perhaps if hit would have effect, and the overall plan, in addition
to the strength needed for this plan and the coordination between these forces.
When the battle began the missions of the implementers were to implement
this plan according to the shifting circumstances and according to the daily
changing situations, with attempts to change the plans according to changes in
the opponent’s style” (“Military Assessment of the Ten Red Days in Jordan”
(Arabic), Al-Hadaf, October 24th, 1970).

“Field decisions in a direct clash - these we would decide them on the ground.
They shot at you and how you responded. How to attack them, how they
attacked you - these were local decisions” (PFLP Commander-X).

The PFLP fighters, moreover, were committed to such decisions, whose authority

and responsibility rested with the group’s commanders:

“Of course the PFLP office gave us orders in fighting. There was a PFLP official
there, and I was committed to his orders. If they failed, we would tell the official.
The one who gave the orders was the official in the PFLP office where I was.
Success or failure - the responsibility was with the official” (PFLP Fighter-H).

This ability to successfully delegate command was a result of the interpersonal

trust present in the PFLP among and between its leaders, commanders, and fighters

143



- a key product of the group’s recruitment process. Indeed, the desire to generate

such trust was a significant driver of why the group was so careful in selecting and

incorporating its fighters:

“We didn’t accept anyone, the Front or the Movement, except after studying
him or her, and monitor them. Even when the fida’i work252 started, we’d
take the name and say to reach them, and our people would investigate the
person. What if the mukhabarat253 sent him? The Front didn’t take anyone in
until after studying them...When you’ve asked about a girl and you know she’s
good and her parents are good, you can organize her. So you go to her. You
don’t take just anyone. Many would come, and we would say ‘we don’t have an
organization’ even. You don’t just take anyone, there is a huge responsibility,
you have to be selective, you need to separate the good from the bad. Not take
someone who will spy on you and start giving information” (Former PFLP
Fighter, in Jamjoum n.d., 49).

Another fighter interviewed by Jamjoum in his thesis on female PFLP fighters in the

Black September conflict corroborated the importance of selectivity and investigation

as vital to avoiding adversarial infiltration into the group and providing the conditions

for trust in the group:

“The PFLP always worked as a party, even in military and armed work. No
one would be allowed in just like that. Maybe some other parties were selective,
but we were the hardest when it came to membership. Even during the times
of fighting, in the heat of the battle, we wouldn’t just take any fighter” (Former
PFLP Fighter, in Jamjoum n.d., 75).

Building such interpersonal trust in the PFLP was not only about loyalty to the

organization and to one another, but also about competence. As one former PFLP

official explained, the reason for such careful and extensive initial selection, screening,

and induction procedures at the time in Jordan was because “in the PFLP, loyalty is

basic, but competency is also important...you must prove yourself.”254 This approach

252As noted previously, “Fida’i” is the singular form of Fedayeen. The interviewee is referring to
the beginning of Fedayeen armed action against Israel (and eventually the Jordanians).
253As noted in the beginning of the chapter, “mukhabarat” refers to the General Intelligence

Directorate (GID), Jordan’s main intelligence service.
254Author interview, PFLP Official-C.
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to building the organization’s fighting force on a basis of competency laid the basis

for interpersonal trust, which the group was able to use to successfully decentralize

its command during the Black September fighting.

3.2.3 Effectiveness: Losses Incurred

According to the PLFP’s own record, it lost 47 killed in action during Black

September.255 The PFLP had an estimated 1,000-1,5000 full-time fighters,256 making

its KIA during Black September just 3-5% of the group’s overall fighting force. When

asked what allowed the PFLP to minimize its losses during the Black September

fighting relative to the other Fedayeen groups, the group’s main military commander

responded:

“The use of styles and tactics of defense in cities: firing, disappearance, hiding
in houses, evacuating these houses, changing positions, undertaking counterat-
tacks, exploiting the night and the resourcefulness and flexibility, all of this led
to lessening of deaths [emphasis added]. Also the non-use of fixed defense and
the use of mobile defense, building on the Maoist foundation of withdrawing in
front of the advancing enemy and then pursuing it when it withdraws and con-
stantly obstructing it” (“The Style of Confrontation, Losses, and Defections”
(Arabic), Al-Hadaf, October 31st, 1970).

As the commander noted, the group’s successful use of mobile warfare, cover and

concealment, and withdrawing in the face of an unfavorable balance of forces allowed

it to fight effectively against Jordanian forces and minimize its personnel losses in

combat.

255This figure is taken from the official list of martyrs provided on the PFLP’s main website,
which itself comes from the group’s published book Sijil AlKhalidin (Register of the Immortals). See
Appendix B.

I note that the deaths figure for the PFLP is lower than that provided by Sayigh in his book
(70-80 deaths - see Sayigh 1997, 267). However, I defer to the groups’ records themselves over PLO
records. Indeed, with Sayigh’s figure of 70-80, the PFLP loses between 5-8% of its forces, still just
equivalent to Fatah’s lower figure of 8%, and still very much consistent with the implications of the
two groups’ stark differences in terms of tactical proficiency and performance as demonstrated in
the previous discussion.
256Sayigh 1997, Brown 1970, Jordanian Ministry of Defense 1970, Quandt 1971, Mousa 1996, and

State Department/CIA documents.
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3.3 DFLP: Recruitment Practices and Effectiveness

3.3.1 Deficient Recruitment Practices

After the February 1969 split, a relatively limited number of preexisting PFLP

fighters followed Hawatmeh and automatically became DFLP fighters.257 As noted

previously, however, DFLP fighter recruitment had actually begun a few months

prior to the February 1969 split from the PFLP, when the “leftist side” of the PFLP

that became the DFLP began to “steal” incoming PFLP would-be recruits of leftist

tendencies and send them to a separate training camp in Jordan to become fighters

for what became the DFLP.258

The DFLP itself was open to all who wanted to join as fighters. The lack of selec-

tion criteria was a product of both the post-Karameh environment in Jordan, where

the competition over recruits incentivized not having any conditions or restrictions

for joining as a fighter, and the DFLP’s roots in the split with the PFLP and the

resulting need for members.259 According to a former fighter,

“The race over people was fervent between the organizations in Jordan, who
wanted would catch any person there. There was competition between the orga-
nizations, Fatah, PF-GC, PFLP, etc. - there was a competition in the direction
of who could attract people that were around. If you wanted to make conditions,
you would lose fighters [emphasis added]” (DFLP Fighter-X).

As a result,

“There were no specific conditions for joining the DFLP. I remember that any
person who came to the office could come and say I want to become in the
DFLP. Any person that came could register their name, and we would give
them an ID card as a member in the DFLP” (DFLP Official-G).

257Author interviews, DFLP Fighter-V, DFLP Fighter-A; Sayigh 1997, 231.
258Author interview, DFLP Fighter-X.
It is important here to note that the officials “stealing” would-be fighters for what became the

DFLP at this time did not have the same selection restrictions and criteria as their PFLP counter-
parts (Author interview, DFLP Fighter-X).
259Author interviews, DFLP Fighter-X, DFLP Fighter-C, DFLP Fighter-W.
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Besides the lack of selectivity, the recruitment process for fighters into the DFLP

was chaotic and bereft of any structural arrangements to deal with incoming mem-

bers.260 Unlike the case of the PFLP, there was no interview of or investigation process

for would-be fighters, recruits were not required to be recommended by a current mem-

ber, and there was no trial or induction period.261 One former DFLP fighter summed

up their own recruitment experience and observations of the situation in Jordan at

the time:

“There were never any conditions for becoming a fighter in DFLP - it resembled
a situation of chaos. When I entered, my friend brought me, I sat, and they did
not record my name and I did not complete a form or anything. There was no
structural arrangement or administration, nothing” (DFLP Fighter-C).

After joining, all would-be fighters in the DFLP had to undergo an “introductory

course” that lasted one month and was essentially a gentle introduction to military

training and life as a fighter.262 As one former fighter recalled, all those who entered

this course graduated to the main military training course, implying that this in-

troductory course was not a form of weeding out or screening mechanism.263 The

subsequent basic military training course varied in length from two to five months,

and included lessons in handling and using small weapons, such as Kalashnikovs, and

instruction in guerrilla warfare tactics.264 Recruits were trained by individuals from

the DFLP and officers from the PLA, as well as leftist officers in the Iraqi forces sta-

tioned in Jordan.265 Yet such training was simplistic, according to one former DFLP

official:

“In my opinion, the training of the DFLP was simple. There was no training in
tactics or complex operations. According to my observations...and also accord-

260Author interviews, DFLP Official-G, DFLP Official-J, DFLP Fighter-W, DFLP Fighter-C.
261Author interviews, DFLP Fighter-W, DFLP Fighter-C, DFLP Fighter-B.
262Author interviews, DFLP Fighter-B, DFLP Fighter-W.
263Author interview, DFLP Fighter-B.
264Author interviews, DFLP Official-G, DFLP Fighter-W, DFLP Fighter-B, DFLP Fighter-X.
265Author interviews, DFLP Fighter-W, DFLP Fighter-B, DFLP Fighter-X; Sayigh 1997, 231, 236.
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ing to, after that, the way people behaved. it is my view that the training was
not important training. How to use weapons, etc. - it was not sufficient, like
how Fatah sent people to China and Vietnam to train militarily266” (DFLP
Official-G).

The DFLP placed heavy emphasis on indoctrination, which was often viewed as

more important than actual military training and mandatory for all fighters.267 In-

doctrination components included lectures from well-known Marxists, reading and

studying materials on the principles of the DFLP, its ideology (Marxism-Leninism),

and the Palestinian issue, as well as dialogue and discussions between trainers and

trainees about the materials.268 Yet, the degree of indoctrination varied across indi-

viduals - not all DFLP fighters had to study the group’s ideology.269 As one former

DFLP official noted:

“There was an attempt at a sort of ideological indoctrination, but I think it
really never was deep enough...If you judge it by the commitment, particularly
of the military people, if you judge it by that, it wasn’t all that successful,
because people were moving in and out of the organization quite freely and
easily” (DFLP Official-J).

As the former official noted, the lack of commitment and motivation among DFLP

fighters was manifested in individuals coming and going as they pleased, instead of

staying and remaining committed to the group.

These deficient recruitment practices, constituted by the lack of selectivity, the

absence of any investigation of or induction period for would-be fighters, simple mili-

tary training, and inconsistent and limited indoctrination, remained in place through

1970, and did not become more rigorous until the years following the organization’s

relocation to Lebanon after the Jordanian conflict ended in July 1971.270

266As I showed in the discussion of Fatah’s performance, training in China and Vietnam in fact
did not help the group’s combat effectiveness.
267Author interviews, DFLP Official-V, DFLP Official-G, DFLP Fighter-B, DFLP Fighter-W,

DFLP Member-A, DFLP Member-C.
268Author interviews, DFLP Official-V, DFLP Fighter-C.
269Author interview, DFLP Fighter-X
270Author interviews, DFLP Cadre-X, DFLP Fighter-X, DFLP Fighter-C.
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3.3.2 Effectiveness: Task Execution

While in Jordan, the DFLP’s command structure consisted of three sectors: north-

ern, middle, and southern.271 Like Fatah and the PFLP, each sector had a military

official who oversaw the units within the sector,272 and DFLP units were comprised

of 15-18 fighters.273

When asked about the tactics used by the DFLP in confronting the Jordanian

army during Black September, one former fighter simply said that

“There were no tactics. The important thing was that we were confronting, we
were confronting this fierce aggression that was attacking us. There were no
tactics, we were in the beginning of the revolution. It was not the fighter that
was experienced and made a course in Moscow, made a course in Cuba. This
was after that. The fighter built himself in Jordan” (DFLP Fighter-W).

The DFLP’s task execution mirrored this fighter’s recollection of the group’s lack of

tactical proficiency. The group’s commanders and fighters largely failed to follow the

traditional modus operandi of guerrilla warfare when fighting against Jordanian forces.

Rather than engaging in indirect confrontation with the Jordanian Army, DFLP fight-

ers instead attacked Jordanian positions using concentrated frontal assaults, while

attempting to hold fixed defensive positions without using cover/concealment or dis-

persion. As a result of this strategy, the group failed to execute six of the seven

tasks274 and lost a significant portion of its combat personnel during the two weeks

of fighting.

271Author interviews, DFLP Fighter-C, DFLP Official-G
272Author interviews, DFLP Fighter-C, DFLP Official-G
273Author interview, DFLP Fighter-W
274I was unable to gather or access information on DFLP fighters’ abilities in operating weaponry

and marksmanship during the Black September fighting, and so code the group’s execution on this
as “missing.” However, I still conclude that the group had overall poor task execution based on its
failures in the other six categories as the following discussion illustrates.
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Table 3.4. DFLP’s Task Execution During Black September

Task Successful Execution?
Operate Weaponry and Marksmanship –
Cover and Concealment No
Dispersion No
Conduct Ambushes No
Avoid Concentrated Frontal Assaults No
Withdraw when Outgunned/Outnumbered No
Capacity for Low-Level Initiative No

The deficient recruitment practices of the DFLP generated weak and varied shared

purpose and indiscipline among the group’s fighters. As noted previously, DFLP fight-

ers received instruction in guerrilla warfare, but such training was simplistic, which

had downstream effects for fighter performance. Besides inadequate military training,

DFLP fighters seemed to lack the motivation needed for combat:

“I would go to the military bases sometimes to speak with the fighters, and so
I saw that they were from among the poor. When you spoke with them about
the conflict, you felt that this kind of talk was new for them. In the DFLP
bases, there was not a quality of enthusiasm, like a love to fight, an impulsive
want...it was not satisfactory” (DFLP Official-G).

A former DFLP fighter corroborated these observations, reflecting on their own

experience with indoctrination during training and the varied impact it produced

across their fellow trainees:

“The fighter’s spirit is not influenced a lot by politics, in that the only mission
is fighting. The nature of his mission is like this: let me be interested in the
military side more than the political side. This is the reason, and this guides
the self-desire of a person, in that he has a desire to indoctrinate himself and
not with an outside book, and who does not have such desire, he does not look
at the book. So there are differences from person to person: it depended on
the desire and depended on you, if you had the desire to be indoctrinated, the
acceptance for indoctrination. There were people with me who did not have
an interest in indoctrination. It was not a matter of not being convinced, but
rather a matter of not having a desire to read, they did not like to read. So from
here there were differences from situation to situation” (DFLP Fighter-B).
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Such weak and varied purpose was manifested in the decisions taken by some

units of the DFLP to not fight the Jordanian Army during Black September. Most

prominent was the decision taken by some members of the DFLP leadership to unilat-

erally withdraw from the city of Irbid on September 23rd and abandon their defensive

positions.275 This was ostensibly done to move behind Jordanian defensive lines and

conduct operations against the regime’s forces from such a position.276 In reality, the

DFLP contingent withdrew to Deraa in Syria and refrained from further fighting,

according to a former fighter that was part of the retreating unit.277

DFLP fighters were ostensibly more disciplined relative to Fatah’s combatants, as

the group had a basic code of conduct for fighters that was often enforced with pun-

ishments.278 However, this code was not comprehensive, as it lacked key instructions:

“With regard to indoctrination in relations with the people and how to interact
with the other side, in the street, in all places - this indoctrination was not
present” (DFLP Member-C).

In other words, some DFLP members received indoctrination in the group’s Marxist-

Leninist ideology as noted previously, but the group’s fighters in general were not

given direction on how to engage with civilians and certain standards of conduct that

must be met.

As a result of this lack of discipline, widespread behavioral excesses by DFLP

fighters took place both before and during Black September, and were often encour-

aged by the DFLP leadership and left unsanctioned. The DFLP notoriously raised

the slogan of “all authority to the resistance” and “no authority above the authority

of the resistance” throughout 1969 and 1970, and its fighters and members would

paint these slogans on the walls of government buildings and, in particular, on the

275Hindi et al. 1971, 228-229.
276Ibid.
277Author interview, DFLP Official-G.
278Author interviews, DFLP Commander-R, DFLP Fighter-W, DFLP Fighter-B.
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sides of mosques in the Kingdom.279 In addition, DFLP fighters would often take

over mosques in the Kingdom, raise the red flag on the minarets, post pictures of

Lenin on the walls, and play his speeches from minaret loudspeakers.280 Such actions,

which were encouraged by the DFLP leadership,281 deeply offended the conservative

religious sensitivities of Jordan’s population. In the words of a former DFLP official,

“it is my opinion that this cut us off from Jordanian society, in that you could not

enter and put a picture of Lenin in a mosque.”282

Given this weak/varied shared purpose and indiscipline among fighters, it is thus

no surprise that during Black September the DFLP fought using largely conventional

tactics, which showed in the types of actions the group’s fighters undertook during the

two weeks of fighting. Exposed, concentrated frontal assaults were an element

of this strategy - one former fighter described such an action near Hummar Palace

located outside of Amman:

“The fighting between us and the Jordanian special forces - they were positioned
in front of us, and the clashes began. There was fierce resistance. The fighting
was face-to-face, the distance was about 15 meters...they were positioned below.
Here the clashes were face-to-face, but they had cover with armor on their base,
and we were exposed. Even at that time, name removed confronted a tank with
a Gorynuv machine gun. He fired at them and they fired at him, and they told
him to surrender, and he said he would not surrender. So there were several
exchanges of fire, and the last thing was fire from a 150mm machine gun from
the tank, which fired and killed him” (DFLP Fighter-W).

Such concentrated frontal assaults devoid of any use of cover and concealment

or dispersion by the DFLP were undertaken in other areas of the Kingdom, and un-

surprisingly had similar disastrous consequences. In northern Jordan, DFLP fighters

attempted to take the highest hill in Eidoon village south of Irbid, again employing

a concentrated frontal assault on JAA soldiers manning the Army’s artillery position

279Author interviews, DFLP Member-C, DFLP Official-G, DFLP Fighter-C.
280Author interview, DFLP Official-G; Sayigh 1997, 244.
281Author interview, DFLP Member-C.
282Author interview, DFLP Official-G
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there.283 After taking heavy artillery fire, the DFLP fighters were forced to withdraw

from the area.284

Elsewhere in the north, a group of DFLP fighters was ordered, along with a group

of Saiqa fighters, to establish an ambush position near the Irbid-Ajloun-Jerash cross-

roads.285 Upon arriving at the crossroads, they encountered JAA vehicles carrying

500mm machine guns. It became clear the DFLP unit was unable to conduct am-

bushes , because instead of establishing such a position, the unit attacked the JAA

contingent. It were immediately decimated through artillery, tank, and machine gun

fire from the Jordanian Army’s 40th Armored Brigade. As a result, six fighters from

the joint force were killed, and the surviving fighters were held in position for three

days before finally withdrawing from the area.286 Rather than using the ambush tactic

that the unit had been ordered to employ, the DFLP contingent instead undertook

a concentrated frontal assault on Jordanian forces despite being thoroughly outnum-

bered and outgunned. Consequently, the was trapped for three days and took the

aforementioned casualties as a result of the failure to withdraw when outgunned

and outnumbered .

In Ajloun, a unit of DFLP fighters had taken up a position at the organization’s

“Cuba Base” in the valley immediately west of the town since June 1970.287 Prior to

the Black September fighting, a Jordanian artillery position in the Ajloun (AlRabd)

Castle located above the hills west of the town had intermittently shelled the group’s

position, and resumed this activity after the JAA operations began on 17 Septem-

ber.288 Despite this awareness and previous experience of the dangers of remaining

below the castle in clear sight of the Jordanian artillery position, the DFLP group

283Hindi et al. 1971, 179.
284Author interview, DFLP Fighter-C.
285Hindi et al. 1971, 429.
286Ibid.
287Author interview, DFLP Fighter-B.
288Author interview, DFLP Fighter-B.
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stayed in the valley after the start of the fighting and the resumption of the shelling

from above:

“We were, in the position in Ajloun, we were 25 fighters. We had a position, a
base, we would sit in the cave, the base was in a cave. We were in the valley, the
army was in the castle. This was before September, and in September, the same
thing happened: we were shelled. There was an artillery vehicle in the castle,
and this traveled a good distance - it could strike Jerash and strike Sakib, strike
the whole forest...when Black September first began, they shelled our position
from the AlRabd Castle” (DFLP Fighter-B).

While this DFLP unit indeed tried to make use of the cave for cover from Jordanian

fire, the attempted cover proved futile and, along with the unit’s failure to use dis-

persed formations and instead concentrate in the cave, led to it taking casualties as

a result of the persistent shelling.289

The DFLP’s poor task execution in middle and northern Jordan was mirrored

in the group’s combat actions in southern Jordan during Black September. A DFLP

unit commander led a contingent of the group’s fighters and armed individuals from

other Fedayeen organizations in a negotiated withdrawal from the city of Kerak a

few days after start of the Black September fighting.290 The forces withdrew to Wadi

Mujib, a river that runs into the Dead Sea located north of Kerak.

The DFLP contingent and others concentrated their forces in the narrow river val-

ley despite facining intense fire and shelling from Jordanian Army units and armed

local tribesmen positioned above on either side of the valley. Despite classic guerrilla

warfare dictating the use of dispersed formations, cover and concealment, and imme-

diate withdrawals from direct engagements with an unfavorable balance of power, the

fighters remained in the exposed river valley for five days fighting the local Bedouin

forces and army, who eventually called in Hawker Hunter planes to shell the fighters’

289Author interview, DFLP Fighter-B.
290Author interviews, DFLP Cadre-X, Civilian-C. It is important to note that this withdrawal

was not in response to an imbalance of forces, but rather the result of negotiations spearheaded by
local tribal leaders and the Governor of Kerak to avoid instigating any fighting in the city (Author
interview, Civilian-C).
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positions.291 On the fifth day, the field command decided to finally withdraw from the

valley after having taken multiple losses and injuries among its fighters.292 Reflecting

on the fighting, one of the DFLP field commanders present in Wadi Mujib reflected

on the futility of this decision to stay and fight exposed:

“In Wadi Mujib, it was a battle and it was fighting and it was a direct con-
frontation with the Jordanian army and tribal men...it was a difficult position
because there was no natural cover - we were fighting the form of exposed
fighting, without cover” (DFLP Cadre-X).

Even where the DFLP had tactical success with concentrated frontal assaults on

Jordanian positions, the successes were more the result of Army withdrawals rather

than the fighting ability of the group - much like Fatah. In the north, a group of DFLP

fighters took over an abandoned Jordanian Army camp, the Rahbe camp, located on

the outskirts of Irbid. A DFLP fighter that participated in the takeover described his

unit’s actions vis-a-vis the camp:

“No, there was no fighting at the Rahbe camp. When we entered it, there was
no Jordanian army - the Jordanian army had withdrawn. Those who advanced
before us had driven out the Jordanian army, and most of the Jordanian army
that was there, most of them were ‘nationalist’ - all of them surrendered their
weapons and joined the revolution - they defected from the army and took
control of the camp....We came and occupied without fighting” (DFLP Fighter-
C).

Finally, the DFLP did not demonstrate a capacity for low-level initiative

in Jordan during the Black September fighting. The group did not attempt to fully

delegate decision-making to all of its field commanders. The result was that some

DFLP sector commanders received specific orders to attack particular locations,293

while other commanders received orders to not hold or fight for positions,294 while

291Author interviews, DFLP Cadre-X, Civilian-C.
292Author interview, DFLP Cadre-X.
293Sayigh 1997, 262-263
294Author interview, DFLP Cadre-X.
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still other commanders received complete power of decision-making.295

This failure to fully delegate command was a direct result of the lack of interper-

sonal trust that existed at the highest and lowest levels of the group. At the former

level, a lack of trust existed between the DFLP’s leader, Nayef Hawatmeh, and his

subordinates and sector commanders that reached its peak during the Black Septem-

ber fighting:

“During the fighting, Hawatmeh was apparently not in close contact with other
PDFLP leaders, and interpreted their decisions as attempts to undermine his
authority” (Directorate of Intelligence 1971, 39).

At the level of fighters, interpersonal trust was likewise absent. This stemmed

from incompetence that was the product of inchoate military training and indoctri-

nation, along with the lack of selectivity vis-a-vis recruits, that altogether produced

a situation where fighters did not even know one another’s names:

“I remember that when I entered the DFLP, no one knew my name, and this
continued for a long period where people did not know my name in the DFLP
until we entered party cells and had to travel to Europe, Russia and it became
necessary to know one’s name...There was a situation of attractiveness in Jor-
dan, when lots of people came to join. Because of that, there was no auditing or
recommendation of potential members - even registration, as in a form, was not
precise. In Jordan, the ranks of the DFLP were more open” (DFLP Fighter-C).

That command was not delegated is therefore unsurprising given the lack of interper-

sonal trust between and among officials, commanders, and fighters in the DFLP.

3.3.3 Effectiveness: Losses Incurred

Like Fatah, the DFLP’s use of a conventional strategy vis-a-vis Jordanian forces

had disastrous results for its ability to avoid taking losses. According to the group’s

own published records of martyrs, the DFLP lost 44 killed during the two weeks of

fighting in September 1970.296 The group was estimated at between 200-300 fighters at

295Author interview, DFLP Commander-R.
296Suleiman and Hammadeh 2012
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the start of Black September297 - indicating that it had between 15-22% of its overall

fighting force killed in combat. While the Jordanians indeed used the full brunt of

their forces during Black September, the fact that the DFLP perhaps lost nearly

one-fourth of its total fighters is significant, particularly when compared to Fatah’s

losses and especially when compared to the PFLP’s KIA figure. A lingering concern

might be that the DFLP’s significantly smaller size makes this measure somewhat

misleading, but its proportionally higher losses are in accordance with the group’s

failure to successfully execute any of the tasks.

4 Alternative Explanations

In Chapter 1 of this dissertation, I outlined three potential explanations for insur-

gent effectiveness. The first potential explanation concerned the balance of forces or

capabilities, with the implication that an insurgent group with more fighters and/or

higher material capabilities should be more effective than a group with relatively less

of those assets. The second potential alternative explanation concerned external sup-

port - the notion that more outside assistance for an insurgent group would make it

more effective in combat. Finally, we might expect groups with more politicized ide-

ologies, like Marxism-Leninism, motivate fighters more than in scenarios where they

are absent, and therefore result in higher military effectiveness.

4.1 Favorable Balance of Forces

Given its overwhelming advantages in numbers and materiel, the favorable balance

of forces hypothesis would predict Fatah as outperforming the PFLP and the DFLP.

Fatah indeed had 4,500-5,000 fighters to the PFLP’s 1,000-1,5000 and DFLP’s 200-

300, and was the only Fedayeen organization at the time of Black September to have

297Sayigh 1997, along with Brown 1970, Jordanian Ministry of Defense 1970, Quandt 1971, Mousa
1996, and State Department/CIA documents
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field artillery, recoilless rifles, mortars, and a mobile force of trucks with mounted

machine guns, while the other two groups just had small and medium weapons and

the equivalent of lightly-armed infantry.298 Indeed, the PFLP’s and DFLP’s biggest

weapon was a grenade launcher.299

Yet the PFLP clearly outperformed Fatah, successfully executing all seven tasks

during the Black September fighting. Conversely, despite its greater firepower and

size, Fatah failed to fight effectively during the two weeks of combat with Jordanian

forces, in particular demonstrating an inability to operate its weaponry and overall

using a more conventional strategy that generated relatively high casualties. As will be

demonstrated in the Oman case, simply having heavy weaponry does not necessarily

make a group more effective - what matters is being able to use such weaponry

in a competent manner, and such competence is only produced through effective

recruitment and training.

4.2 External Support

The hypothesis based on levels of external support would predict that Fatah should

be more effective than the PFLP and DFLP, given the extensive support it had re-

ceived from third parties at the time of the Jordanian conflict. These parties included

Egypt, Libya, Syria, Algeria, China, Kuwait, Saudi Arabia, and also individual do-

nations from civilian populations in states in the Gulf and North Africa.300 This

298Author interviews, Fatah Fighter-M, DFLP Fighter-B, DFLP Fighter-W, PFLP Fighter-X, PF-
GC Militia Commander-C, PF-GC Fighter-C, Saiqa Commander-V, JAA Official-X; Abu Daoud
1999, 354, 357; Sayigh 1997, 182. Saiqa also had similar heavy weaponry to Fatah (Sayigh 1997,
185).
299Author interviews, DFLP Official-G; PFLP Fighter-X
300Author interview, Fatah Official-N; Natour 2014, 131; Sayigh 1997, 234; Mousa 1996, 265;

Quandt 1971, 26; NR Research Memorandum, “North Africa Comes Alive to the Palestinian Cause,”
January 17th, 1969, NA/RG59/DOSCF 1967-1969/POL 13-10 ARAB/Box 1786; “Palestine Guer-
rilla Training Activity in the Benghazi Area,” Benghazi to Secstate, April 21st, 1970, RG59/Subject-
Numeric Files/Political & Defense/Box 2042; INR Research Memorandum, “Communist China:
Peking’s Approach to the Arab World,” October 23rd, 1969, NA/RG59/DOSCF 1967-1969/POL
13-10 ARAB/Box 1786; INR Research Memorandum, “Communist China/Middle East: Peking
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third party support included financing, weapons and ammunition, provision of for-

mal military training courses, and assistance in developing an intelligence capacity -

advantages the PFLP and DFLP either lacked or had in very small quantities.301 For

instance, China provided Fatah with AK-47s, RPG-2 and RPG-7 anti-tank rocket

launchers, 60mm and 82mm mortars, and 130mm artillery rockets “in quantities suf-

ficient for 2000 men in 1968, for another 7,000 in 1969, and for 14,000 in 1970.”302

For the PFLP, it received some weapons and financing from Libya, Iraq, Sudan,

and China, while an initial group of 100 guerrillas were trained in Egypt in 1968

(though Egypt quickly cut off ties thereafter).303 The DFLP received no external

support until mid-1969, and after that got some financing from Syria and very lim-

ited weapons from Czechoslovakia.304 The DFLP did receive material support from

Fatah after its founding, as the latter sought to weaken the PFLP.305 Saiqa also pro-

vided arms to the DFLP, and the PLA helped with weapons as well as training in

Jordan.306 One of the group’s that the DFLP absorbed, the Popular Organization

for the Liberation of Palestine (POLP), received some training in China for 15 mem-

Hopes to Prolong Jordanian Crisis,” September 22, 1970, NA/RG59/DOSCF 1967-1969/POL 23
JORDAN; “Activities in Cyrenaica in Support of Al-Fatah,” Tripoli to Secstate, June 7th, 1969,
NA/RG59/DOSCF 1967-1969/POL 13-10 ARAB/Box 1787.
301Author interviews, Fatah Official-M, Fatah Official-L, Fatah Official-N; INR Research Memoran-

dum, “North Africa Comes Alive to the Palestinian Cause,” January 17th, 1969, NA/RG59/DOSCF
1967-1969/POL 13-10 ARAB/Box 1786; “Palestine Guerrilla Training Activity in the Benghazi
Area,” Benghazi to Secstate, April 21st, 1970, RG59/Subject-Numeric Files/Political & Defense/Box
2042; INR Research Memorandum, “Communist China: Peking’s Approach to the Arab World,” Oc-
tober 23rd, 1969, NA/RG59/DOSCF 1967-1969/POL 13-10 ARAB/Box 1786; INR Research Mem-
orandum, “Communist China/Middle East: Peking Hopes to Prolong Jordanian Crisis,” September
22, 1970, NA/RG59/DOSCF 1967-1969/POL 23 JORDAN; Sayigh 1997, 180.
302Sayigh 1997, 182. Also see Natour 2014, 131 on Chinese-supplied weapons to Fatah during this

time period.
303Directorate of Intelligence 1971, 42; Shlaim 2009, 325; Sayigh 1997, 235-236; Mousa 1996, 267;

Quandt 1971, 22, 26.
304Author interview, DFLP Official-G; Quandt 1971, 22, 26; Directorate of Intelligence 1971, 48;

Mousa 1996, 271.
305Author interviews, PF-GC Fighter-A, PFLP Official-D, PFLP Official-C, DFLP Official-G,

PFLP Fighter-X, GID Official-T; Directorate of Intelligence 1971, 50.
306Sayigh 1997, 231
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bers.307 However, the quality and quantity of external support for the PFLP and

DFLP paled in comparison to what Fatah was receiving from multiple states, yet the

PFLP outperformed Fatah during Black September.

4.3 Ideology

We might expect insurgent groups with politicized or revolutionary ideologies

(such as Marxist-Leninism or Ba’athism) to fight more effectively as a result of having

fighters that are more highly motivated from indoctrination in such an ideology. In

the context of this case study, the implication is that the PFLP and DFLP should be

more effective than Fatah, given their Marxist-Leninist orientations and Fatah’s lack

of such an ideology.

This explanation is correct in predicting Fatah’s ineffectiveness and the PFLP’s

effectiveness. Yet the DFLP, despite having the same Marxist-Leninist orientation as

the PFLP, was largely ineffective. If we consider the two groups’ recruitment prac-

tices, the reason for the divergence becomes clear: ideology must be more than just

an attribute of a group - it needs to be successfully inculcated among a group’s com-

batants to have a positive impact on combat motivation.308 In this vein, recruitment

practices are what matter for leveraging the effect of such ideologies, and so on its own

as an organizational attribute cannot account for differences in effectiveness across

insurgent groups in combat.

5 Conclusion

This chapter provided a first test of the theoretical framework developed in Chap-

ter 2 in order to establish its internal validity. Using data gathered through extensive

fieldwork combined with secondary sources, I demonstrated how the relative rigor of

307Author interview, POLP Official-D; Sayigh 1997, 231
308See Parkinson 2017 on this important distinction.
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insurgent recruitment practices shaped the performance of Fatah, the PFLP, and the

DFLP during the Black September fighting episode of the Jordanian Civil War, which

constituted the Guerrilla stage of an insurgency. Table 3.5 summarizes the findings

from the analysis of effectiveness during Black September.

Table 3.5. Recruitment Practices and Effectiveness in Jordan

Group Recruitment Practices Effectiveness
Fatah Deficient → Failed Task Execution
PFLP Robust → Successful Task Execution
DFLP Deficient → Failed Task Execution

In all three instances, the nature of a group’s recruitment practices shaped its

effectiveness during the fighting episode. As a result of its deficient recruitment prac-

tices constituted by a lack of selectivity or any investigation and induction processes

for would-be fighters, along with inconsistent military training and no required indoc-

trination for recruits, Fatah fought ineffectively during the Black September fighting,

particularly compared to the PFLP. The group failed to successfully execute any of

the seven tasks during the fighting and instead used exposed conventional warfare

tactics, which contributed to it losing 8-9% of its overall fighting force KIA. As the

previous discussion indicated, Fatah’s ineffectiveness was the result of a lack of shared

purpose, indiscipline, and the absence of interpersonal trust within the group.

Conversely, the PFLP had robust recruitment practices constituted by clear and

consistently applied selection criteria, investigation of would-be fighters along with

a trial and induction period, consistent training in the operational aims and tactics

of guerrilla warfare, and mandatory political indoctrination in the group’s Marxist-

Leninist ideology. These practices generated the uniform shared purpose, discipline,

and interpersonal trust needed to successfully execute all seven tasks. This allowed

the group to fight effectively against the Jordanian army while minimizing its KIA

to just 3-5% of its overall forces during the fighting.
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Finally, like Fatah, the DFLP had deficient recruitment practices that were con-

stituted by the absence of consistent selection criteria and no investigation of or

trial/induction process for would-be fighters, along with consistent but inchoate in-

doctrination and “simplistic” military training. These practices generated weak and

varied shared purpose across fighters, indiscipline, and a lack of interpersonal trust.

The result was the DFLP’s failure to successfully execute nearly all of the tasks and,

like Fatah, its use of a conventional strategy that led the group to lose 15-22% KIA

of its overall forces during Black September.

Having confirmed the internal validity of the theoretical framework in this chapter,

I next turn to assessing its dynamism through examination of insurgent effectiveness

during the Dhofar Rebellion in Oman (1964-1975).
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Chapter 4

The Dhofar Rebellion in Oman

(1964-1975)

1 Introduction

The previous chapter examined insurgent effectiveness across three groups during

the same time period of the Jordanian conflict, which allowed me to establish the

initial internal validity of the theoretical framework. In this chapter, I demonstrate

the dynamic nature of the framework by showing how it can account for varying

insurgent effectiveness over time within a single group. To do so, I draw on archival

documents, historical accounts, and memoirs in English and Arabic to analyze the

effectiveness of the Popular Front for the Liberation of the Occupied Arabian Gulf

(PFLOAG) during the Dhofar Rebellion in Oman (1964-1975).

The chapter begins by discussing how I test the theory in the Oman case, along

with an overview of the sources used in the chapter. I then provide a historical back-

ground of the Dhofar Rebellion, highlighting the key events and developments during

the conflict, introducing the PFLOAG, and providing a military overview of the con-
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flict. I then analyze the variation in recruitment practices and effectiveness over the

course of the conflict, followed by an examination of the three potential alternative

explanations vis-a-vis the Oman case.

1.1 Testing the Theory in Oman

To briefly recap, the theory predicts that insurgent groups with robust recruitment

practices will ultimately fight more effectively across the possible stages of conflict

than those with deficient recruitment practices. This is a result of three mechanisms

generated by robust recruitment practices: uniform shared purpose, discipline, and

interpersonal trust. These enable a group’s fighters to successfully execute the tasks

that constitute effective fighting in a given stage. With deficient recruitment practices,

insurgent groups instead generate no or weak/varied shared purpose, indiscipline,

and a lack of interpersonal trust (or even mistrust) among their commanders and

fighters. As a result, such groups cannot successfully execute the tasks needed to

fight effectively during the possible stages of conflict.

The case of the Dhofar Rebellion enables me to probe the theory’s dynamism

by examining temporal variation in the variables of interest. During the conflict, the

main insurgent group, the PFLOAG,1 varied in the degree to which its recruitment

practices were robust. From the group’s formation in 1964 until its second conference

in September 1968, the PFLOAG was essentially a merger of different strands of

Dhofar opposition that themselves had different recruitment practices. On top of these

inconsistencies in selection and incorporation were tensions from the very beginning

1As noted in Chapter 2, the group underwent several name changes throughout its existence.
From its official announced founding in June 1965 until the group’s second congress in September
1968, it was called the Dhofar Liberation Front (DLF). After the September 1968 conference, the
group’s name was changed to the Popular Front for the Liberation of the Occupied Arabian Gulf
(PFLOAG). After June 12th, 1970, the name was changed to the Popular Front for the Liberation of
Oman and the Arabian Gulf (PFLOAG). In 1974, the group changed its name to the Popular Front
for the Liberation of Oman (PFLO). Because the group’s acronym was PFLOAG for the longest
period of time during the conflict, I use this to denote the group for most of the chapter.
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between nationalists who purely wanted to secede from Oman and Marxists who

wanted broader liberation of the Arabian Gulf. Upon the ascension to power of the

National Liberation Front in South Yemen in late 1967, the Marxist faction within

the PFLOAG won out and purged the nationalists and their fighters after the group’s

conference in September 1968. After the conference, recruitment became selective and

comprehensive, as the group drew explicitly on Marxist-Leninism to guide training

and indoctrination of its fighters at the PFLOAG’s training camp in Hawf, South

Yemen.

These robust recruitment practices continued until September 1970, when the

start of forced recruitment combined with a mutiny within the PFLOAG over the

ideological changes led to violent infighting and summary executions of the mutineers

and purges of those suspected to be against the changes. In May 1972, things got

worse for the PFLOAG when the Sultan of Oman’s Air Force (SOAF) conducted

airstrikes that destroyed the PFLOAG’s training camp in Hawf. This forced the group

to subsequently rely on dispersed locations and inconsistent methods for its military

training and political indoctrination. These deficient recruitment practices continued

through the end of major fighting in December 1975.

In addition to constituting a case that enables me to probe the theory’s dynamism

by examining temporal variation in the variables of interest within a single group,

the Dhofar Rebellion constitutes a second case of a conflict in the Guerrilla stage

for its entirety.2 Like Fatah, the PFLP, and the DFLP in the Jordanian conflict, the

PFLOAG had the goal of overthrowing the incumbent government.3 Because I exam-

ine one insurgent group in this case study, concerns about incumbent discrimination

2As I show later in the chapter, the PFLOAG did attempt an unwarranted switch to a conven-
tional strategy in 1972, which had predictably disastrous consequences for the group.

3I note that this goal was consistent but varied from initially being the sole ultimate goal of the
PFLOAG starting with its founding in 1964, to constituting the first goal towards the ultimate aim
of liberating the entire Arabian Gulf in 1968, to finally again being the sole ultimate goal of the
group after 1974.
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vis-a-vis multiple insurgent groups and/or variation in exposure to or participation in

combat across insurgent groups do not apply. Finally, unlike the Jordan case where

recruitment proceeded largely uninterrupted save for Israeli airstrikes, the PFLOAG

was largely forced to recruit in the face of constant Omani and British attempts to

disrupt their operations through the use of force and infiltration. As with the next

case study of Eritrea in Chapter 5, this feature of the Oman case helps to demonstrate

the theory’s ability to explain effectiveness in an instance more akin to many civil

wars where insurgent groups largely mobilize and operate while facing the constant

threat of annihilation by incumbent forces.

1.1.1 Sources Used

To analyze and assess the fortunes of the PFLOAG, I rely on archival research,

personal memoirs of combatants, and secondary historical sources in English and Ara-

bic4 which themselves drew on firsthand field and archival research on the rebellion.

As the discussion in the next section demonstrates, the British had an extensive mili-

tary and political presence in Dhofar dating to well before the rebellion began in 1964.

This naturally generated thousands of official documents and reports containing in-

formation on the fighting and the PFLOAG, as well as weekly situation reports about

British operations and combat with the insurgents. Through Archives Unbound on-

line, I was able to access digitized versions of these files on the Dhofar Rebellion after

1971 from the British National Archives (BNA) at Kew in London. For files before

1971, I draw on the collection of British documents contained in Anita Burdett’s two

edited volumes, Records of Oman, 1961-1965 and Records of Oman, 1966-1971. In

addition to UK documents, I also personally gathered declassified USG diplomatic

and intelligence documents at the National Archives and Records Administration

(NARA) in College Park during a visit in June 2015.

4For Arabic language sources, I use my own English translation of the original text.
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Besides declassified documents, many British officers and soldiers that were par-

ticipants in the fighting during the rebellion have written memoirs and articles that

document their time in the Sultanate and participation in combat. For instance, a few

squadrons of the British Special Air Service (SAS) participated in the latter stages

of the conflict, which has resulted in the production of dozens of memoirs by former

SAS troops that cover their time in Dhofar and provide details on the nature of com-

bat and PFLOAG strategies, operations, and tactics. Granted, one must take these

memoirs with a grain of salt given the pervasive orientalism extant within them and

distant positions from which these servicemen were in when in Dhofar, which together

lead them to collectivize the PFLOAG based on misperceptions in many instances.5

However, they are useful as sources of information on how the PFLAOG fought in

combat engagements at the operational and tactical levels.

In addition to these firsthand accounts, I draw on secondary historical sources in

English and Arabic that themselves relied on firsthand interviews with participants

from the conflict and/or extensive archival research at repositories in the UK and

Oman. I also use press reporting and articles from the time period, which often

included key details on the PFLOAG resulting from journalists’ visits to the liberated

areas of Dhofar during the conflict.

2 The Dhofar Rebellion (1964-1975)

2.1 Context and Background

The Dhofar Rebellion was fought from 1964-1975 between the PFLOAG and the

Sultanate’s Armed Forces (SAF), the latter of whom was later joined by squadrons

5As the historian Abdulrazzaq Takriti notes, “...in much of the popular literature, especially the
memoirs of British servicemen, the fantastical notion of a grand communist plot to overrun the Gulf
is often promoted. This was, of course, far from true...” (Takriti 2013, 128).
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of the British Special Air Service (SAS) in September 1970; a Jordanian engineering

unit and later the Jordanian Army’s 91st Special Forces Battalion in March 1975;

and an Iranian military presence that ultimately evolved into a 2,900-strong Battle

Group in late 1974. Most accounts of the conflict set its starting date as mid-1964,

when a tribal sheikh who was later associated with the insurgents, Musallim bin

Nufl, began to sabotage and attack British outposts in the province.6 While most

secondary sources have the conflict ending in December 1975 after the PFLOAG was

cleared from its remaining strongholds in Dhofar, the group continued to conduct

sporadic operations in the province until May 20, 1979.7 For the purposes of this case

study, I examine the period from the early 1960s, when the DLF began to form, until

December 1975, when major combat operations officially ended in Dhofar and the

majority of the PFLOAG surrendered or fled across the border into South Yemen.8

The 11-year conflict stimulated significant political and military changes in Dhofar

and Oman more broadly. The most significant was a change in Sultanate leadership

on July 23rd, 1970, when Qaboos overthrew his father, Sultan Said bin Taimur, in a

palace coup with the help of the British.9 Besides a new ruler, the SAF underwent a

rapid expansion in its size, capabilities, and geographic coverage, primarily as a result

of the requirements for prosecuting the war in Dhofar. Indeed, J.E. Peterson argues

that the Dhofar Rebellion served “to forge the expansion of the SAF’s combat and

support capabilities, as well as to extend SAF responsibilities to the southern part of

6Peterson 2007; Price 1975; Takriti 2013, etc. However, bin Nufl technically began his attacks
in April 1963 (“The Mountain and the Plain,” Intelligence Memorandum, May 19, 1972, CIA-
RDP85T00875R001100130079-6; Peterson 2007, 189).

7Peterson 2007, 487; Takriti 2013, 308.
8Peterson 2007, 486; Jeapes 2005
9Takriti 2013, 177-181, 188-193. As Takriti notes, only recently have British individuals that were

in Oman at the time and involved in the coup openly admitted British involvement and support.
The British were increasingly frustrated with Sultan Said’s refusal to take effective steps they viewed
as necessary to better combat the insurgents in Dhofar, as well as general frustration with his lack
of interest in developing Oman.
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Oman.”10

Figure 4.1. Map of Oman (1979)
Source: University of Texas-Austin Libraries

With the exception of some related incidents in northern Oman around June 1971

and skirmishes in the eastern part of South Yemen during the second half of the

conflict, the majority of the fighting related to the rebellion took place in the Dhofar

Province of Oman, the country’s southernmost geographical unit. The province is

38,000 square miles of mostly desert, save for a stretch of plains between the area’s

10Peterson 2007, 183
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mountains that run along the province’s 200-mile coastline.11 The Dhofari Mountains

consist of three main ranges, Jebel Samahan, Jebel Al-Qarra, and Jebel Al-Qamar,

which reach a high peak of about 5,500 feet (see Figure 4.2).12

Figure 4.2. Map of Dhofar (1979)
Source: J.E. Peterson, Oman’s Insurgencies: The Sultanate’s Struggle for Supremacy.
London (2007): Saqi Books. Reproduced with permission of The Licensor through
PLSclear.

The plain of Salalah, which sits between Jebel Al-Qarra and the ocean, is the only

fertile area in the province. This is primarily a result of the yearly monsoon season

in Dhofar, which is unique to both the province and the entire Arabian Peninsula,

11El-Rayyes 1976, 33-34
12al-‘Amri 2004, 31-32; “Some Facts and Figures on Dhofar,” August 1972, BNA/FCO 8/1846.
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and comes by way of the Indian Ocean.13 During the season, which lasts from May

to September each year, Jebel Al-Qarra becomes flush with vegetation, waterfalls,

ponds, and jungles as a result of the consistent rain and permanent mist.14 While

having extensive benefits for habitation, the monsoon (and particularly the mist)

severely restricts visibility and movement when combined with the myriad of caves

existing in the mountains and the steep nature of the mountains’ southern slopes,

called the “Jebel” for shorthand.15 As a result of this, the majority of the population

of Dhofar was concentrated in the central area of the province during the rebellion.16

This physical geography of the province had implications for both sides in terms

of how the conflict was fought during its 11 years:

“SAF movements on the Jabal were severely restricted during the monsoon...
Monsoon operations were confined to small patrols, night ambushes on tracks
and water points, cordons and searches on Salalah Plain, and escorts along the
Midway Road. But insurgent activities were similarly restricted and engage-
ments were minimal until after the monsoon” (Peterson 2007, 205).

“The Dhufari revolution...was dually shaped and constrained by structural fac-
tors, by the determinants of physical and human actuality. The struggle against
Anglo-Sultanic rule was both enabled and limited by the surrounding material
realities. The fastness of the highlands, the spread of caves, the thickness of
wild fig and tamarind forests, and the cloak of the monsoon mist, all afforded
perfect cover for the revolutionaries. But the countryside was not sufficiently
productive to support a long-term war effort. Water was available but not abun-
dant. Livestock herds were profuse but vulnerable to attack. The soil was fertile
in places, barren in others, and mostly uncultivated. Thus, waterholes had to
be regularly safeguarded and accessed, livestock protected from army raids,
and staple foods imported and safely transported to fields of operation. Pop-
ular support in the highlands guaranteed full access to village resources, but
the low density of the population and the smallness of settlements rendered
the revolutionaries vulnerable. Comprising a substantial percentage of the tiny

13El-Rayyes 1976, 34; al-‘Amri 2004, 32
14El-Rayyes 1976, 34; McKeown 1981, 26; Peterson 2007, 184; “The Mountain and the Plain,”

Intelligence Memorandum, May 19, 1972, CIA-RDP85T00875R001100130079-6
15“Some Facts and Figures on Dhofar,” August 1972, BNA/FCO 8/1846; Peterson 2007, 184.

“Najd” is the shorthand for the mountains’ northern slopes (“Some Facts and Figures on Dhofar,”
August 1972, BNA/FCO 8/1846).

16Peterson 2007, 184; Report by Major R.J.F. Brown, DIO Salalah, on Dhofar, March 31st, 1968,
FCO 8/572.
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population, they had no hope of dissolving amongst the villagers ‘like fish in
water.’ In that respect at least, their cover was thin” (Takriti 2013, 84).

Besides its physical geography, the social geography of Dhofar also distinguishes

it from the rest of Oman. At the start of the rebellion, the province was signifi-

cantly underdeveloped. Sultan Said bin Taimur treated it like his personal property,

and no infrastructural development was undertaken in the province until after 1970,

when Sultan Said was overthrown.17 No industrial or commercial opportunities were

available to Dhofaris, and there were no schools in the province at the start of the

conflict.18 The population of Dhofar was also distinct from the rest of Oman. For

instance, significant parts of the province’s population had a first language that was

not Arabic. Instead, languages such as Shahri and Mehri were spoken, which stem

from those spoken in the ancient Southern Arabian kingdoms of Ma’in, Saba’ and

Himyar.19 As a result, thousands of Dhofaris migrated to other countries in the Gulf

in search of both work and education. This would have significant consequences for

the Sultan, as these Dhofari expatriates eventually came to constitute the core of the

PFLOAG.

2.2 The Popular Front for the Liberation of the Occupied
Arabian Gulf (PFLOAG)

This outflow of Dhofaris to the Gulf began in the 1940s, and was in part stimulated

by the Gulf oil boom.20 In the ensuing two decades, these expatriates were exposed to

“new paradigms of political thought and experience of wide-scale political action.”21

17Peterson 2007, 186.
18Rabi 2006, 189-191; Report by Major R.J.F. Brown, DIO Salalah, on Dhofar, March 31st, 1968,

FCO 8/572. For instance, the Sultan intentionally excluded local labor from working for the Dhofar
oil company in the 1950s, instead forcing the company to import foreign workers (Cleveland 1971,
96). For excellent information on development in Dhofar before and during this time period, see
Janzen 1986.

19Peterson 2007, 185; Cleveland 1971, 95; Takriti 2013, 40
20Peterson 2007, 186; Takriti 2013, 49; Halliday 1974, 314-315
21Takriti 2013, 49
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In the Gulf, the 1950s were a time of nationalist and ideological political action, ex-

hibited by organizations such as the Arab Nationalists Movement (ANM).22 Dhofaris

in the region also began to mobilize in opposition to the Sultan during the Jebel

AlAkhdar rebellion that took place in northern Oman from 1957-1959.23 As the re-

bellion went on, Dhofaris began to organize local groupings in Kuwait, Saudi Arabia,

Qatar, Bahrain, and Sharjah.24 As Takriti notes, these were not formal organizations

but still had an aura of mobilization:

“[s]ecrecy was of paramount importance and members swore an oath to it over
the Quran, for there was much fear at the time...Yet these were not ‘organized’
in the strict sense of the term, as they lacked charters, political programmes,
or cadre registers. Instead, they were networks of youths who shared a common
opposite to the injustice suffered under the Sultans” (Takriti 2013, 54).

By the early 1960s, there were multiple strands of Dhofari opposition groups

within and without Dhofar, including Dhofaris in the ANM across the organization’s

various branches in the Arab world; the Dhofar Benevolent Society (DBS); Dhufar

Soldiers Organization (DSO); and the Dhofari-based Musallim bin Nufl and the Bayt

Kathir. 25 These various strands began to mobilize and recruit individuals for armed

rebellion.

The DBS was created by the Dhofar branch of the ANM, and “its purpose was,

ostensibly, to build mosques and aid the poor; in reality it collected funds, recruited

members and established political contacts for the purpose of armed rebellion against

22On the ANM during this time period, see: Al-Hindi and AlNasrawi 2001, Al‘Akari 2003, and
Barout 1997.

23On this rebellion, see: Fayyad 1975, 76-83; Peterson 2007, 63-182
24Takriti 2013, 54
25Peterson 2007, 186-187; Takriti 2013, 59-62. There were also other relevant organizations that

existed at the time but either disbanded or merged. al-Kaff al-Aswad was comprised of Dhofari
slaves from Salalah and formed in Qatar, Kuwait, and Salalah itself but disbanded when the DLF
was established in 1962 (Peterson 2007, 186). The Socialist Advance Party (SAP) formed in late
1962 and was comprised of Dhofaris who left the ANM out of a desire to launch armed struggle in
Dhofar; the SAP dissolved in 1964, with some members going to the ANM and others to the DBS
(Takriti 2013, 61-62).

173



the Al Bu Said dynasty and British influence in the region.”26 The DSO was comprised

of former soldiers in the Trucial Omani Scouts (TOS),27 Qatar Force and Bahrain

Defence Force, all of which merged together in 1964 to create the secret DSO.28 Not

all individuals in the opposition joined the organized groups: Musallim Qaritas, a

Dhofari activist in Kuwait, took his own group to Iraq for training at a military camp

in 1964.29 The majority of Dhofaris mobilizing abroad, however, were members of the

ANM.30

The first armed action in Dhofar was undertaken by bin Nufl and his followers

in the Bayt Kathir tribe in Dhofar itself, who attacked an oil lorry in Dhofar in

April 1963.31 This spurred the various groups to meet on December 26, 1964 to form

the Dhofar Liberation Front (DLF), which formally announced its existence in June

1965 after the group’s first conference in Wadi Nahiz in central Dhofar.32 The DLF’s

initial announced goal was to liberate Dhofar from the Sultanate of Oman.33 The

group’s attack on the fort at Mirbat on 8 November 1965 led to four DLF fighters

killed, which ignited tribal opposition to the Sultan in Dhofar since two were from

the AlQarra tribe and two were from the AlKathiri tribe (the two most prominent

tribes in Dhofar).34

The DLF thus encompassed all of the dissident elements inside and outside of

Dhofar from the start. Yet, there were significant divisions within the organization

26Price 1975, 3-4. Also see McKeown 1981, 20; Takriti 2013, 56, 59; Trabulsi 2004, 93; PFLOAG
1974, 6.

27The TSO was a force set up by the British in the early 1950s to serve as the armed forces of the
Trucial States, those principalities which later became the United Arab Emirates (Takriti 2013, 60).

28al‘Umari 2004, 63. The DSO was so secretive that the British were not aware of its existence
until 1967 (Takriti 2013, 60).

29Peterson 2007, 187
30Ja’bub 2010, 67-68
31“The Mountain and the Plain,” Intelligence Memorandum, May 19, 1972, CIA-

RDP85T00875R001100130079-6; Peterson 2007, 189, 476; Price 1975, 4; Takriti 2013, 62
32Barout 1997, 395-396; Trabulsi 2004, 94; PFLOAG 1974, 6.
33Takriti 2013, 66-67; Fayyad 1975, 89
34Al-‘Amri 2004, 84-85. Also see Trabulsi 2004, 100.
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over the ultimate goal of the struggle and the ideological form it would take.35 These

largely stemmed from the dynamics of personnel that initially came to form the group,

particularly between those inside or outside of Dhofar. As Peterson notes:

“The brief life of the DLF was characterized by two simmering rifts. The first
was ideological, with a growing tension between the Dhufari nationalists such as
Musallim bin Nufal and the Marxists such as Muhammad bin Ahmad al-Sayl.
This distinction was frequently mirrored by the distinction between Jabal and
Salalah” (Peterson 2007, 195).

These tensions continued for a few years until the National Liberation Front (NLF)

in South Yemen came to power in late 1967. Subsequent NLF support for the DLF

buttressed the ANM faction within the group,36 which took the opportunity at the

DLF’s second congress in September 1968 to purge the organization of the more

purely local nationalist elements.37 The DLF changed its name to the Popular Front

of the Occupied Arabian Gulf (PFLOAG), and took a hard turn towards Marxist-

Leninism.38 The group’s goal devolved back to just liberation of Dhofar in mid-1974,

when it changed its name to the Popular Front for the Liberation of Oman (PFLO).39

At its peak in the late 1960s and early 1970s, the group numbered between 600-800

full-time fighters and 1,000-2,000 militia members.40 During this period, the PFLOAG

reached its pinnacle in terms of territorial influence in the province: “The high point

of the rebellion was in 1970-71, when PFLO forces controlled the western half of the

province of Dhofar, to include much of the coastal plain west of Salalah, and carried

out guerrilla strikes in the central and eastern sectors of the province.”41

35Trabulsi 2004, 96
36Takriti 2013, 98
37Abir 1974, 102
38Ja’bub 2010, 57-58
39Takriti 2013, 299-300; Price 1975, 3; Ja’bub 2010, 57-58
40Takriti 2013, 285; “The Dhofar Rebellion: An Evaluation by the Defence Secretary of the

Sultanate of Oman, Colonel H R D Oldman, OBE, MC,” September 13, 1971, BNA/FCO
8/1667; “The Mountain and the Plain,” Intelligence Memorandum, May 19, 1972, CIA-
RDP85T00875R001100130079-6, P.4; Price 1975, 7

41“Tab A: The Dhofar War” (Draft), February 22nd, 1975, NA/RG59/Records Relating to the
Persian Gulf and Arabian Peninsula, 1952-1975.
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2.3 Military Overview

To help contextualize the analysis in the remainder of the chapter, this section

provides a military overview of the conflict from its start until the end of major

military operations in December 1975. It focuses on the progression of the conflict

from a small-scale rebellion to an insurgency that attracted great power intervention

from the top echelon of British special forces and regional intervention from Iran and

Jordan before it was finally put down after eleven years.

In April 1963, Musallim bin Nufl of the Bayt Kathir tribe in Dhofar undertook an

attack on oil company vehicles on the road linking Salalah with Thumrayt.42 A series

of mine incidents and sabotage attacks against RAF vehicles and installations and

infrastructure in the province ensued over the next two years.43 In April/May 1965,

Operation Rainbow sent two companies of the Muscat Regiment (MR) to Dhofar

to begin operations against these insurgents, and arrested 40 members of the DLF,

a significant amount given the group’s size of just around 60-120 guerrillas at the

time.44

However, the DLF persisted, and on June 1-9, 1965 held its first conference in Wadi

al-Kabir in central Dhofar, where the aforementioned strands of Dhofar opposition

agreed to officially merge.45 The group declared its founding with three attacks on

June 9th against a government convoy, RAF truck, and the askaris camp at Raysut.46

Over the next several months through early 1966, the DLF stepped up its operations,

engaging Sultanate forces through attempted ambushes, mining, and frontal assaults

on government positions and bases. In response, the Sultanate’s forces conducted

42Peterson 2007, 189, 476; Price 1975, 4; Takriti 2013, 62
43Peterson 2007, 189-190; McKeown 1981, 21
44Peterson 2007, 192, 477; Barout 1997, 396; Price 1975, 4; Hazelton 2011, 60
45Halliday 1974, 317; Peterson 1977, 280; Price 1975, 4; Peterson 2007, 193, 477
46Peterson 2007, 193; McKeown 1981, 24.
Askars were ethnic Baluchi soldiers who served as an internal police force during this time in

Oman.
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some cordon-and-search operations, but mostly retained a defensive posture vis-a-vis

the insurgents.

In February 1966, the SAF sent further reinforcements to Dhofar, including two

infantry companies, artillery forces, SOAF air cover, a recce platoon, and some naval

forces.47 DLF attacks continued, but now often spurred both ground and air engage-

ment through the use of SOAF aircraft. In March 1966, a clearing operation was

undertaken in Wadi Nahiz but failed to find any guerrillas.48 Another operation was

conducted along the western coast in late March, and subsequent Sultanate opera-

tions sought to target suspected DLF areas of operation.49 On April 26th, secret DLF

members of the Dhofar Force (DF) attempted to assassinate Sultan Said, but failed.50

DLF ambushes of and assaults on the Sultanate’s forces continued throughout the

rest of 1966. The general SAF strategy during this first period consisted of limited

patrols and cordon-and-searches, actions aiming to cut off DLF resupply from western

Yemen, and maintaining control of major economic and population centers.51 SAF

use of force and its broader strategy during this time period was largely indiscrimi-

nate, as the Sultanate lacked effective intelligence about both the DLF and Dhofar

itself.52 For instance, the SAF undertook food denial operations against geographic

parts of the province and imposed curfews.53 This feature of SAF counterinsurgency

strategy helped to grow the insurgency as it continued into the late 1960s. Attacks

and ambushes continued, and the SAF and SOAF responded in kind with patrols and

airstrikes.

At the DLF’s second conference in Wadi Hamrin in September 1968, the once-

47Peterson 2007, 477; McKeown 1981, 28-29
48Peterson 2007, 202
49Ibid.
50McKeown 1981, 30; Al-‘Amri 2004, 85-87; Annual Review for 1966, January 4th, 1967, FCO

8/570.
51McKeown 1981, 38-39; Takriti 2013, 87.
52McKeown 1981, 23; Takriti 2013, 138-140; Hazelton 2011, 60-61
53Takriti 2013, 86-87
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Dhofari nationalist group transformed into a Marxist-Leninist organization seeking

the liberation of the entire Arabian Gulf. Continued indiscriminate violence and pun-

ishment by the SAF flooded the newly-christened PFLOAG’s ranks with recruits,

while SAF operations during 1968 and 1969 had some limited successes but largely

failed to stem the insurgents’ tide.54 On October 22nd, 1969 a DR company was

airlifted to Dhofar as reinforcements.55 However, PFLOAG attacks continued during

1970, as did the group’s geographic expansion and effective operating control. By

mid-1971, the SAF was limited to just Salalah and Mirbat, primarily due to Sultan

Said’s refusal to commit sufficient troops.56

However, the neutering of the SAF began to come to an end with Sultan Said’s

overthrow on July 23rd, 1970 and replacement by Sultan Qaboos. Two squadrons of

the British Special Air Service (SAS) began arriving in Dhofar in 1970 to undertake

advising and combat missions.57 Further SAF reinforcements came into the province

after Sultan Qaboos’s takeover, and the SAS established what came to be known as

the firqat - paramilitary units comprised of ex-PFLOAG fighters trained and equipped

by the British Army Training Team (BATT).58

Sultanate counterinsurgency strategy shifted after Qaboos’s takeover, relying on

the increased forces and, in particular, the firqats, to undertake intelligence-based op-

erations against the PFLOAG, with the overall strategic aim to “push the guerrillas

into the sparsely inhabited Western sector where they could be destroyed with relative

impunity.”59 This was done through careful planning of operations, the establishment

of base areas on the Jebel that could be used for subsequent patrol and search oper-

54McKeown 1981, 39-40; Peterson 2007
55D.C. Crawford, Consulate Genera, Muscat, to HE Sir Stewart Crawford, Political Resident,

Bahrain, December 30th, 1969, Annual Review for 1969, FCO 1016/791.
56Takriti 2013, 147; Peterson 2007, 222-223; El-Rayyes 1976, 96.
57Cole and Belfield 2011, 27-29; de la Billiere 1994, 263.
58Jeapes 2005
59Hazelton 2011, 72
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ations, and the integration of SAS, SAF, SOAF, and firqat forces in combat. Slowly

but surely PFLOAG influence and operating presence began to wane as a result of a

series of coordinated operations undertaken by the various forces on the Sultanate’s

side throughout late 1971 and 1972. On May 25th, 1972, SAF artillery and SOAF

airstrikes targeted and destroyed the PFLOAG’s training camp and base in Hawf,

South Yemen, contributing to the group’s continued demise.60

On July 19th, 1972, several hundred PFLOAG guerrillas attacked the town of

Mirbat, and took significant losses as the combined Sultanate and SAS forces were

able to defeat the ill-fated assault.61 The PFLOAG never recovered from this setback,

as the SAF, BATT and firqats stepped up operations during the rest of 1972. In fall

1972, the first Iranian forces began arriving to support the Sultanate, and eventu-

ally became a battle group of 1,200 men in November 1973.62 Sultanate operations

continued, and in mid-1974 a Jordanian Engineers Squadron deployed to Dhofar and

began building the Hornbeam Line to prevent PFLOAG movement eastward from

the Western sector.63

In November 1974, the Iranian Task Force increased to brigade-size, and partic-

ipated along with SAF and BATT forces in Operation Nadir, which was a failed

attempt to divide the Western sector.64 Further operations in January 1975 allowed

Sultanate forces to establish positions at Stonehenge and Gunlines in western Dhofar

near the PFLOAG’s critical Shirtshitti Caves complex.65 In March 1975, the Jorda-

nian Army’s 91st Special Forces Battalion deployed to Dhofar to help with securing

recaptured areas.66 Subsequent diversionary operations preparing for the final push

60Document 120, BNA/FCO 8/1862.
61Martinez 2012; Price 1975, 5; Takriti 2013, 304
62Ray 2008, 117; Price 1975, 9
63Takriti 2013, 305
64Jeapes 2005, 193
65Peterson 2007, 484; “Tab A: The Dhofar War” (Draft), February 22nd, 1975, NA/RG59/Records

Relating to the Persian Gulf and Arabian Peninsula, 1952-1975.
66Peterson 2007, 485
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on the Shirtshitti Caves complex were undertaken in late 1975, which resulted in the

successful blocking of PFLOAG resupply routes from South Yemen.67

On October 22nd, 1975, the Frontier Force (FF)68 began Operation Hadaf, the

final push to capture the Shirshitti Caves complex, and succeeded after nearly a

month-long siege.69 Less than a week later, the FF began clearing Dara Ridge, and,

on December 2, met up with elements of the Muscat Regiment coming from Sarfayt.70

On December 11th, Sultan Qaboos declared the rebellion officially over, and the

PFLOAG soon withdrew its remaining forces to South Yemen, ending large-scale

military combat in Dhofar.71

3 Insurgent Recruitment and Effectiveness in

Oman

In Dhofar, insurgent recruitment practices shifted over the course of the conflict.

The coalition of organizations that united in June 1965 to form the DLF each brought

with them unique recruitment practices that had produced significant variation across

group members in terms of how they were selected, inducted, trained, and socialized

as future fighters. These deficient recruitment practices continued until late 1968,

when, at the group’s second conference in Wadi Hamrin in September, the radical

nationalists took over the DLF leadership. Subsequent purges of more locally-oriented

nationalist leaders and fighters and the opening of Revolutionary Camp in Hawf across

the western border of Dhofar in South Yemen ushered in robust recruitment practices.

From this point forward, the newly-christened PFLOAG became selective in its

recruitment and required all fighters to undergo identical military training and po-

67Jeapes 2005, 214-223; Takriti 2013, 306
68The Frontier Force (FF) was formerly the Baluch Guard, a unit of Baluchis and essentially akin

to a gendarmerie (Peterson 2007, 284, 309).
69Jeapes 2005, 224; Takriti 2013, 306
70Jeapes 2005, 224; Peterson 2007, 485
71Takriti 2013, 307
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litical indoctrination in Marxism-Leninism in courses that lasted 6-8 months. These

practices continued until September 1970, when internal opposition to the new ideo-

logical imposition came to a head, and the group as a result started forcibly recruiting

fighters. These deficient recruitment practices continued until the end of the conflict

in December 1975.

Table 4.1. Recruitment Practices in the Oman Case

Comprehensive Limited
Consistent Robust (September 1968-May 1971) Deficient

Inconsistent Deficient Deficient (1964-September 1968,
June 1971-December 1975)

In what follows, I analyze the effectiveness of the PFLOAG during the conflict on

the basis of these two shifts in recruitment practices, dividing the analysis into three

time periods. The first period is from 1964 until September 1968, when the group

had deficient recruitment practices. The second period begins after September 1968,

following the shift to robust recruitment practices, and continues until May 1971, six

months after the group started engaging in forced recruitment of individuals. The

third period begins in June 1971, when the effects of the September 1970 changes

would first be seen, and continues until the end of the conflict in December 1975.

In each time period of the conflict, I use archival and secondary sources in English

and Arabic to outline the recruitment practices of the PFLOAG and analyze its

corresponding ability to successfully execute the tasks. Along with task execution, I

also discuss the casualties incurred and inflicted by the group in the given period. As

with the Jordan case, I focus on the PFLOAG’s full-time fighters in the analysis, and

not the members of its militia.72

72The militia formed around the time of the Wadi Hamrin conference in September 1968, and
consisted of part-time fighters who would act as lookouts for the main fighting force, as well as a
source of recruits for the force.
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3.1 PFLOAG, Period #1: Recruitment Practices and
Effectiveness

3.1.1 Deficient Recruitment Practices

When it officially formed in June 1965, the DLF was more of a “coalition” of

multiple strands of Dhofari opposition than a unified, cohesive organization. It lacked

specific or uniform shared social features around which the organization was built, as

well as consistent procedures through which recruits were incorporated as full-fledged

fighters in the overall DLF. Instead, the group was a merger of several different ele-

ments of dissidents opposed to the Sultan’s rule in Dhofar, each of which had different

ways of selecting, training, and indoctrinating individuals as would-be fighters for the

armed struggle in the province.73

As mentioned previously, the earliest armed force in Dhofar that came to consti-

tute the DLF and undertook military action was led by Musallim bin Nufl of the Bayt

Kathir tribe.74 bin Nufl was a former NCO in the Dhofar Force who was thrown out

for failing to return from leave multiple times.75 bin Nufl drew from among his own

tribe and those of other Dhofari tribes in building his early following:

“Musallim recruited his earliest followers from his own Musayhilah section of
the Bayt Kathir, a poor section that apparently had no territory of its own...By
the time of his second trip to Saudi Arabia, Musallim was able to recruit Sa’id
bin Ghiyah, a member of the Bayt Qatn tribe’s shaykhly clan...and thus an
important key to recruits from the central Jabal...Sometime after that, Musal-
lim was able to add to his ranks - or at least enlist as an ally - Muhammad
Sa’id Sayrad al‘Amri, thus strengthening his appeal to the eastern Jabal and
particularly to the Bayt al-‘Amri, always rather aloof from the rest of the Qara
tribes” (Peterson 2007, 189-190).76

After the initial April 1963 attack that unofficially marked the start of the rebel-

73Tremayne 1974, 39; Peterson 2007, 194; Trabulsi 2004, 96; El-Rayyes 1976, 84.
74Peterson 2007, 189
75Peterson 2007, 188
76See also Jones and Ridout 2015, 138
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lion, bin Nufl, bin Ghiyah, and 30 others went to Iraq, where they received training

in guerrilla warfare tactics.77 bin Nufl also went to Saudi Arabia in the mid 1960s,

where he received weapons and possibly facilities for training Dhofaris from Imam

Ghalib bin ‘Ali al-Hina’i, the Saudi-backed former leader of the 1957-59 rebellion in

Jabal AlAkhdar in northern Oman.78 Price notes that bin Nufl’s Bayt Kathir group

came to constitute the “nucleus” of the DLF after it was formed.79 Additional Dhofari

tribal elements, such as the Qarra, also came to form a significant part of the DLF

through bin Nufl’s grouping.80

At the same time, the other previously discussed elements in the Gulf were likewise

selecting and training fighters and preparing for armed struggle in Dhofar, albeit

with their own organization-specific recruitment practices. In particular, the DBS

and ANM were competing with one another over potential Dhofari recruits in the

Gulf. This competition between two elements of what would become the DLF had

consequences for how recruitment proceeded and the degree to which it was consistent

across not only the two organizations, but also vis-a-vis how bin Nufl was recruiting.

As Takriti writes,

“The rolling events of 1963 and 1964 made the [ANM]81 and the [DBS]82 even
more eager to build up their strength in Dhufar and to line up support for
armed struggle. Like any two groups operating in one arena, they competed
over recruits, patrons, and resources, and were anxious about being undercut
and marginalized. Both groups were also alarmed by the tribalists...Such worries
pushed the [ANM] towards expediting the establishment of its first cells inside

77El-Rayyes 1976, 86; Price 1975, 4; Fiennes 1975, 133-4; Peterson 2007, 191; Report by Major
R.J.F. Brown, DIO Salalah, on Dhofar, March 31st, 1968, FCO 8/572; “The Popular Front for the
Liberation of Oman and the Arabian Gulf,” Information Research Department (IRD) Report, July
26th, 1973, BNA/FCO 8/2031.

78El-Rayyes 1976, 90; Peterson 2007, 190; Jones and Ridout 2015, 138
79Price 1974, 4
80Report by Major R.J.F. Brown, DIO Salalah, on Dhofar, March 31st, 1968, FCO 8/572
81Takriti uses “MAN” instead of the more commonly used “ANM” to refer to the Arab Nation-

alists’ Movement.
82Takriti uses “DCA” (Dhofar Charitable Association) instead of “DBS” to refer to the Dhofar

Benevolent Society. This is a matter of translation from Arabic to English - the meanings are
essentially the same.
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Dhufar. In 1964, it sent several leading cadres to the territory, including Said
Masoud, Said al-Ghassani, and Mohammad al-Ghassani, setting up [ANM] cells
in the capital, Salalah, and in the second largest twon, Mirbat and successfully
planting a cell inside the Dhufar Force. As for the [DBS], it is almost certain
that it had begun mass recruitment in Dhufar” (Takriti 2013, 65).

Indeed, that the DBS had begun recruitment and arms procurement for rebellion

at this time period is confirmed in several other sources, including historical studies

and British intelligence documents.83 The DBS was essentially open to any Dhofari

that wanted to join.84 For those members who left the ANM to form the DBS, they

purely wanted “Dhofar for the Dhofaris,” rather than the more transnational goals

espoused by Dhofaris in the ANM.85 More importantly, they wanted to actually un-

dertake armed struggle, not merely be indoctrinated.86

Indeed, the ANM’s recruitment and training during this period was purely ideo-

logical, and included no military component until later in the 1960s, when 140-160

members received military training in Iraq.87 Moreover, the training for Dhofaris in

the ANM was expedited compared to other ANM recruits, and included ideological

opposition to communism and situating the struggle for Dhofar in the broader strug-

gle for Arab liberation and the liberation of Palestine.88 This orientation was distinct

from the DBS, which was more focused on Dhofari nationalism. As a result,

“...two Dhufari political bodies now existed in Kuwait with members spread
across the rest of the Gulf. One was the [ANM], firmly organized and pan-
Arabist and republican in outlook. The other was the [DBS], loosely structured

83See: El-Rayyes 1976, 85; McKeown 1981, 20; Price 1975, 3-4; Barout 1997, 396; Trabulsi 2004,
93; Report by Major R.J.F. Brown, DIO Salalah, on Dhofar, March 31st, 1968, FCO 8/572.

84Takriti 2013, 55
85Trabulsi 2004, 93-94; El-Rayyes 1976, 86.
86Takriti 2013, 59
87Takriti 2013, 56-58; Ja’bub 2010, 77; Halliday 2002, 317; Peterson 2007, 476; Barout 1997, 395;

El-Rayyes 1976, 87-88. This training included instruction in guerrilla warfare, weaponry, commu-
nication, and sabotage (Takriti 2013, 1, 71). In May 1965, some members of this Iraq-based group
were intercepted by Iranian navy boats upon their arrival in the Arabian Gulf, and ultimately ended
up in Omani prison (Peterson 2007, 192-3; Barout 1997, 396; El-Rayyes 1976, 88). The rest of the
Iraq-based group arrived in Dhofar by different means, and began fighting (El-Rayyes 1976, 88).

88Takriti 2013, 58.
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around local demands, or what could be called Dhufarism, within a general
Arabist framework” (Takriti 2013, 59).

Besides these three strands and their individual recruitment practices and ideolog-

ical orientations that generated internal contradictions, there was a fourth organized

element, the DSO. As noted previously, the DSO was a clandestine organization that

was extremely secretive, and all of its members had previous military training and

experience in combat.89 Compared to bin Nufl’s followers, Dhofaris in the ANM, and

the DBS, it was the DSO that had significantly more military experience and train-

ing when they joined with the others in the June 1965 merger. Like the DBS, the

DSO wanted the overthrow of the Sultan, but did not have a more articulate goal or

ideology beyond that.90

As the foregoing discussion illustrated, the four main elements91 that came to

form the DLF all had different selection and incorporation procedures that began at

different times and occurred both inside and outside of Dhofar (see Table 4.2 below).

bin Nufl’s recruitment was first limited to those in his tribe in Dhofar, and then

whomever bin Ghiyah had recruited before the latter joined the former. The ANM

and DSO in the Gulf were both secretive and clandestine organizations known to

be very selective, with the former also driven by ideological principles in selecting

its members. However, the DBS was, by all indications, not similar in its selection

procedures, and was open to any Dhofari that wanted to join.

89Barout 1997, 396; El-Rayyes 1976, 85. This training and experience primarily came from their
service in the TSO and, for many, fighting against the rebels during the Jabal AlAkhdar revolt in
northern Oman during 1957-59 (Takriti 2013, 60). On the 1957-59 revolt, see: Fayyad 1975, 76-83;
Peterson 2007, 63-182.

90Takriti 2013, 60
91Between 1959-1964, Dhofaris also trained at Saiqa’s training camps in Syria (Ja’bub 2010, 76).

It is unclear if these individuals were part of a specific element or even if they made it Dhofar.
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Table 4.2. Recruitment Practices and Characteristics of the DLF’s Four
Founding Elements

Element Selection Induction Training Ideology
bin Nufl’s Contingent Unknown Unknown Guerrilla Warfare Unknown
DBS Not Selective Unknown Unknown Dhofari nationalism
ANM Selective Unknown Guerrilla Warfare Arab nationalism
DSO Selective Unknown Conventional Warfare Dhofari nationalism

In terms of the DLF’s military training, some elements received instruction in

guerrilla warfare and others in conventional warfare. Moreover, the training itself

varied in terms of location. The DSO members were trained to operate and fight in

conventional warfare, while bin Nufl’s contingent and the ANM element were trained

in guerrilla warfare. In terms of location, a July 1966 internal SAF report lists the

names of 66 captured DLF fighters, of whom 4 trained in Iraq, 22 trained in Syria,

37 trained in Taif (Saudi Arabia), and 3 trained in both Taif and Syria.92

The lack of a singular ideology and corresponding uniform program of indoctri-

nation meant that the recruits in each of the four elements brought different agendas

with them when the DLF was created in 1965. In terms of indoctrination, the ANM’s

ideological focus and emphasis on political education was not equally matched for

those in either bin Nufl’s group or the DSO. Indeed, Ja‘bub describes the DLF at

its creation as having no overarching ideology: “In this stage, it is not possible to

describe the revolutionaries as having a certain revolutionary ideology, but rather it

was a group of people refusing oppression and seeking to get rid of the regime...”93

Likewise, a March 1968 British intelligence report on Dhofar noted that in spite of the

overarching shared goal of independence for Dhofar, there was significant diversity of

ideologies and views within the DLF at the time:

92“Rebel List Part 1 - Additions,” July 1966, WO 337/10, in Burdett (Ed.), Records of Oman
1966-1971, P.179-180.

93Ja’bub 2010, 57
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“Members of the DLF have many motives individually but are united by their
hatred of the Sultan. Some may be Baathist, others have no political thoughts,
some are educated, many are illiterate; several were criminals in their own right
before the DLF came along to legalise their banditry” (Report by Major R.J.F.
Brown, DIO Salalah, on Dhofar, March 31st, 1968, FCO 8/572).

Along with this absence of an overall set of guiding principles, enduring tribal rivalries,

such as that between the Qarra and the Bayt Kathir, further contributed to these

divisions within the DLF over its objectives and ideological direction.94

After its formation in June 1965, the DLF “was open to all Dhufaris regardless

of tribe or social position.”95 Volunteers were recruited on an individual basis, and

the DLF grew in size by attracting broader sets of recruits from the rural popu-

lation.96 This influx into the DLF continued until 1968.97 After the Sultan forbid

any travel out of Dhofar, individuals who might have left instead joined the DLF.98

These deficient recruitment practices, including varied selection criteria and inconsis-

tent military training and political indoctrination, remained in place until the DLF’s

second conference at Wadi Hamrin in September 1968.

3.1.2 Effectiveness: Task Execution

During the first period of the Dhofar rebellion, the DLF divided Dhofar into three

sectors: Eastern, Western, and Central.99 According to estimates of the DLF’s size

during this first period of the conflict, the group had between 60-120 fighters overall,

but only 80 operational at any one time.100 As of April 1966, the SAF presence

94Fiennes 1975, 69; Report by Major R.J.F. Brown, DIO Salalah, on Dhofar, March 31st, 1968,
FCO 8/572; Al-Nu’mani 2016, 68; “The Mountain and the Plain,” Intelligence Memorandum, May
19, 1972, CIA-RDP85T00875R001100130079-6, P.3

95Takriti 2013, 83
96Trabulsi 2004, 101; Price 1975, 4; El-Rayyes 1976, 88-89.
97El-Rayyes 1976, 90
98Trabulsi 2004, 103-104
99Trabulsi 2004, 101

100Long brief on RAF Salalah, April 5th, 1968, FCO 8/1089; Takriti 2013, 112; Annual Review,
D.C. Carden, Consul-General, Muscat, to HE Sir Stewart Crawford, Political Resident, Bahrain,
January 5th, 1968, FCO 8/570.
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in Dhofar included the Northern Frontier Regiment (NFR) (including Tactical HQ,

Recce Platoon, and three rifle companies), Red Company, while the SOAF had two

Beavers and two Piston Provosts.101

Peterson writes that after the first official DLF attack in June 1965, “in the next

few years, the scope of the revolt was largely limited to small-scale ambushes of the

Sultan’s Dhofar Force in the valleys of central Dhufar.”102 This is not entirely accurate,

however, as the DLF undertook several concentrated frontal assaults and engaged in

pitched battles during the time period. As a result of these mixed conventional and

guerrilla tactics, the group’s ability to successfully execute the tactical and operational

tasks of the Guerrilla stage was generally poor, as Table 4.3 indicates.

Table 4.3. DLF’s Task Execution During the 1964-September 1968 Period

Task Successful Execution?
Operate Weaponry and Marksmanship No
Cover and Concealment Mixed
Dispersion Mixed
Conduct Ambushes Mixed
Avoid Concentrated Frontal Assaults No
Withdraw when Outgunned/Outnumbered No
Capacity for Low-Level Initiative No

Some British reports give higher estimates, one as high as 200 in 1965 (quoted in Takriti 2013,
76). However, most available estimates give figures between 60-120, and this is in keeping with yearly
figures found in existing works, particularly on the lower end:

• 1965: 60 (Peterson 2007, 192; Letter from British Consulate General, Muscat, May 29th,
1965, FO 371/179814, in Records of Oman, 1961-1965: 1965, edited by Anita L.P. Burdett);
80 (El-Rayyes 1976, 87)

• 1966: 70 (Peterson 2007, 204)
• 1967: 60 (McKeown 1981, 33)

See: Price 1975, 4; McKeown 1981, 33; Annual Review, D.C. Carden, Consul-General, Muscat, to
HE Sir Stewart Crawford, Political Resident, Bahrain, January 5th, 1968, FCO 8/570; Long brief
on RAF Salalah, April 5th, 1968, FCO 8/1089; Peterson 2007, 196; Takriti 2013, 76; Letter from
British Consulate General, Muscat, May 29th, 1965, FO 371/179814.
101Peterson 2007, 203
102Peterson 1977, 280
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At the start of the rebellion, the DLF had just nine rifles, some of them individually

owned.103 The early bin Nufl-led DLF group had British Mark-7 anti-tank mines

(from Saudi Arabia), rifles, three automatic weapons, explosives and accessories, and

grenades.104 These were British made, and then after 1968 the group’s weapons were

nearly all Russian- or Chinese-made.105 In January 1968, the DLF used mortars for the

first time, including 2-inch and later 81mm mortars.106 While it thus had the necessary

small arms and explosives to fight using guerrilla warfare, the DLF’s operation of

weaponry and marksmanship during this period was poor. This was likely a

result of the fact that large parts of the group either lacked military training or

received different degrees of comprehensiveness in and/or types of military training.

As a result, in several instances, fighters from the group either missed their target

or seemed to be unaware of the limited range of certain weapons. On November

28th, 1967, a group of DLF fighters sniped at a company at dusk, failing to inflict

casualties.107 On April 5th, 1968, eight DLF rebels took aim at a Desert Regiment

(DR)108 position at Everest in western Dhofar, “firing across a deep wadi at a range

of 1000 yards” for ten minutes and again producing no SAF casualties.109 The same

unit’s position in nearby ‘Araqi was fired on for ten minutes from “long range” on

April 15th, 1968, generating no SAF casualties.110

In addition, DLF fighters often fired at fortified positions, namely military forts,

in a pointless waste of ammunition. On November 30th, 1965, the DLF engaged in

103El-Rayyes 1976, 89
104Peterson 2007, 191
105Peterson 2007, 221-222; Price 1975, 7
106Peterson 2007, 214; Peterson 2007, 216, 478; McKeown 1981, 41; Sultanate Balance Sheet, Third

Quarter review, October 22nd, 1968, FO 1016/790; Incident Report No. 10094OZ from Commander,
British Forces, Gulf, to Ministry of Defence, UK, August 10th, 1968, FCO 8/572
107Peterson 2007, 210
108The Desert Regiment (DR) was part of the SAF.
109Peterson 2007, 214
110Peterson 2007, 214
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an entire night of firing at 25 askaris in Sadh Fort, but inflicted no SAF casualties.111

On January 3rd, 1966, several rebels shot at Rakhyut Fort from late evening until

sunrise, but produced no casualties.112

On June 24th, 1968, Brigadier Corran Purdon, the Commander of the SAF, was

involved in an operation and contact with DLF fighters in the Wadi Hinna area

(northwest of Mirbat in eastern Dhofar). Purdon later recounted this engagement in

a report, noting how poor DLF fire was:

“I went back into the Wadi Hinna with Mike Harvey (CO NFR), a company of
NFR and half company of MR and settled accounts. I got involved in a battle
and we killed an adoo (enemy)114 leader and got his Russian (or Chinese) auto-
matic rifle, equipment, and lots of ammunition. I made four captured adoo carry
the body back on a pole...The first burst missed Mike and me and our group by
about 20 feet. We had an LMG,115 4 automatic rifles and some ordinary rifles
firing at us from about 300 yards. We won the fire fight. I brought the artillery
fire in behind the adoo and then we put half a company of NFR through, who
found the adoo pinned down. We killed one with a Sterling and I gave his Rus-
sian automatic rifle to the chap who killed him, on the spot. The other adoo
withdrew, brassed up by us...we had no SAF casualties...” (Confidential brief
by T.G. Alexander (British Forces), July 4th, 1968, FCO 8/572).

Coupled with the lack of discipline displayed in expending ammunition, the DLF’s

long-range firing at fixed positions in this and the previous instances points to a lack

of knowledge of how to use small individual arms most effectively - by waiting until

an adversary is within appropriate firing range (for the group’s British-made rifles at

the time, most likely 550 yards, as opposed to 1,000 yards across a valley).

The same lack of discipline in ammunition use and knowledge of weapons systems

went for the DLF’s use of its 81mm mortars. The clearest example came in the first

recorded attempted DLF activity in which the 81mm mortars were used. On August

111Peterson 2007, 199
112Peterson 2007, 200. These futile firing engagements continued, as a group of 4-6 DLF fighters

fired on the OG113 camp at Rakhyut on December 23rd, 1967, inflicting no casualties but losing one
fighter (Peterson 2007, 210).
114“Adoo” is a romanticization of the Arabic word for “enemy.”
115LMG: Light Machine Gun
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9th, 1968, DLF fighters fired the mortars from Wadi Jarsis northwest of RAF Salalah.

However, all eight mortars fired by the DLF landed between 1000-1500 yards short

of RAF Salalah, failing to hit any targets.116 This failure indicates a comprehensive

lack of familiarity with mortars and the nature of indirect fire, as one would typically

adjust the angle and positioning of the mortar launcher after initially missing the

target. Moreover, launching a subsequent eight mortar bombs without adjusting the

aim demonstrates a lack of discipline in using ammunition. In other subsequent uses

of the 81mm mortars, the DLF missed its targets.117

The DLF had some success with using Mark-7 mines to target SAF convoys on the

main Salalah-Midway road during these three years, but this targeting did not always

result in SAF casualties. Out of 11 reported mine explosions targeting the SAF during

this period, only three resulted in deaths, with the remaining eight incidents causing

no damage or just injuries.118 Overall, however, the group’s ability to successfully

operate and use its weapons during this time period was poor. This remained the case

116Peterson 2007, 216, 478; McKeown 1981, 41; Sultanate Balance Sheet, Third Quarter review,
October 22nd, 1968, FO 1016/790; Incident Report No. 10094OZ from Commander, British Forces,
Gulf, to Ministry of Defence, UK, August 10th, 1968, FCO 8/572; Lt. Col. Grove-White, Joint Intel-
ligene Staff, HQ British Forces Gulf, March 10th, 1969, enclosing research paper by Joint Intelligence
Staff, HQ BF Gulf, January 20th, 1969, ”Possible Effects of RAF Salalah arising from threats to
Sultan in Dhofar”, FO 1016/804.
117Lt. Col. Grove-White, Joint Intelligene Staff, HQ British Forces Gulf, March 10th, 1969, enclos-

ing research paper by Joint Intelligence Staff, HQ BF Gulf, January 20th, 1969, “Possible Effects of
RAF Salalah arising from threats to Sultan in Dhofar,” FO 1016/804.
118The 11 mine incidents and corresponding SAF losses during this period:

• May 1st, 1963: 0
• August 14th, 1964: 1 dead
• September 23rd, 1964: 0
• October 22nd, 1964: 1 injured
• November 14th, 1964: 1 dead, 1 injured
• June 14th, 1965: 1 injured
• November 6th, 1965: 0
• December 29th, 1966: 0
• January 10th, 1968: 0
• March 28th, 1968: 1 dead, 7 injured
• April 6th, 1968: 1 wounded

Sources: Peterson 2007, 190-213; McKeown 1981, 25
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after the DLF received new weapons in 1968, with a January 1969 British intelligence

report remarking that “the rebels do not appear to have been taught how to use their

weapons properly or to best effect.”119 In another British diplomatic cable from the

same time, the Consul-General of Muscat noted that “their use of weapons has been

relatively poor...”120

The DLF was mixed in terms of its use of cover and concealment when fighting

against the SAF in this first period of the conflict. During monsoon season, the group

often made use of the thick monsoon mist on the Jebel to conceal their positions and

withdraw from an engagement.121 This was the case in the ambush on July 27th,

1966, in which the DLF fighters inflicted six casualties on B Company of the MR in

Wadi Darbat and used the monsoon mist to withdraw.122 On August 23rd and 24th,

1967, the MR conducted an operation in Jebel Harr, but “all the suspected rebels

were able to disappear into the monsoon mist in advance of the arrival of the troops

at each home.”123

Yet in several instances, DLF fighters failed to take advantage of the highly fa-

vorable terrain in Dhofar for guerrilla warfare, engaging in firefights with the SAF

from exposed positions without cover. For example, in early June 1965, a platoon

of the MR engaged in a firefight with a DLF unit in a Dodge Power Wagon, which

(though covered) immediately exposed the rebels position and led to SOAF airstrikes

on the Dodge.124 On March 15th, 1967, 5 DLF fighters ambushed a platoon from the

119Lt. Col. Grove-White, Joint Intelligene Staff, HQ British Forces Gulf, March 10th, 1969, enclos-
ing research paper by Joint Intelligence Staff, HQ BF Gulf, January 20th, 1969, “Possible Effects of
RAF Salalah arising from threats to Sultan in Dhofar,” FO 1016/804.
120D.C. Carden, Consul-General, Muscat, to Joint Intelligence Group (Gulf), HQ British Forces

Gulf, January 29th, 1969, FCO 1016/804
121Lt. Col. Grove-White, Joint Intelligene Staff, HQ British Forces Gulf, March 10th, 1969, enclos-

ing research paper by Joint Intelligence Staff, HQ BF Gulf, January 20th, 1969, ”Possible Effects of
RAF Salalah arising from threats to Sultan in Dhofar”, FO 1016/804.
122McKeown 1981, 31; Peterson 2007, 205; Annual Review for 1966, January 4th, 1967, FCO 8/570;

Telegram No.513 From Bahrain to Foreign Office, July 29th, 1966, FCO 371/185365
123Peterson 2007, 210
124Peterson 2007, 197
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MR, wounding an SAF soldier. However, two DLF fighters were captured “after a

circling Beaver spotted the group breaking cover.”125 The breaking of cover in this

case clearly had severe consequences.

Besides a failure to sometimes use cover vis-a-vis SAF land forces, on February

5th, 1968, the SAF’s large dhow126 was on patrol near Rakhyut, and a group of 5

DLF fighters on land engaged the dhow. SOAF reinforcement was called in to target

the DLF position, and a Provost wounded a DLF fighter from the group who later

died.127 Firing from an littoral position at the SAF dhow exposed the DLF group,

and the SOAF was able to easily target and inflict losses on them.

The DLF was mixed in terms of its use of dispersion when engaging the SAF

between 1964 and September 1968. In many cases, ambushes were set up with multiple

firing positions, such as in the ambushes on July 27th, 1966,128 September 15th,

1966,129 May 3rd, 1967,130 and January 11th, 1968.131 The failed November 8th, 1965

attack on the Mirbat Fort was undertaken with fighters approaching the fort from all

sides and eight main firing positions, reducing DLF vulnerability in the face of SAF

fire.132

In other cases, however, the DLF fought in concentrated formations, making them

easy targets for SAF ground fire and, in particular, SOAF airstrikes. This use of

concentrated formations was often the result of the DLF’s employment of pickup

trucks for mobility, but came at the cost of increasing their vulnerability to adversary

125Peterson 2007, 208
126A “dhow” is a type of ship typical of the geographic area. Peterson describes it as an “Arab

wooden sailing vessel (Peterson 2007, 451).
127Peterson 2007, 214
128McKeown 1981, 31; Peterson 2007, 205; Annual Review for 1966, January 4th, 1967, FCO 8/570;

Telegram No.513 From Bahrain to Foreign Office, July 29th, 1966, FCO 371/185365
129Peterson 2007, 205, 205fn1
130Peterson 2007, 208
131Peterson 2007, 213-214
132However, as will be discussed below, the failure to use cover and concealment during this assault

on Mirbat Fort proved deadly for the DLF group involved in the attack.
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fire. In early June 1965, a platoon of the MR got into a firefight with a DLF group in

a Dodge Power Wagon. Two Provost Pistons from the SOAF were called in and shot

up the wagon.133 On February 8th, 1966, 15-20 DLF fighters moving in two Dodge

vehicles assaulted a patrol from the NFR’s A Company at Muddayy, and SOAF

reinforcements came in and immediately targeted the two vehicles, which exploded

and led to DLF casualties of one killed and five wounded, including Musallim bin

Nufl.134 SOAF reinforcements were again called in to target a DLF Ford truck on

February 10th, 1966, which led to the death of a DLF fighter.135

The DLF had a mixed record in terms of conducting ambushes during the first

period of the rebellion. In some instances, DLF fighters were able to inflict losses on

the SAF in terms of personnel and materiel through ambushes. On March 13th, 1966,

the A Company of the SAF’s Northern Frontier Regiment (NFR) was ambushed by

a group of DLF fighters in Wadi Nahiz.136 The NFR company suffered three killed

and five wounded.137 On July 27th, 1966, B Company of the MR was ambushed

in Wadi Darbat and suffered six casualties, one of whom died. Using two machine

guns and seven firing positions, the DLF group’s initial fire hit the leading platoon

and causing 5 SAF casualties, before using the monsoon mist to withdraw as the

two following platoons made a flanking attack but failed to inflict any losses on the

rebels.138 The MR’s A Company was caught in a crossfire ambush on Midway Road

133Peterson 2007, 197
134Peterson 2007, 200, 477; McKeown 1981, 28; Telegram No. 211 from Foreign Office to Beirut,

February 14th, 1966, FO 371/185365
135Peterson 2007, 200
136Peterson 2007, 194fn2, 201 and 201fn1, 477; McKeown 1981, 29; Al-‘Amri 2004, 87; Trabulsi

2004, 102; Annual Review for 1966, January 4th, 1967, FCO 8/570; Telegram No.300 Foreign Office
to Bahrain, March 15th, 1966, FCO 371/185365; Telegram No.164 From Bahrain to Foreign Office,
March 16th, 1966, FCO 371/185365
137At the time, the British had the following to say of the DLF’s ambushes: “These rebel attacks

have all been well planned and executed...the attacks have shown a degree of competence and
determination not previously evident” (Telegram No.164 From Bahrain to Foreign Office, March
16th, 1966, FCO 371/185365).
138McKeown 1981, 31; Peterson 2007, 205; Annual Review for 1966, January 4th, 1967, FCO 8/570;

Telegram No.513 From Bahrain to Foreign Office, July 29th, 1966, FCO 371/185365.

194



on May 3rd, 1967, which resulted in the deaths of two SAF soldiers and 7 wounded

and no DLF casualties.139 The DLF wounded two SAF soldiers through an ambush

laid on a platoon on December 4th, 1967.140 On March 6th, 1968, a half company of

the DR was ambushed from three positions by 15 DLF fighters while moving south

down Wadi Nahiz, which led to two SAF soldiers killed in one minute of fire before

the DLF fighters withdrew under cover of a fourth LMG.141

However, in many instances, the DLF’s ambushes failed to generate any SAF

casualties and often resulted in the group itself taking personnel losses because of

poor execution and tactical mistakes reflecting a lack of adherence to classic guer-

rilla warfare principles. On December 7th, 1965, a group of DLF fighters ambushed

two MECOM oil transporters on the Midway Road, but no SAF casualties were sus-

tained.142 On May 24th, 1966, 20 DLF fighters ambushed B Company of the NFR on

Jabal Dhofar, which resulted in eight SAF soldiers killed and six wounded but at the

cost of 10 DLF fighters’ lives, including ‘Amir Ghanim, the DLF commander for the

Wadi Jardum area.143 These deaths were partially caused by tactical mistakes on the

part of the DLF group, as Peterson describes:

“When Emslie was crossing a wadi in his lead Land-Rover, an insurgent group
of about twenty opened fire with a Bren gun, killing Emslie. The other three
occupants jumped clear but were shot, and a rocket then hit the vehicle. The
attackers’ leader, ‘Amir Ghanim, then rushed the Land Rover with four or five
men, but one of the wounded soldiers, Emslie’s orderly, shot ‘Amir Ghanim
before dying himself. Four more DLF LMGs then opened fire, killing another
four soldiers and wounding six, making a total of eight killed and six wounded.
Staff Sergeant Charshambeh Nur Muhammad (Pakistani Baluch) then rallied
the remaining soldiers onto high ground, and fought back over the next two
hours before the rebels finally withdrew” (Peterson 2007, 204).

139Peterson 2007, 208
140Peterson 2007, 210
141Peterson 2007, 214
142Peterson 2007, 199-200
143Al-‘Amri 2004, 87; Peterson 2007, 196, 204, 478; McKeown 1981, 31; Takriti 2013, 76; Annual

Review for 1966, January 4th, 1967, FCO 8/570; Telegram No.332 From Bahrain to Foreign Office,
May 25th, 1966, FCO 371/185365.
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Instead of rushing the vehicle and undertaking a direct assault, ‘Amir Ghanim and

the 4-5 men should have maintained their initial ambush positions, as dictated by

classic guerrilla warfare strategy. Moreover, the decision to remain and fight for two

hours rather than withdrawing after suffering losses only led to further DLF casualties

and no additional SAF deaths.

On February 25th, 1967, twenty DLF fighters ambushed an SAF patrol using two

Bren guns, and killed one SAF soldier while wounding another, but at the cost of some

rebels wounded by an airstrike conducted by a Provost.144 A similar result came of

the three ambushes conducted by the DLF against of the 3 Company of the DR on

January 11th, 1968 near Jabal Darbat, which resulted in two SAF soldiers killed and

5 wounded along with six DLF fighters killed.145 These losses on the part of the DLF

occurred after the SAF brought in reinforcements several times in the form of Provost

air strikes and machine-gunning.146

On March 15th, 1967, a group of 5 DLF fighters ambushed a platoon of the MR,

which resulted in the wounding of one SAF soldier but the capture of two DLF

fighters. These DLF personnel losses again occurred because the SAF brought in

reinforcements in the form of a Provost monoplane, part of C Company, Artillery

Troop, and B Company, and a Beaver reconnaissance plane spotted the DLF group

breaking cover.147 The failure of the group to both withdraw from their ambush

positions after reinforcements came or use cover and concealment when doing so

resulted in the effective loss of two of its fighters.148

144Peterson 2007, 208
145Peterson 2007, 213-214; Lt. Col. Grove-White, Joint Intelligene Staff, HQ British Forces Gulf,

March 10th, 1969, enclosing research paper by Joint Intelligence Staff, HQ BF Gulf, January 20th,
1969, “Possible Effects of RAF Salalah arising from threats to Sultan in Dhofar,” FO 1016/804.
146Ibid.
147Peterson 2007, 208
148Subsequent ambushes undertaken by the DLF in April 1967; October 9th, 1967; November 9th,

1967; February 3rd, 1968; and June 24th, 1968 had similar results, failing to inflict any losses on the
SAF while leading in some cases to DLF fighter deaths (Peterson 2007, 208-215; Annual Review -
1968, D.C. Carden, Consul-General, Muscat, to HE Sir Stewart Crawford, Political Resident in the

196



Contrary to classic guerrilla warfare practice, the DLF engaged in several engage-

ments with the SAF using concentrated frontal assaults that had predictably

disastrous results for the group. On November 8th, 1965, 20-50 DLF fighters under-

took a frontal assault on Mirbat Fort with light machine guns and grenades, using

a ladder to scale the fort’s wall and enter inside while attacking the fort from eight

different sides.149 In this concentrated frontal assault on the fort, the DLF lost four

fighters while the SAF lost none after two hours of fighting.150 Based on the accounts

of DLF participants in the attack on the fort, Al-‘Amri writes the following:

“...there was good preparation to reach the roof of the fort using prepared
ladders of branches from trees on Jebel Dhofar, and at the head of the group
that would implement the operation was one of the DLF command members,
Masoud bin Salim Ja’boub...the group moved towards Mirbat Fort armed with
some hand grenades and individual weapons in addition to daggers, carrying the
ladders prepared for climbing over the walls, and the preparation was good in
reality but the timing was not appropriate for the operation, as on the night of
the operation there was a full moon, so some thought there should be a delay in
the time of implementation, but Ja’boub insisted on carrying out the operation
even if just by himself and left the choice for who wanted to withdraw from the
operation open to the group, and Ja’boub continued with those who remained
after this choice on their path towards Mirbat Fort, and the rotating guard on
the surface of the fortress was able to see the raiding group, so he alerted the
wali about this, and the wali prepared for the battle, he and his sons and his
guards. So the revolutionaries put the ladders against the walls of the fort and
climbed over them led by Ja’boub, and the wali and his sons and askaris opened
fire at them using their rifles, and when the revolutionaries had lost the most
important element in raiding operations (the element of surprise), they replied
to the wali’s fire, but they were in the open and the wali and those with him
were in a military fortress, so the natural result of the battle was a victory for
the wali without losses and the killing of the commander of the revolutionaries’
raiding group Ja’boub and with him three other revolutionaries, who were Salim
bin Ali Mlayt Tabuk, Bakheit bin Ahmad Suleimoun AlKathiri, and Musallim
bin Suhayl AlRajsh AlKathiri [emphasis added]” (Al-‘Amri 2004, 83-84).

The attacking of a fortified position with just individual small arms failed spectacu-

larly and cost the DLF several fighters and a leader.

Persian Gulf, January 12th, 1969, FCO 8/1073).
149McKeown 1981, 28; Peterson 2007, 199; Takriti 2013, 76
150Peterson 2007, 199
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During the first period of the conflict, similar frontal assaults on fixed and (often)

fortified SAF positions were undertaken by the insurgent group, and in most cases

had no positive outcome and/or resulted in DLF casualties. On September 12th, 1964,

a group of DLF fighters attacked the MECOM camp at Raysut.151 June 9th, 1965

saw three attacks, one of which was on the askaris camp at Raysut that led to no

casualties.152 On October 1st, 1965, DLF fighters attacked Taqa Fort with grenades

and rocket launchers at night, which led to the wounding of one askar.153 June 5th,

1966 saw 36 DLF fighters attack the Red Company’s position near Wadi Darbat.154

The group again undertook a frontal assault on Mirbat Fort on September 25th,

1966. Using rocket launchers and small arms, 13 DLF fighters began their assault on

the fort before dawn, an attack that lasted for two and half hours and resulted in

one SAF death. SAF reinforcements came in the form of infantry and air, and the 13

DLF attackers withdrew with one killed and three injured.155 On August 18th, 1968,

the group attacked Mirbat Fort again in a frontal assault,156 which resulted in DLF

casualties:

“...[the DLF] attacked a fort at Mirbat to the East of Salalah and though they
persisted in their attack they were finally driven off by a combination of the
Sultans Air Force and the garrison of army retainers. Again they sustained
more casualties than they inflicted” (Sultanate Balance Sheet, Third Quarter
review, October 22nd, 1968, FO 1016/790).

Running counter to the classic guerrilla warfare prescriptions of dispersed mobile

attacks, these repeated concentrated frontal assaults on fixed positions unsurprisingly

proved costly for the DLF.

151Peterson 2007, 190, 476; McKeown 1981, 21
152Peterson 2007, 193
153McKeown 1981, 28; Peterson 2007, 199; Al-‘Amri 2004, 83
154Peterson 2007, 205
155Peterson 2007, 205-6; Despatch No.1013 from D.C. Carden, Consul-General, Muscat, to HE Sir

Stewart Crawford, Political Resident, Bahrain, October 8th, 1966, FCO 371/185365
156McKeown 1981, 41; Peterson 2007, 216; Sultanate Balance Sheet, Third Quarter review, October

22nd, 1968, FO 1016/790
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The group’s relatively poor performance in executing ambushes was in part due

to a general failure of DLF fighters to withdraw when outgunned/outnumbered .

DLF units did sometimes withdraw before SAF reinforcements came,157 but in general

they would engage in extended pitched battles with SAF units after initiating contact.

In almost every engagement the DLF were significantly outnumbered by the SAF in

terms of personnel from the beginning, which would dictate almost immediate with-

drawal in contexts of a DLF-initiated assault. However, DLF fighters often remained

in position despite an initial unfavorable balance of forces, and in many instances

continued to do so even after the SAF brought in ground and air reinforcements.

For instance, on October 27th, 1966, two platoons of the C Company of the MR

went out in search of water in Wadi Jarsis in central Dhofar and came under attack

from a group of DLF fighters. Already outnumbered, the DLF group withdrew but two

Provosts arrived and bombed the rebels as they were doing so, leading to an unknown

number of DLF casualties.158 On February 8th, 1966, 15-20 DLF fighters traveling in

two Ford trucks assaulted a patrol from the NFR’s A Company at Muddayy using

Lewis guns and rifles, leading to a 45-minute engagement with the patrolling force.

SAF reinforcements came in the form of a Piston Provost and a Beaver aircraft, which

targeted the two trucks and killed one DLF fighter and wounded five others, including

Musallim bin Nufl as noted previously.159 Besides undertaking a direct assault on the

157In three instances during this period, DLF fighters withdrew fairly quickly after engaging the
SAF. These were:

• 9 November 1967: two sections of a DR platoon ambushed by a group of 16 fighters, “who
slipped away when soldiers closed on their positions”; no SAF casualties (Peterson 2007, 210)

• 29 December 1967: B Company platoon of the DR was fired on by 12 insurgents, who withdrew
after ten minutes after having wounded one soldier (Peterson 2007, 210)

• 6 March 1968: half company of DR ambushed while moving south down Wadi Nahiz from
three positions by 15 DLF fighters; two patrol members killed in one minute of fire before
rebels withdrew under cover of a fourth LMG (Peterson 2007, 214)

158Peterson 2007, 206
159Peterson 2007, 200, 477; McKeown 1981, 28; Telegram No. 211 from Foreign Office to Beirut,

February 14th, 1966, FO 371/185365
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patrol using a concentrated rather than dispersed formation, the attacking DLF force

failed to withdraw from the engagement, instead staying in its concentrated position

and fighting a pitched battle.160

Finally, in this first period of the rebellion, the DLF did not demonstrate a capac-

ity for low-level initiative . The group did not fully decentralize military and tacti-

cal decision-making. Instead, decisions about attacks and targets of attacks were made

at meetings of sector military committees, “which also determined what strength was

necessary and what special tactics were required.”161 Field commanders therefore did

not have the authority to make their own decisions in this first part of the conflict.

3.1.3 Effectiveness: Losses Incurred and Losses Inflicted

During the 1964-September 1968 period of the conflict, DLF casualties began to

increase as the SAF stepped up its operations against the insurgents after an initially

slow start in responding to the rebellion. As the previous discussion of the DLF’s task

execution illustrated, the majority of these casualties resulted from the group’s failure

to execute some of the tasks, particularly undertaking concentrated frontal assaults,

failing to withdraw when outgunned or outnumbered, and not consistently using dis-

persion and cover and concealment. British assessments mirrored their performance,

giving some credit to the DLF for successful ambushes but noting the group’s high

160In other subsequent engagements, the DLF’s failure to withdraw (particularly when SAF rein-
forcements came) led to manpower losses. These included an ambush on February 25th, 1967, which
led to the wounding of DLF fighters in an airstrike (Peterson 2007, 208); and the capture of two DLF
fighters after support was brought in to provide heavy fire against the group’s ambush position on
March 15th, 1967 (Peterson 2007, 208). The DLF group that conducted the three ambushes against
the 3 Company of the DR on January 11th, 1968 remained in place even after Provosts arrived to
bomb, rocket, and machine-gun the rebels; as stated previously, these three engagements ultimately
led to six DLF fighters killed (Peterson 2007, 213-214). On August 11th, 1968, the B Company of
the NFR set out to find the insurgents that had launched the 81mm mortars at RAF Salalah, and
was engaged by a group of 50 DLF fighters in Wadi Jarsis. The fighters attacked an NFR vehicle and
damaged a Provost that came to attack them, but ultimately suffered ten killed and six wounded (of
whom one also later died) (McKeown 1981, 41; Peterson 2007, 216; Sultanate Balance Sheet, Third
Quarter review, October 22nd, 1968, FO 1016/790).
161Peterson 2007, 222
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degree of casualties incurred in engagements with the SAF:

October 1966: “The rebels in question have been conducting guerrilla opera-
tions...These have been carried out with determination and some skill, through
ambushes and occasionally frontal attacks on fortified positions, and have in-
flicted not inconsiderable casualties and damage...” (Report by M.S. Weir, ”Op-
eration Against Dhofari Rebels,” October 21, 1966, FCO 371/185365)

Annual Review of 1967: “In Dhofar the rebels have been comparatively passive;
they have attacked no civilian targets; they have had brushes with S.A.F. pa-
trols during which S.A.F. have tended to come off best” (D.C. Carden, Consul-
General, Muscat, to HE Sir Stewart Crawford, Political Resident, Bahrain,
April 5th, 1967, FCO 8/570)

Annual Review of 1968: “The Dhofari rebels have lost battles but not their
war. They continue to fight for their cause though this hast cost them a cer-
tain 45 killed and more wounded - against 12 dead and 29 wounded among
the Sultan’s Armed Forces...rebels consistently getting the worst of the fight-
ing” (Annual Review - 1968, D.C. Carden, Consul-General, Muscat, to HE Sir
Stewart Crawford, Political Resident in the Persian Gulf, January 12th, 1969,
FCO 8/1073)

Based on the available accessible records, we can get a sense of the increasing

magnitude of DLF losses during the first period of the conflict. As the last quote

indicated, by the end of 1968, the DLF had lost a confirmed 45 killed since the

start of the conflict, a significant number given that there were just between 60-120

fighters in the group at this time. More discrete casualty figures for the DLF over

the first three years are unavailable (particularly in terms of WIA, captures, and

defections), though British assessments throughout 1968 indicate a rising number of

killed, captured and/or wounded on the DLF side as the year progressed (see Table

4.4). In total, the DLF lost an estimated 37.5-75% KIA during the first conflict period.

Table 4.4. DLF Losses During 1968

Category January - March 1968 April - June 1968 July - September 1968
Killed 12 2 25
Wounded 15 N/A 19
Captured N/A 30 N/A
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Table 4.5. SAF Losses During 1968

Category January - March 1968 April - June 1968 July - September 1968
Killed 5 N/A 4
Wounded 10 N/A 7

Looking at figures for 1968 gives a further indication of the rising losses for the

DLF. The April 1968 first quarter review by the British Consulate General in Muscat

noted that the DLF had sustained 12 killed and 15 wounded in the first three months

of 1968.162 These numbers were 2 DLF fighters killed and 30 captured in the second

quarter of 1968, and then the numbers skyrocketed to 25 killed and 19 wounded during

the third quarter of 1968.163 Conversely, the DLF’s attacks and engagements with the

SAF failed to generate any significant number of casualties, or at least anything on

par with their own increasing losses (see Table 4.5 above). Indeed, as the Annual

Review of 1968 indicated, the SAF lost just 12 killed and 29 wounded during this

first period of the conflict.

3.2 PFLOAG, Period #2: Recruitment Practices and
Effectiveness

On November 30th, 1967, the National Liberation Front (NLF) of South Yemen

defeated its rival, the Front for the Liberation of Occupied South Yemen (FLOSY),

and took control of the country after the British withdrew. Besides marking a change

in the political regime next to Dhofar province, this transformation had profound

effects on the DLF. Large parts of both the NLF and DLF shared a common back-

ground in the ANM, and some of the leaders in both groups knew each other from

162Sultanate Balance Sheet, First Quarter review 1968, D.C. Carden, Consul-General, Muscat, to
HE Sir Stewart Crawford, Political Resident, Bahrain, April 4th, 1968, FCO 8/576
163Sultanate Balance Sheet, Second Quarter review, June 27th, 1968, FO 1016/790; Sultanate

Balance Sheet, Third Quarter review, October 22nd, 1968, FO 1016/790
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previous stays in other Arab countries.164 Internally, the NLF’s victory buttressed the

ANM faction of the DLF, and the latter pushed for a second DLF conference at Wadi

Hamrin in September 1968. In addition to events in South Yemen, Takriti writes that

the June 1967 Arab-Israeli war (and Arab defeat in that conflict) ushered in a shift to

“scientific socialism” and Marxism-Leninism within the ANM, which influenced the

organization’s affiliates in the DLF.165

At the group’s second conference in September 1968 that took place in Wadi

Hamrin in Dhofar, the DLF followed suit, adopting scientific socialism and Marxism-

Leninism as the basis for its overall organizational principles.166 The group released

a statement in November 1968 outlining the changes that had been made in the

September conference:

“...A commitment to organized revolutionary violence as the sole means for de-
feating imperialism, reactionism, the bourgeoisie, and feudalism...Ideologically,
the congress adopted scientific socialism which constitutes the historic doctrine
that guides the struggles of the poor masses for the eradication of colonialism,
imperialism, the bourgeoisie, and feudalism; and the scientific method for ana-
lyzing reality and understanding contradictions among the people...” (PFLOAG
1974, 12).

To signify this shift to broader objectives of liberating the entire Arabian Gulf

on the foundation of its new official ideology, the group changed its name from

the DLF to the Popular Front for the Liberation of the Occupied Arabian Gulf

(PFLOAG).167 Likewise, the DLF armed force was renamed the “People’s Libera-

tion Army” (PLA).168 The ANM faction in the group took over the majority of its

164Takriti 2013, 98
165Takriti 2013, 109-111. This happened at the ANM’s conference on July 23rd, 1968 in Dubai,

when the leftist faction within the Arabian Gulf contingent of the ANM took over the organization
(Al-Nu‘mani 2016, 70).
166Al-Nu‘mani 2016, 70, Halliday 1974, 330; Price 1975, 4; Takriti 2013, 109-111; Fayyad

1975, 94; “The Mountain and the Plain,” Intelligence Memorandum, May 19, 1972, CIA-
RDP85T00875R001100130079-6, P.3
167Price 1975, 4; “The Mountain and the Plain,” Intelligence Memorandum, May 19, 1972, CIA-

RDP85T00875R001100130079-6, P.3-4; PFLOAG 1974, 12.
168Takriti 2013, 114
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leadership positions and began to consolidate its power.169 That this was a major

turning point was made clear to the British author Fred Halliday upon his visit to

Dhofar in 1970:

“In long discussions with members of the PLA, of the general population and
of the PFLOAG General Command, the history and strategy of the revolution
became clear. The turning point had been 1968, when the new leadership and
ideology had been adopted and it had been decided to launch a political and
social revolution inside the liberated areas” (Halliday 1974, 330).

Those who did not support the turn towards scientific socialism and Marxism-

Leninism either left the group or were forcibly purged.170 Among those who were

gone after the Hamrin conference included Musallim bin Nufl, who had already been

on the outs from the group for some time before he was officially kicked out.171 Further

signaling this purge of the more locally-oriented elements was the fact that just three

of the original eighteen leaders of the group from the first conference in 1965 were re-

elected at the September 1968 conference.172 Overall, however, most commanders and

fighters in the group initially acquiesced to the changes that were implemented after

September 1968, given the new influx of weapons that came with the transformation,

the post-1967 war feelings among the group’s fighters that increased morale and a

desire to fight, and the unattractiveness of leaving the group to face the “Sultan’s

oppression.”173

3.2.1 Robust Recruitment Practices

As a result of this organizational transformation along ideological lines, fighter

membership in the PFLOAG became selective after September 1968.174 Ja’boub notes

169El-Rayyes 1976, 94; Monick 1982, 5
170Fiennes 1975, 69-70; Al-Nu‘mani 2016, 71-72. El-Rayyes 1976, 94-97. Some accounts claim that

the older “nationalist” leaders opposed to the shift were not just purged, but actually all executed
(e.g. Tremayne 1975, 47).
171Fiennes 1975, 69-70; Halliday 1974, 366.
172Price 1975, 4; Takriti 2013, 113; El-Rayyes 1976, 94; Halliday 1974, 366.
173Ja’boub 2010, 156; El-Rayyes 1976, 100-101
174Ja’bub 2010, 162-163; PFLOAG 1974, 12.
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that this choice to be selective in choosing fighters was driven not by a desire to

have more militarily effective fighters, but rather because of the importance of the

non-military missions (e.g. educating the masses) fighters would be given that were

considered as much if not more important than their military tasks.175 Peterson cor-

roborates this change, noting how recruitment became more selective and membership

harder to achieve during this time period: “In the beginning, anyone who joined the

Front was considered a party member. However, the leadership later realized that

membership had been spread too thinly and should be restricted to those who had

been properly indoctrinated and were fully committed.”176 The shift in recruitment

practices was thus unrelated to concerns about the group’s combat effectiveness, and

were instead driven by a desire to ensure that fighters were politically prepared to

transform Dhofari society.

After the September 1968 conference, the PLA continued to draw recruits from

among the people of Dhofar, and opened up its ranks to women. The group established

a special camp for women fighters, who eventually came to constitute a third of the

PLA.177 Besides Dhofaris, the PLA also began to take those who fled Dhofar for

South Yemen, primarily children who were usually orphans of PFLOAG fighters or

civilians killed in the conflict.178 For these children, the PFLOAG opened its “Lenin

School” in December 1969, which provided a four-month course with instruction in

reading and writing and indoctrination in Marxism-Leninism, along with some very

limited military training.179

Besides serving the purpose of educating the displaced population, the school

175Ja’boub 2010, 162
176Peterson 2007, 220
177Fiennes 1975, 151; Takriti 2013, 121-122; Ja’boub 2010, 160
178Ja’boub 2010, 171.
179Price 1975, 7; El-Rayyes 1976, 121; Al-‘Amri 2004, 132-133; Ja’boub 2010, 171-172; Takriti 2013,

123-124. By mid-1971, the school was educating 400 children between the ages of six and sixteen
(Al-‘Amri 2004, 132).
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course also provided a pool of potential recruits for the PLA: “[In addition] to literacy

lessons, the Front organized political cells. And if the literacy lessons are open to all,

the political cells were a selection process, as they qualify their members to join

the Front’s organization with a minimum of three months.”180 It was the newly-

established Popular Militia that became the main source of recruits for the PLA,

however. Militia members were selected by field commanders to go for training courses

in Revolution Camp,181 and all from the liberated areas of Dhofar who wanted to

become fighters in the PLA had to first be part of the Militia.182

Both military training and political indoctrination became requirements for being

in the PLA, whether for new recruits or those already in the organization as fighters.183

The new leadership saw the need to retrain even those from Dhofar who already had

experience handling weapons and fighting, so as to ensure that all were properly

prepared for the changed goals of the group.184 Takriti notes that this was driven by

the following logic vis-a-vis Marxism-Leninism:

“Making its Dhufari appearance in the post-1968 period, its practical introduc-
tion to a pre-existing struggle was bound to be ridden with complexity...PFLOAG
came to be treated by leftist leaders less as a Front, and more as a party. The
principal aim was to create a formidably organized force, bound by ties ren-
dered unbreakable by ideology. This was expressed in the Maoist slogan al-Fikr
Yaqud al-Bunduqiyya, ‘thought leads the rifle’...The Commissars oversaw the
reproduction of centralizing practices in every Dhufari gathering” (Takriti 2013,
262).

For new recruits, political and military training primarily took place at the Rev-

olutionary Camp, which opened in Hawf, South Yemen in late 1968.185 The Camp’s

trainers primarily included three current PFLOAG members, one who received train-

180El-Rayyes 1976, 121. Also see Ja’boub 2010, 158.
181Ja’boub 2010, 157, 160; Trabulsi 2004, 138; Halliday 1974, 327.
182Trabulsi 2004, 138
183El-Rayyes 1976, 95; Thwaites and Sloane 1995, 76; Ja’boub 2010, 156-157.
184Ja’boub 2010, 158; Trabulsi 2004, 142.
185Long brief on RAF Salalah, April 5th, 1968, FCO 8/1089; Trabulsi 2004, 140; El-Rayyes 1976,

115, 118.
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ing in Iraq (Amr bin Jamideh) and two who were in the DSO (Abu George Kashoub

and Saeed Ali Qatn), according to interviews with graduates of the Camp from that

time period.186 El-Rayyes describes a typical day in training, drawing on his obser-

vations from being in Dhofar at the time:

“The day in the camp is divided into different military and political and study
activities. The hours after breakfast are dedicated for military training, followed
by lunch and literacy lessons, then two additional hours of military training until
the time of dinner (around 5PM), which is followed by the political lessons. And
the women’s band receives the same political and military training that the men
receive. And the military training includes theoretical and strategic lessons and
tactics of guerrilla warfare and urban warfare in addition to exercises with live
ammunition on different types of weapons and explosives” (El-Rayyes 1976,
118-119).

Trabulsi’s account of training187 from this time period matches that of El-Rayyes.

Drawing on different sources, Al-‘Amri describes training at this time in similar terms:

“The day begins with athletic training, a break for tea, then the morning mili-
tary line that continues until noon in the designated training area in the camp,
then a break for lunch, then literacy lessons for two or three hours, then the
evening military line until sunset, and then dinner. And the training day con-
cludes with a political or intellectual lesson organized by one of the political
commissars, continuing for two or three hours each day” (Al-‘Amri 2004, 131).

These two accounts are corroborated by Halliday, describing a typical day of training

based on his own observations from a visit to Revolution Camp in 1970:

“The day at the camp began at dawn, around 5.00 a.m., when members arose,
assembled in the central part and saluted the PFLOAG flag. After breakfast,
in cooking which the whole camp participated, there were usually four hours of
military training, on the theory and practice of guerrilla warfare in the mountain
areas and in towns, and the use of weapons and explosives. After lunch there
was a literacy class, followed by two more hours of military training, until it

186Ja’boub 2010, 158; Takriti 2013, 115-116, 123; Jinahi 1975, 45; “The Mountain and the Plain,”
Intelligence Memorandum, May 19, 1972, CIA-RDP85T00875R001100130079-6.

Other unsourced accounts from the time period claim that the Camp’s trainers were Chinese
advisors or PFLOAG members that had received training in China (Cleveland 1975, 99-100; Price
1975, 7). However, these are fairly soundly disputed by others based on visits with the PFLOAG
during the time period of focus (e.g. Halliday 1974, 333).
187Trabulsi 2004, 140
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was time for supper at sunset around 5.00 p. After supper were four hours
of political education, following the condensed twenty-five course prepared for
basic political instruction” (Halliday 1974, 375).

The daily military training described by the three writers consisted of instruction

in how to use weapons and move in the field, and included both applied military

training and military lessons.188 The former included military drills and direct train-

ing on how to use weapons and physical fitness training exercises, while the latter

included “theoretical lessons in military science.”189 Military training in the Camp

also included instruction in how to provide simple medical care and first aid, primarily

from Cuban doctors and those PFLOAG members who had received medical training

through courses abroad.190

Political indoctrination for PLA recruits consisted of instruction in the works

of the PFLOAG, readings of Mao’s Red Book and works by Guevara and Castro,

lessons on historical materialism, and materials from other liberation movements.191

As most who joined the PFLOAG could not read or write, most of the instruction

was done using lectures, though the courses also provided literacy lessons for recruits

to the PLA.192 Lessons included instruction in “The Qualities of a Revolutionary

Fighter,” along with information on the PFLOAG’s principles of democratic cen-

tralism, Marxism-Leninism, and national liberation and class struggle.193 The aim of

including the educational part along with military training for the PLA is captured

in a quote from Ja’boub taken from an article by the author Ali Hussein Khalaf:

“The two programs ensure the education and preparation of fighters (male
and female), to join the ranks of the People’s Liberation Army as an effective

188Price 1975, 7; Takriti 2013, 115-116; Ja’boub 2010, 158-159; Halliday 1974, 374-375.
189Ja’boub 2010, 159
190Ja’boub 2010, 164-165; Takriti 2013, 303
191El-Rayyes 1976, 119; Ja’boub 2010, 121-122, 129-131; Halliday 2002, 369-370; Trabulsi

2004, 140-141; “The Mountain and the Plain,” Intelligence Memorandum, May 19, 1972, CIA-
RDP85T00875R001100130079-6, P.4
192El-Rayyes 1976, 119; Ja’boub 2010, 116; Halliday 2002, 369-370; Al-‘Amri 2004, 131.
193El-Rayyes 1976, 119-120; Ja’boub 2010, 121-122; Al-‘Amri 2004, 131-132; Halliday 1974, 370.
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force, where many new concepts and values are established that form a viable
foundation for the completion of self-indoctrination from one direction, and
collective indoctrination from the other direction...” (Ja’boub 2010, 116-117,
taken directly from Khalaf 1973, 32-33).

These training courses lasted between 6-8 months, after which individuals were sent

to the PLA as full-time fighters.194

For those fighters that were already in the organization and remained after the

purges in September 1968, they too underwent political indoctrination in the group’s

new principles within their assigned areas of Dhofar.195 As Takriti notes:

“The politicization of the PLA was also undertaken by means of allocating po-
litical commissars to the companies and platoons. The trainers in the camp and
the commissars were initially drawn from a group of 10 Dhufaris who were sent
immediately after the Hamrin conference for a military and political course in
China. Their appointment had profound effects on PFLOAG’s structure and
ideology since they consistently held the most radical views and assumed sen-
sitive positions in the leadership. In the field, they had considerable authority
and usually worked closely with the military commanders. In the Revolution
Camp, they had full control” (Takriti 2013, 115-116).

That there was retraining of preexisting fighters is consistent with a marked decrease

in the number of engagements during the first quarter of 1969, according to British

diplomatic reports.196

These robust recruitment practices, including selective membership and consistent

and comprehensive military training and indoctrination of fighters, continued until

September 1970. Around that time, the PFLOAG began to forcibly recruit individu-

als for the PLA, moving away from a selective choosing of future fighters to a more

random method of wholesale abduction.197 Also occurring in September 1970 was an

internal mutiny within the PFLOAG, after which the remaining anti-leftist elements

194Takriti 2013, 115; El-Rayyes 1976, 118; Jinahi 1974, 47; Al-‘Amri 2004, 131
195Ja’boub 2010, 156, 158.
196D.C. Carden, Consul-General, Muscat, to HE Sir Stewart Crawford, Political Resident, Bahrain,

April 14th, 1969, “Sultanate Balance Sheet for first quarter 1969, FCO 1016/790.
197Fiennes 1975; Weekly Report up to 1200 hours on 31 August 1971, August 31st, 1971, BNA/FCO

8/1667; Tremayne 1974, 40-41; Ray 2008, 62,
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in the PFLOAG were either executed or fled to the SAF (about 36-40 in total).198

The group’s response to the mutiny added to the challenges it was facing in getting

recruits for the group, reinforcing the new strategy of forced recruitment, particularly

after Sultan Qaboos announced a general amnesty at the same time.199 However,

these changes did not come into effect for about six months after the September

1970 incidents - while the selection process changed, the military training and polit-

ical indoctrination aspects of recruitment did not immediately change. As such, this

period of analysis of the conflict continues until May 1971, when the first batch of

PFLOAG recruits taken in the context of deficient recruitment practices would have

been deployed in combat.

3.2.2 Effectiveness: Task Execution

During the second time period of the conflict, the balance of forces continued to

favor the SAF in terms of both force size and weaponry, with around 900 infantry

and artillery soldiers mostly from the Northern Frontier Regiment (NFR) and Desert

Regiment (DR) of the SAF; the Dhofar Force (DF) consisting of a 100-person company

and 45-person HQ company; and 400 askars.200 In addition, September 1970 saw the

first deployment of the British SAS B Squadron in Dhofar to train the SAF recce

platoons, while a second SAS squadron secretly deployed in Dhofar to participate

directly in operations against the PFLOAG.201 Takriti notes how the Sultanate had

“numerical superiority, with a total strength of 3,700” at this time.202

This imbalance of forces dictated that the PFLOAG, with an estimated 600-700

198Takriti 2013, 266; El-Rayyes 1976, 100-101; Al-‘Amri 2004, 112-113.
199Takriti 2013, 264
200Lt. Col. Grove-White, Joint Intelligene Staff, HQ British Forces Gulf, March 10th, 1969, enclos-

ing research paper by Joint Intelligence Staff, HQ BF Gulf, January 20th, 1969, ”Possible Effects of
RAF Salalah arising from threats to Sultan in Dhofar”, FO 1016/804).
201Cole and Belfield 2011, 27-29; de la Billiere 1994, 263
202Takriti 2013, 145
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fighters at its peak during this period in late 1971,203 continue to pursue a strategy of

guerrilla warfare vis-a-vis the SAF and its British partners. The PFLOAG continued

to operate in three sectors in Dhofar, Western, Central, and Eastern.204 Each sector

contained 2-3 units (or firqat), each with its own permanent commander, second in

command, and political commissar.205 The units rotated every 2-3 months to explicitly

de-emphasize tribal connections.206 Besides the companies within the three sectors, a

mobile PFLOAG company was added after 1968 to serve as reinforcement for “intense

combat.”207 In general, the PFLOAG operated in groups of 20-30 fighters.208

Given that recruitment practices changed in late September 1968 and that the

training and socialization process took about six months, we would expect to see

improvements in the PFLOAG’s fighting ability at latest in April 1969, if not earlier

given the retraining and resocialization of preexisting fighters that took place after

the Hamrin conference in September 1968. Indeed, such a positive shift in tactical

effectiveness compared to the previous year was observed around that time:

May 1969: “Large-scale operations were mounted along al-Qatn to the east
and west of the Midway road, but achieved only incidental contact with the
insurgents, confirming the Front’s reluctance to engage large groups of the SAF
in open country (unlike the previous year, when an NFR company had lost nine
men in a pitched battle in the same area)” (Peterson 2007, 224).

This post-September 1968 general improvement in PFLOAG effectiveness is noted in

multiple intelligence assessments from the time period:

“By mid-1968, the rebels were able to make daylight raids on Salalah and
Mirbat, and by the end of the year the rebels were fairly well-equipped and

203Takriti 2013, 174, 285; “The Dhofar Rebellion - An Evaluation by the Defence Secretary of the
Sultanate of Oman, Colonel H R D Oldman, OBE, MC,” September 13, 1971, BNA/FCO 8/1667;
El-Rayyes 1976, 113.
204Takriti 2013, 115
205Peterson 2007, 220; Takriti 2013, 115
206Peterson 2007, 221
207Takriti 2013, 115
208“The Mountain and the Plain,” Intelligence Memorandum, May 19, 1972, CIA-

RDP85T00875R001100130079-6, P.4; El-Rayyes 1976, 90-91.
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organized, and more aggressive...They avoid pitched battles with the Sultan’s
armed forces, and as a result, losses have been low on both sides. The rebels fa-
vor tactics such as the mining of roads, the ambushing of patrols, and the use of
mortars to shell targets...The front undertook new military initiatives in Dho-
far, and the number of rebel attacks increased markedly. By mid-1970 the rebels
controlled the coastline from the Aden border to within a few miles of Salalah
and held many coastal villages - such as Mirbat and Sadh - east of Salalah. They
moved at will through the mountains and along numerous overland routes. The
environs of Salalah were sporadically attacked” (“The Mountain and the Plain,”
Intelligence Memorandum, May 19, 1972, CIA-RDP85T00875R001100130079-
6).

May 1970: “Recent British reports indicate that in the past year the rebels’
equipment has improved and their tactics have become more aggressive and ef-
fective. Rebel bands operate freely in the western third of the province and have
been able to over-run several small forts garrisoned by pro-Sultan irregulars.
They have successfully mortared the RAF camp near the Sultan’s residence
at Salalah, inflicting minor damage. The rebels generally avoid pitched battles
with the British-officered Sultan’s Armed Forces (SAF) but the latter are thinly
spread and hampered by terrain” (Murphy (NEA/ARP) to Sisco (NEA), “Sit-
uation in Muscat/Oman,” May 20th, 1970, NA/RG59/Records Relating to the
Persian Gulf and Arabian Peninsula, 1952-1975).

This eventually resulted in a scenario where “the sultan’s forces were fighting a

strictly defensive war that restricted them exclusively to Salalah and neighboring

villages...the PFLOAG remained on the offensive during the first year after the coup,

establishing full control over the ‘Red Line’ (the road between Salalahn and the small

base at Thumrait) by destroying the four remaining SAF posts along the road by

May 1971.”209 These improved tactics of the PFLOAG, as demonstrated in Table 4.6

and the following discussion, allowed them to operate freely and essentially control

most of Dhofar by mid-1971, as the SAF intentionally limited its positions to Salalah

and Mirbat.

209Allen and Rigsbee 2000, 66-68. Also see: Price 1975, 5; Peterson 2007, 227.
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Table 4.6. PFLOAG’s Task Execution During the September 1968-May
1971 Period

Task Successful Execution?
Operate Weaponry and Marksmanship Mixed
Cover and Concealment Yes
Dispersion Yes
Conduct Ambushes Yes
Avoid Concentrated Frontal Assaults Yes
Withdraw when Outgunned/Outnumbered Yes
Capacity for Low-Level Initiative Yes

In 1968, the PFLOAG started receiving Chinese and Russian weapons, which

largely replaced their British-made weapons that were used during the previous pe-

riod.210 By 1970, the PFLOAG had several different makes of machine guns, including

conventional rifles, 14.5mm KPV heavy machine guns, Shpagin 12.7mm heavy ma-

chine guns, SKS semi-automatic carbines, Gorynuv medium machine guns, Siminov

rifles, Kalashnikov assault rifles, Degtyarov RPDs, and portable rocket launchers.211

In terms of indirect fire and heavier weapons, the PFLOAG had 2-inch and 3-inch

mortars, 81mm mortars, 75mm howitzers, and a Chinese-made “36” 57mm recoilless

rifle.212

The PFLOAG demonstrated some improvement in operating weaponry and

marksmanship. The improvement over the previous period is also noted in a British

diplomatic report in April 1969:

210Peterson 2007, 221-222
211Lt. Col. Grove-White, Joint Intelligene Staff, HQ British Forces Gulf, March 10th, 1969, enclos-

ing research paper by Joint Intelligence Staff, HQ BF Gulf, January 20th, 1969, “Possible Effects of
RAF Salalah arising from threats to Sultan in Dhofar,” FO 1016/804; Cleveland 1975, 100; Peterson
2007, 225; Takriti 2013, 147; HE Sir Stewart Crawford, Political Resident, Bahrain, to D.C. Carden,
Consul-General, Muscat, April 3rd, 1969, draft minute, FO1016/790; Kennedy 1989, 65; Arkless
1988, 139.
212Peterson 2007, 222. As Peterson notes, the “36” was essentially a copy of the American M-18

57mm recoilless rifle (Peterson 2007, 222).

213



“On four occasions during the quarter the rebels gave evidence of greater ex-
pertise. Firstly, mortar fire directed at a SAF position was corrected so as to
bring bombs within 15 yards; secondly a rebel ambush held its fire until a SAF
patrol was within optimum range of the rebels’ Russian assault rifles; thirdly,
the ramp which carried the road from Salalah down the landward side of the en-
campment was efficiently blown with plastic explosives; fourthly, a Strikemaster
was very nearly brought down by automatic fire” (D. Pragnell, Consul-General,
Muscat, to HE Sir Stewart Crawford, Political Resident, Bahrain, April 14th,
1969, Sultanate Balance Sheet for first quarter 1969, FCO 1016/790).

The Shpagin 12.7mm gun in particular increased the effective firing range of the

PFLOAG, which allowed them “to target the Midway road from outside small-arms

range on the ridges running parallel to the road.”213 Moreover, the PFLOAG deployed

some of its heavy machine guns in an anti-aircraft role in the Western Sector, demon-

strating knowledge of the versatility of its heavier weapons. In engagements with the

SAF, the group’s increased accuracy of small arms fire was noted by SAF observers

and participants. On August 12th, 1970, a group of PFLOAG fighters attacked an

SAF convoy on Salalah Plain, in a stand-off attack.214 The use of stand-off tactics

demonstrated an appropriate knowledge of weaponry’s range that would still allow

the rebels to attack the SAF unit.

On January 14th, 1971, the 3 Company of the DR engaged with 50 PFLOAG

fighters for over 11 hours, and rebel fire described as “accurate” and coming from all

sides during the engagement, leading to one SAF casualty.215 On January 18th, 1971,

the 2 Company of the SAF’s Dhofar Regiment (DR) sustained three casualties from

PFLOAG mortar and small arms fire in Wadi Darbat.216 On April 15th, 1971, a Dho-

far Gendarmerie patrol engaged with 35 PFLOAG fighters in Wadi Arzat, the latter

using 2-inch mortars, small arms, and heavy machine gun fire. No casualties were

sustained, but “enemy fire control and tactical movement was said to be good.”217

213Peterson 2007, 225
214Peterson 2007, 247
215SITREP for week ending 26 January 1971, January 26th, 1971, BNA/FCO 8/1667
216SITREP for week ending 26 January 1971, January 26th, 1971, BNA/FCO 8/1667
217Weekly Report up to 1200 hours on 19 April 1971, April 19th, 1971, BNA/FCO 8/1667
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Success with mines continued somewhat as well: on September 29th, 1968, an SAF

soldier was killed when a truck activated a Mark-7 mine.218 Four SAF soldiers were

injured when a mine went off and damaged a 3-tonner of the DR’s recce platoon.219

While it saw general success with small arms fire, mines, and occasional success

with mortar fire, the PFLOAG continued to fail in multiple instances to use its

mortars accurately and effectively. On several occasions, PFLOAG mortar fire did

not hit its intended targets and/or cause any damage or casualties among the SAF

targets. This was the case in multiple instances during the time period, including

several times in late 1968 and late 1969 with PFLOAG targeting of RAF Salalah.220

On December 21st, 1970, a group of PFLOAG fighters fired 81mm mortar rounds

at the MR’s B Company camp at Adonib, failing to hit any targets or cause any

casualties.

Besides issues with mortars, the PFLOAG did not hold back when using its am-

munition. A March 1969 British intelligence report notes that “the large numbers of

rounds fired by the PFLOAG in engagements argues a good supply of ammunition.”221

However, a June 1971 PFLOAG internal report written by the political commissar of

the Ho Chi Minh Unit in the Central Sector noted that, among other issues, there was

a “lack of ammunition conservation during contacts and, in particular, when firing at

218Situation report No.010740Z from Commander, British Forces, Gulf to Ministry of Defence, UK,
August 13th, 1968
219Peterson 2007, 232
220Lt. Col. Grove-White, Joint Intelligene Staff, HQ British Forces Gulf, March 10th, 1969, enclos-

ing research paper by Joint Intelligence Staff, HQ BF Gulf, January 20th, 1969, ”Possible Effects of
RAF Salalah arising from threats to Sultan in Dhofar”, FO 1016/804; HQBF Gulf to Cabinet Office
London, August 23, 1971, BNA/FCO 8/1571; Sitrep for Week ending 29 December 1970, CBFG to
RBDWC/MODUK, December 29th, 1970, FCO 8/1667; D.C. Crawford, Consulate Genera, Muscat,
to HE Sir Stewart Crawford, Political Resident, Bahrain, December 30th, 1969, Annual Review for
1969, FCO 1016/791; Weekly Report up to 1200 hours on 19 April 1971, April 19th, 1971, BNA/FCO
8/1667.
221Lt. Col. Grove-White, Joint Intelligene Staff, HQ British Forces Gulf, March 10th, 1969, enclos-

ing research paper by Joint Intelligence Staff, HQ BF Gulf, January 20th, 1969, ”Possible Effects of
RAF Salalah arising from threats to Sultan in Dhofar”, FO 1016/804.

215



aircraft.”222 These two separate accounts corroborate the fact that discipline in using

ammunition was still poor among the PFLOAG fighters in this second period of the

conflict.

The PFLOAG Retired Major General Tony Jeapes, an SAS Commander in Dhofar

during the early 1970s, wrote the following on the PFLOAG’s ability to use cover

and concealment during this time period of the conflict (1971):

“I had plenty of evidence as to the adoo’s fighting capability. They were brave
men, not afraid to push home an attack if SAF made a blunder. They were
skillful as using ground to provided covered approaches and their brown skins
and dull clothing gave them natural camoflage. Whereas the SAF tended to
stay in one place, the adoo were constantly moving, probing the SAF flanks,
working around them to cut off their withdrawal and using every dip and fold
of the ground to advantage...The adoo move out from the cover of their hills
by night on to the plain until they are within range, fire off some shells or
bombs and then scurry off back into the shelter of the jebel before the SAF
artillery can range in on them. The adoo patrol will come out one night and set
up the heavy base plate position, covering the plate itself with sand. The next
night they return with the barrel and bipod and the exact amount of bombs
to be fired. They fire them off, dismantle the mortar, kick sand over the base
plate, which can be used another night, and flee. By the time the SAF shells
are bursting around the firing position the crew are well into the shelter of the
jebel” (Jeapes 2005, 22-23).

Racist description aside, Jeapes’s summary observation indicates excellent use of

the natural terrain for cover and concealment, both in terms of unit movement and

disguising firing positions and weapons. This observation aligns with other accounts

of PFLOAG cover and concealment during this time period of the conflict. On August

23rd, 1969, the PFLOAG overran the town of Rakhyut in western Dhofar, which it

would ultimately hold until January 1975.223 The PFLOAG was able to do this by

using the monsoon mist to infiltrate and occupy positions of strength around the

town during the monsoon season before attacking it at the end of August:

222Takriti 2013, 276; Jeapes 2005, 129.
223Peterson 1977, 281; Peterson 2007, 225, 479; Cleveland 98; Takriti 2013, 146; El-Rayyes 1976,

96; Al-‘Amri 2004, 123.
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“In the event the monsoon period was quiet, but the DLF took advantage of
it to infiltrate men and supplies not only to keep five Infantry companies of
SAF actively engaged in the Central Sector, but to occupy in some strength
positions in the western area of Dhofar, notably the coastal village of Raikhut
which they attacked at the end of August capturing or killing the Sultan’s gar-
rison of askars” (D.C. Crawford, Consulate Genera, Muscat, to HE Sir Stewart
Crawford, Political Resident, Bahrain, December 30th, 1969, Annual Review
for 1969, FCO 1016/791).

Based on his assessment of PFLOAG fighting during the period, Takriti notes how

the PFLOAG took advantage of the terrain to successfully hide themselves and move

closer to the most strategic position of the SAF (RAF Salalah):

“On the whole, the PLA fighters stuck to the tree line on the Jabal. They
avoided the open desert where they could be easily targeted by jets and they
were also cautious wherever they operated in the plains. They deployed the
classic guerrilla tactic of operating in small groups - rarely more than 20 or 30
- over a large area. By doing so, they hoped to draw the soldiers into ground of
their own choosing...During the monsoon of 1969, there was a marked improve-
ment in revolutionary performance...The thick foliage of the season allowed
them to establish positions that were dangerously close to Salalah” (Takriti
2013, 145-146).

Al-‘Amri had a similar conclusion with regard to the group’s ability to use cover and

concealment during this time period, noting the PFLOAG’s

“knowledge of the nature of the terrain and exploiting it to realize the element of
surprise that is the basis of guerrilla warfare, which itself depends on ambushes
as its own basis...and the revolutionaries exploited the season of rainfall in
Dhofar for their benefit, so in the monsoon season the revolutionaries would
hit all of the government forces’ military positions, doing so through sneaking
under cover of clouds and over the foliage and shrubs spread on the plain to
strike the air base at Salalah, or the Um AlGhawarif Camp, or AlFouj Camp in
the Arzait area at the eastern entrance to the city of Salalah” (Al-‘Amri 2004,
123).

Besides PFLOAG fighters’ use of cover and concealment, the group made use of

the terrain and foliage to disguise its firing positions. For example, a 75mm recoilless

rifle position on the top of Jebel Aram (west of Taqa) was wreaking havoc in the town

of Taqa for several days in late April 1971. In response, the SAF launched Operation
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Gibbet in early May 1971 to take out the PFLOAG firing position. The PFLOAG

withdrew before the operating forces arrived (see discussion below), and Jeapes (a

participant in the operation) describes how the position was set up:

“It was easy to see why it had been impossible to spot the firing position from
Taqa. The gun had been cleverly sited on a flat area between two large rocks and
roofed over with bushes for camouflage. Only the muzzle could be seen from
Taqa and the backblast would be masked by the rocks and bushes” (Jeapes
2005, 122).

During this period of the conflict, the PFLOAG consistently used dispersion

when operating, reducing its units’ vulnerability to SAF firepower and SOAF airstrikes.

For example, between October 23rd and November 1st, 1969, there were six clashes

between the SAF and PFLOAG near the Midway Road in central Dhofar, which led

to one wounded SAF soldier.224 Reflecting on PFLOAG tactics during these six en-

gagements, a British diplomat noted that the rebels moved “in small groups of 2 to 5

strong. Such tactics will present only fleeting targets to SOAF and make SAF’s task

of gaining control of central sector harder.”225 As Biddle notes, dispersion is used

precisely for that purpose: to deny the adversary easy targets, particularly when the

adversary has superior firepower,226 as the Sultanate did.

Indeed, this use of dispersion was a general trend exhibited by the PFLOAG

during these middle years of the conflict from 1968-1971. As Jeapes wrote at the time

of his deployment in 1971:

“The battalion in Dhofar had had a hard time...they had been driven off the
jebel, they were surrounded by mines, they were taking casualties, and the
enemy offered no tangible target, nothing SAF could bring their weaponry to
bear upon [emphasis added]” (Jeapes 2005, 29).

224D.C. Crawford, Consul-General, Muscat to M.S. Weir, Bahrain Residency, November 1st, 1969,
FCO 8/1072
225D.C. Crawford, Consul-General, Muscat to M.S. Weir, Bahrain Residency, November 1st, 1969,

FCO 8/1072
226Biddle 2004
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The group demonstrated an improved ability to successfully execute ambushes

during this time period of the conflict. PFLOAG fighters often took up multiple firing

positions when undertaking ambushes and demonstrated the discipline and patience

needed to target Sultanate forces. For example, on July 12th, 1971, the recce platoon

of A Company of the MR was ambushed by a PFLOAG contingent in three separate

groups at Wadi Jardum. The SAF situation report details how the “leading APC

was hit by several RPG 2...casualties one seconded British officer killed, one contract

officer, and three Baluchis wounded.227

In conjunction with multiple firing positions, the PFLOAG also demonstrated the

ability to combine knowledge of their weapons’ ranges with the element of surprise

in an ambush. For example, an SAF report recalls how “a rebel ambush held its

fire until a SAF patrol was within optimum range of the rebels’ Russian assault

rifles.”228 In another instance on September 17th, 1970, the PFLOAG executed a

series of ambushes against SAF forces undertaking Operation Conqueror to open the

Midway-Salalah road after the end of the monsoon season. In the first incident, 5-6

PFLOAG fighters using automatic weapons opened fire on a convoy of the MR’s B

Company, wounding a soldier. Three hours later, a “platoon-sized” group of rebels

opened fire on the same convoy using five Russian-made Shpagin machine guns.229

The citation for one of the SAF soldiers involved and killed in the two incidents is

the following:

“On 17 September 1969 during Operation Conqueror to clear the Midway road,
Private Ghazi was driving a stores 3-ton vehicle, with a medium machine gun
mounted on the back and was involved in two actions with the enemy. In the
first action Private Ghazi was with the leading platoon clearing the axis of
the road, when they came under accurate fire from 400 yards. Ghazi...left his
cover and drove directly onto the enemy position with the medium machine

227SITREP for week ending 20 July 1971, July 20th, 1971, BNA/FCO 8/1667.
228“The Dhofar Rebellion - An Evaluation” by the Defence Secretary of the Sultanate of Oman,

Colonel H R D Oldman, OBE, MC,? September 13, 1971, BNA/FCO 8/1667
229Peterson 2007, 225
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gun firing throughout...by his aggressive action shocked the enemy into a hasty
withdrawal...Some three hours later, as the convoy approached Ambush Cor-
ner, Ghazi’s vehicle...came under extremely heavy and accurate fire from five
different positions. The enemy obviously intended to put this vehicle with the
medium machine gun out of action and thus concentrated against it the max-
imum weight of fire. This soon caused it to catch fire...Ghazi...left his cover
and climbed onto the back of his vehicle thereby exposing himself to a hail of
bullets...he was shot in the head and died minutes later” (In Peterson 2007,
226fn1).

Though written to honor an SAF soldier, the citation indicates the skilled nature of

the PFLOAG in executing ambushes. First, as per classic guerrilla warfare strategy,

the rebels set up an initial ambush position for an adversary convoy on a road, waiting

until they were in close range (400 yards) before opening fire and striking the vehicle

“accurately.” In the second ambush, the rebels had set up a second position with a

platoon-sized group and fired on the B Company convoy from five different positions,

killing two SAF soldiers, wounding three, and taking just one casualty in the form

of a wounded rebel. Besides illustrating the group’s ability to successfully execute

an ambush, these two engagements indicate the group’s continued use of dispersion

when attacking the SAF.

Unlike the previous period of the conflict, where PFLOAG fighters repeatedly at-

tacked fixed and fortified SAF positions using concentrated formations, in this period

the group generally avoided concentrated frontal assaults. And even when the

PFLOAG engaged in frontal assaults on a fixed position, they did so in a dispersed

way, attacking a fixed position from multiple directions and only when the local bal-

ance of forces was in their favor. For instance, on January 6th, 1970, a group of 50

PFLOAG fighters attacked Taqah Fort with mortars and rockets, firing from several

positions.230

Jeapes describes another engagement in early 1971 where the PFLOAG avoided

using concentrated frontal assaults and instead fought according to classic guerrilla

230Peterson 2007, 230, 479; Takriti 2013, 147.
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warfare tactics:

“Another SAS patrol had gone out the with Northern Frontier Regiment on
the north of the jebel. A GPMG, which again SAF were not yet equipped with,
was carried by Trooper Alex Glennie...He was with the reserve platoon of a
company which had carried out the usual SAF operation of moving by night
into a defensive position and as dawn broke, the adoo began to snipe them and
move around their flanks. After some minutes probing fire, the adoo must have
thought they had found a weakness in the reserve platoon for they began to
push home an attack. Glennie opened fire with a long burst from his GPMG.
Abruptly all shooting stopped and for perhaps half a minute there was total
silence as both sides considered this new weapon...they were brave men and
began the attack again. A group of four or five men began to skirmish up a
shallow wadi towards Glennie, moving up in short dashes from rock to rock
whilst a light machine-gunner to a flank kept the SAF heads down” (Jeapes
2005, 60).

Rather than moving in a concentrated formation towards the SAF gun position, the

PFLOAG fighters instead used fire and maneuver, dispersing their forces and using

fire from a flank to suppress SAF return fire. Besides demonstrating an avoidance

of concentrated frontal assaults, this action on the part of the PFLOAG indicates

incredible tactical skill, particularly for an insurgent group - fire and maneuver is

hard even for professional state armies to master.231

In general, the PFLOAG paid careful attention to the local balance of forces when

engaging with the SAF during this period, and withdrew when outgunned/

outnumbered . While the group had increasing de facto control of several parts of

Dhofar as this time period of the conflict went on, this was largely due to an absence

or intentional withdrawal of the SAF. Consequently, when the SAF decided to try and

retake areas of the province back starting in the second half of 1970, the PFLOAG

would withdraw from these areas rather than attempting to hold the territory. In 1970,

an SAF assessment noted that “the Front’s methods of operation were based on classic

but still unsophisticated guerrilla tactics: keeping to small groups, an emphasis on

231Biddle 2004. I note, however, that fire and maneuver using small arms fire in a small group is
indeed much easier than coordinating armor, artillery, and infantry to use the tactics. Even still, the
use of the tactic by insurgents in this case is still impressive.
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minelaying, only attacking when possessing tactical advantage and quickly melting

away when confronted.”232

The PFLOAG’s actions during the time period mirror this general assessment. On

December 5-8, 1968, during NFR operations against the PFLOAG, “rebels seemed

to have withdrawn extensively before the operation, which had therefore not been as

effective as hoped.”233 In the September 17th, 1969 ambush incidents, the PFLOAG

withdrew immediately once the SAF started to close in on their position.234 On Febru-

ary 23rd, 1971, Operation Everest began, in which an infantry company of the BATT,

the Firqat Salahdin, an MR company, and Coastal Patrol dhows, moved to recapture

the port town of Sadh in the east.235 Rather than standing and fighting, the PFLOAG

forces in the town withdrew prior to the attack:

“...so they arrived at the edges of the city at 1:00AM on the next day, and the
operation began to take back the city at dawn on February 24th (sic), and that
force was able to recapture the city with ease, influenced by the withdrawal
of Front individual after they felt that they did not have the capabilities to
confront the government force...” (Al-‘Amri 2004, 181-182).

Indeed, Tony Jeapes, a participant in the operation, confirmed that the town was

recaptured without resistance, noting that all of the PFLOAG fighters had withdrawn

prior to the SAF operation.236 In May 1971, a PFLOAG 75mm recoilless rifle position

on Jebel Aram west of Mirbat had been firing on the town of Taqa (to its east) for

several days.237 In response, two SAS troops and elements of the Firqat Khalid Bin

Waalid and Firqat Salahadin moved towards the position in Operation Gibbet on

May 4-5.238 Again, the PFLOAG fighters manning the fixed position on the top of

232SAF assessment paraphrased in Peterson 2007, 228.
233Extract from minutes of 49th MCCPC meeting, December 26th, 1968, FCO 8/1089.
234Peterson 2007, 226fn1
235Jeapes 2005, 69-79
236Jeapes 2005, 69-79
237Peterson 2007, 259
238Ibid.
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Jebel Aram withdrew before the government forces reached the position, using cover

fire as the gun was removed from the mountain top.239

In this period of the conflict, the PFLOAG had the capacity for low-level ini-

tiative , decentralizing military and tactical decision-making to local military field

commanders and political commissars.240 As Peterson noted, “The PLA never seemed

to have a proper hierarchical structure; instead, area commanders inside Dhufar were

virtually autonomous in coordinating activities in their own areas...”241 Indeed, after

1968, it was the local political commissars that had the authority over military oper-

ations, an authority that remained absolute within the PFLOAG until June 1971.242

3.2.3 Effectiveness: Losses Incurred and Losses Inflicted

The PFLOAG’s increasing success in executing the tasks and fighting effectively

using guerrilla warfare was matched by a decrease in casualties incurred during this

time period of the conflict. Table 4.7 displays casualty figures from 1968-1970, drawn

directly from J.E. Peterson’s 2007 book.243

Table 4.7. PFLOAG Losses from 1968-1970

Category 1968 1969 1970
Confirmed Killed 46 31 20
Reliably Reported Killed 25 25 7
Wounded 34 39 24
Captured 26 7 N/A

Table 4.8. SAF Losses from 1968-1970

Category 1968 1969 1970
Killed 13 7 N/A
Wounded 22 24 14

239Jeapes 2005, 112-122
240Ray 2008, 62
241Peterson 2007, 219
242Al-‘Amri 2004, 106; Takriti 2013, 262
243Peterson 2007, 222. Peterson draws on British and Omani archival documents for these figures.
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As the table indicates, PFLOAG casualties declined over the course of this time

period of the conflict. This is despite the group stepping up its rate of attacks af-

ter using most of the early part of 1969 for training.244 Indeed, if we look at the

data on casualties for 1969 in Table 4.9 below,245 we see just a slight increase in the

second quarter and then a decrease in the third quarter. This overall trend down-

wards is in line with the group’s improved effectiveness during this conflict period as

demonstrated by its improved ability to successfully execute nearly all seven tasks.

Table 4.9. PFLOAG Losses During 1969

Category January - March 1969 April - June 1969 July - September 1969
Killed 4 6 1
Wounded 15 3 3
Captured 3 N/A 0

244“The Mountain and the Plain,” Intelligence Memorandum, May 19, 1972, CIA-
RDP85T00875R001100130079-6; Takriti 2013, 147.

From a July 1969 British diplomatic report: “Between 1 January and 1 April figures for casualties
were: SAF Killed: N/A Wounded: 7 Captured: N/A; Rebels Killed: 4 (+ possibly 10) Wounded: 15
Captured: 3. By contrast in the last quarter of 1968, 25 rebels were killed and 19 wounded. The
decrease reflects a decrease in the number of engagements. This was due in part to the fact that the
launches, which had been available during the previous quarter and so had made possible sea-borne
surprise attacks on rebel positions, failed mechanically and had to be withdrawn. Another reason
almost certainly was that the rebels had acquired sufficient respect for the fighting ability of the
Northern Frontier Regiment to wish to avoid engagements. A related cause was that more rebels
were outside Dhofar. There were reports of 24 having gone to China for training and of others being
trained at Mukahha by PRSY forces. One theory is that they disengaged with the twin objectives
first of building up their strength through training and by acquiring new weapons and second of
re-engaging in June or July with the monsoon cloud and rain to give them better cover and with
the Northern Frontier Regiment replaced by the possibly less hard hitting Muscat Regiment...The
Dhofari rebels seem to have used the three months in training new cadres and in acquiring new
weapons...” (D. Pragnell, Consul-General, Muscat, to HE Sir Stewart Crawford, Political Resident,
Bahrain, April 14th, 1969, Sultanate Balance Sheet for first quarter 1969, FCO 1016/790).
245Data taken from: D. Pragnell, Consul-General, Muscat, to HE Sir Stewart Crawford, Political

Resident, Bahrain, April 14th, 1969, Sultanate Balance Sheet for first quarter 1969, FCO 1016/790;
D.G. Crawford, Consul-General Muscat, to HE Sir Stewart Crawford, Political Resident, Bahrain,
third quarterly report for 1969, October 13th, 1969, FCO 1016/791; D.C. Carden, Consul-General,
Muscat, to HE Sir Stewart Crawford, Political Resident, Bahrain, July 14th, 1969, Balance Sheet
for second quarter 1969, FCO 1016/790.
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Table 4.10. SAF Losses During 1969

Category January - March 1969 April - June 1969 July - September 1969
Killed N/A 2 2
Wounded 7 7 4

3.3 PFLOAG, Period #3: Recruitment Practices and
Effectiveness

3.3.1 Deficient Recruitment Practices

As noted in the previous section of the chapter, the PFLOAG246 began to forcibly

recruit children through abduction starting in late 1970.247 This practice began after

the failure of a voluntary approach that consisted of asking parents for permission to

enlist their children.248 This shift, along with increasing opposition to the PFLOAG

from among the Dhofari population due to their ideological imposition and coercive

tactics, reinforced the tactic of forced recruitment as the conflict continued in the

1970s.

Besides forced recruitment, a mutiny against the PFLOAG leadership in eastern

Dhofar broke out in September 1970. Frustrated with the PFLOAG’s imposition of

Marxism-Leninism and prohibition on the practice of Islam, a local group of dis-

enchanted members, led by members of the local military committee and mostly

belonging to the Qarra tribe, arrested 36-40 men and women of the group on Septem-

ber 12th.249 Negotiations for the prisoners’ release were successfully held soon after,

246I noted earlier in the chapter that the group changed its name in August 1974 to the “Popular
Front for the Liberation of Oman” (PFLO), signaling a shift in focus to just Oman (El-Rayyes 1976,
108). However, I continue to use PFLOAG for the rest of the chapter, with the aim of lessening the
confusion for the reader.
247Ray 2008, 61-62; Jeapes 2005, 25
248Fiennes 1975, 146
249Takriti 2013, 265-266; Al-‘Amri 2004, 171-172; Barout 1997, 409
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and the revolt was brutally crushed by September 30th by the PFLOAG leadership

through the executions of 30 cadres.250

As Takriti notes, this action had profound consequences for the PFLOAG’s rep-

utation among Dhofaris, and, more significantly, for internal dynamics within the

group and among its fighters:

“Such internal violence was unprecedented. For the first time, lethal punish-
ment had been administered within the revolution on a large scale, tearing
the fabric of the Dhufari body politic and destroying the bonds of camraderie.
The families of the executed were traumatized and some of their relatives who
were enrolled in PFLOAG began to harbour new vengeful attitudes towards
the leadership. Tribalism, which had gone into a temporary slumber under the
effects of collective mobilization, was reawakened. There were now cadres who
raised their rifles with the Front but turned their hearts towards revenge. More
significantly, a new character, fear, had made its presence felt. It fed on the
callousness in handling revolutionary lives, the ease with which they were ter-
minated” (Takriti 2013, 266).

To add to this, Sultan Qaboos announced a general amnesty in September 1970,

giving disenchanted members in the PFLOAG a safe out from the group that they

had previously lacked.251 The group did receive some more fighters after merging with

the National Democratic Front for the Liberation of Oman and the Arabian Gulf

(NDFLOAG) in December 1971, but these were only limited numbers, selectively

recruited but all of whom received different training and indoctrination.252

Things only got worse for the PFLOAG as time went on. Until May 1972, military

training and indoctrination continued somewhat uninterrupted in Hawf,253 though

250Takriti 2013, 266
251Takriti 2013, 264; Ja’boub 2010, 156; El-Rayyes 1976, 100-101.
252The NDFLOAG was formed in 1968 with the aim of starting similar activities to the PFLOAG

in northern Oman (Peterson 2007, 236-7; Takriti 2013, 164). The group “recruited cautiously,” and
most of its members received training in Iraq, China, in Fatah camps in Jordan, at the PFLOAG’s
Hawf camp, and/or in Egyptian and Syrian military academies (Price 1975, 5; Takriti 2013, 170).
The group tried to initiate armed struggle in June 1970 with two attacks, but these both failed
and most of the members were arrested (Takriti 2013, 170). The remaining members went to the
PFLOAG.
253Ja’boub 2010, 166
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with abducted individuals rather than voluntary recruits. Saeed Jinahi’s recount of

his visit to Revolution Camp in 1971 corroborates this notion:

“In the early morning the camp meets standing in front of the flag...then train-
ing begins. There are no fields as the reader would imagine, the training fields
are hills and reefs and valleys, and they are tough drills...but this helps to create
hardened cadres who will sacrifice and are capable of guiding revolutionary ac-
tion in the hardest and toughest circumstances. After noon the literacy lessons
begin, and before the sunset, political indoctrination lessons, and in the evening
they take up guarding” (Jinahi 1974, 46).

However, on May 25th, 1972, the SOAF bombed several parts of Hawf, including

the PFLOAG’s office, Revolution Camp, and Cadres’ School.254 This forced the group

to close its camps in Hawf and send trainees to different areas to perform military

tasks and reinforce local leadership, disrupting recruits’ training while the group set

up a training camp in western Dhofar.255

As a direct result, PFLOAG cadres and commanders started to receive different

training courses when dispersed throughout Dhofar, and the group also started send-

ing individuals abroad for training, particularly to China.256 The Soviets and North

Koreans also helped the PFLOAG during this time period with training.257 The group

did eventually reopen the camps at Hawf after the strikes and resumed the six-month

training courses, but the combination of forced recruitment with the disruption in

training had its consequences.258 Moreover, the PFLOAG headquarters were struck

again on October 19th, 1975 by SOAF aircraft and destroyed.259 Adding to this situ-

254Halliday 1974, 338.
255Ja’boub 2010, 167. Ja’boub’s account of this development is based on her interviews with several

former PFLOAG leaders and cadres from the time period (Ja’boub 2010, 166fn36, 187-188). On the
training camp within Dhofar, see: SITREP as of 14 November 1971, November 14th, 1971, BNA/FCO
8/1668.
256Ja’boub 2010, 167-168; Peterson 2007, 323; “The Popular Front for the Liberation of Oman and

the Arabian Gulf,” Information Research Department (IRD) Report, July 26th, 1973, BNA/FCO
8/2031.
257Peterson 2007, 324
258On the camp being reopened and functioning, see: “Oman Intelligence Report No.48” (26 August

- 8 September 1973), September 8th, 1973, BNA/FCO 2022
259Jeapes 2005, 224
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ation was an influx of non-Dhofari fighters and foreigners into the PFLOAG after its

June 1971 conference in Rakhyut, which “officially opened PFLOAG ranks to more

Arab and international volunteers.”260

The deficient nature of PFLOAG recruitment was seen in a 1973 British intelli-

gence report, which noted that 50 members of the military wing of the PFLOAG’s

bin Dhaheeb Unit went to west of Simba (i.e. Sarfayt) to train a different unit, the

bin Hajja unit, in March/April 1973, “showing them basic military skills and leading

them in stand off attacks on Simba. bin Hajja unit is made up of volunteers from

PDRY, soldiers, police, and civilians.”261 It is clear from this instance that recruit-

ment had reached the point where the group was relying on individuals from the

PDRY to form a PFLOAG unit, and had to have the unit train in Dhofar and imme-

diately participate in attacks against the SAF. This was a marked departure from the

uniform and comprehensive nature of PFLOAG recruitment in the previous period

of the conflict.

Further decay in the PFLOAG’s recruitment practices is illustrated by evidence

in 1974 that the age of newly trained recruits was getting younger with time (14-18

years old) - indicating that the PFLOAG was relying more and more on abducted

recruits for frontline manpower.262 These deficient recruitment practices, consisting of

involuntary selection through forced recruitment, inchoate and disparate training and

indoctrination, and the absorption of differently trained fighters from the NDFLOAG,

continued until the end of the conflict in December 1975.

3.3.2 Effectiveness: Task Execution

As stated in the previous section, forced recruitment of Dhofari children into the

PFLOAG began in late 1970. Given that training and indoctrination continued to be

260Takriti 2013, 277
261“Oman Intelligence Report No.47” (26 August ? 8 September 1973),? BNA/FCO 8/2022.
262“Oman Intelligence Report No.60” (10 February - 23 February 1974), BNA/FCO 8/2233.
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six months’ long, we would expect to see the downstream effects of this change in

recruitment on fighting performance around mid-1971, which is in fact precisely when

things started to go very bad for the PFLOAG in Dhofar. Successive SAF operations

began in mid-1971 in an attempt to clear specific areas of Dhofar of the group’s

presence, and continued for the next few years as external forces intervened on the

side of the Sultan to help with counterinsurgency. As the following discussion shows,

the shift back to deficient recruitment practices had significant consequences for the

PFLOAG’s ability to withstand these offensives and fight effectively in combat.

During this period, the PFLOAG had 600-800 full-time fighters and 1,000-1,200

Militia mebers.263 Consequently, the SAF still maintained a significant numerical and

materiel advantage during this period, one that only increased with the Jordanian

and Iranian interventions on the side of the Sultan towards the end of the conflict.264

Along with these regional interventions, two squadrons of Britain’s Special Air Service

(SAS)265 deployed to Dhofar to help the Sultanate, forming the British Army Training

Team (BATT) to both raise and train irregular forces to assist with the fight against

the PFLOAG and participate directly in operations.266 These firqats,267 as they came

to be known, were primarily composed of former PFLOAG fighters that defected to

the SAF. The firqats, numbering 1,400 by August 1974,268 played a key role in provid-

ing intelligence on the PFLOAG, as well both patrolling and participating in active

engagements against insurgent forces. To give a sense of the overwhelming favorable

263El-Rayyes 1976, 113; Takriti 2013, 306; Tremayne 1975, 49; Price 1975, 7; “The Mountain and
the Plain,” Intelligence Memorandum, May 19, 1972, CIA-RDP85T00875R001100130079-6; “The
Popular Front for the Liberation of Oman and the Arabian Gulf,” Information Research Department
(IRD) Report, July 26th, 1973, BNA/FCO 8/2031; “Oman Intelligence Report No.64” (7 April - 20
April 1974), BNA/FCO 8/2233
264Price 1975, 9; Peterson 2007, 483; Shraah 2011.
265The SAS is Britain’s premier special forces unit
266Jeapes 2005; Cole and Belfield 2011.
267“Firqat” is the anglicized plural of “firqa,” which in Arabic means “division” in a military

context.
268Akehurst 1982, 61
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balance for the SAF vis-a-vis the PFLOAG, the following 1975 U.S. diplomatic cable

is helpful:

“The balance of forces is heavily on the Government side: Some 6000 Omani
troops, led by some 350 British officers and non-coms and supplemented by
some 1400 tribal irregulars are reinforced by some 3000 Iranians and (soon) a
750-man Jordanian battalion for a total force of some 12,000, confronting an
estimated 600 guerrillas” (“Tab A: The Dhofar War” (Draft), February 22nd,
1975, NA/RG59/Records Relating to the Persian Gulf and Arabian Peninsula,
1952-1975).

During this time period, the Sultanate became increasingly aggressive in its oper-

ations, moving into previously-held PFLOAG territory, establishing positions, and

undertaking ambushes and other attacks on known rebel positions. These moves in-

cluded large-scale deception operations and the construction of two fences, the Horn-

beam Line (formally constructed in May 1974) and the Damavand Line (May 1974),

both designed to physically prevent PFLOAG resupply and movements from western

Dhofar and South Yemen.269

In this final period of the conflict, the PFLOAG still divided Dhofar into three

main sectors for its operations and fighting.270 In Western Dhofar, there was the

bin Ghoutha Division at 120 fighters; in Central Dhofar, the 9th of June Brigade,

comprised of three units (Suhayl, Ahmad Tarish, Bin Taheer); and in Eastern Dhofar,

the main brigade comprised of four units of 60 each (bin Daheem, Saif, Eastern,

Southern).271 The unit breakdown stayed the same moving forward, though the names

of some units were changed in 1974.272 By April 1974, the group was estimated at

745 full-time fighters and 1,000-1,200 militia members.273 This was broken down into

335 fighters in the western area; 180 in the Ho Chi Minh area (southwestern Dhofar);

269Ray 2008, 148-151, 164; Jeapes 2005, 161, 203
270El-Rayyes 1976, 113-114; Price 1975, 7
271El-Rayyes 1976, 113-114
272Price 1975, 7
273“Oman Intelligence Report No.64 (7 April - 20 April 1974), BNA/FCO 8/2233
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120 in the centra area; and 110 in the eastern area.274

As a result of the deficient recruitment practices that came to mark the PFLOAG

after late 1970, the group’s military performance suffered. The forced recruitment and

inconsistent, rushed training and indoctrination took its toll on the group’s fighters,

morale, and combat effectiveness. Nowhere were these consequences more clearly seen

than in the ill-fated PFLOAG assault on Mirbat on July 19th, 1972, when several

hundred PFLOAG fighters attacked SAF and BATT positions near Mirbat. In this

single engagement, the PFLOAG lost between 10-13.33% of its overall fighting force

in the five-hour pitched battle that ensued after the initial attack.275 This attack was

a complete break with the strategy of guerrilla warfare. For the SAF, the PFLOAG’s

failure in this engagement was their win:

“Merbat was of course the highlight of the period and must be counted as one
of the greatest successes of the whole war. Never before have so many rebels
been killed in one action and psychologically it must have been one of the
heaviest blows to the rebels’ morale. It is still not clear why the rebels abandoned
their usual tactics and launched a daylight frontal assault on a fortified position
[emphasis added]” (“Dhofar,” British Embassy Muscat to FCO, August 22,
1972, BNA/FCO 8/1846).

In almost every other aspect, the final period of the rebellion went as Mirbat went

for the PFLOAG, as Table 4.11 and the following discussion illustrate.

274“Oman Intelligence Report No.64 (7 April - 20 April 1974), BNA/FCO 8/2233
275Martinez 2012, Price 1975, 5. See below for further discussion of the Battle.
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Table 4.11. PFLOAG’s Task Execution During the May 1971 - December
1975 Period

Task Successful Execution?
Operate Weaponry and Marksmanship No
Cover and Concealment No
Dispersion Mixed
Conduct Ambushes Mixed
Avoid Concentrated Frontal Assaults No
Withdraw when Outgunned/Outnumbered No
Capacity for Low-Level Initiative No

In addition to the Russian and Chinese machine guns and indirect weapons the

group received during the previous period, the PFLOAG began to receive Chinese

shotguns, heavier machine guns, 75mm mortars with 7.5km range, and 122mm Soviet-

made Katyusha rockets with 11km range.276 In 1972, the organization also established

a workshop to undertake maintenance of weaponry, as the previous lack of one was

“affecting performance adversely.”277 As of 1974, the organization had RPG 7s, DShK

heavy machines, PMN anti-personnel mines, AK-47s, and Soviet-made 14.5mm ZPU-

1 towed anti-aircraft guns.278 The AK-47s replaced the SKS rifles, which were given

to Militia members.279 In August 1975, the PFLOAG received SAM 7 and SAM 7b

missiles from the USSR, which had a range of 12,000 feet.280

Yet while the PFLOAG’s weaponry became even more sophisticated and advanced

as the conflict went on, its use of such weaponry generally did not match this rising

trend, demonstrating poor operation of weaponry and marksmanship. The

group continued to be mixed in terms of its accuracy with small arms fire, often

276El-Rayyes 1976, 114; Tremayne 1974, 40
277Takriti 2013, 277
278Tremayne 1974, 40; Takriti 2013, 304; “Oman Intelligence Report No.64” (7 April - 20 April

1974), BNA/FCO 8/2233
279Tremayne 1974, 40
280Takriti 2013, 306; Hazelton Diss, 96
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hitting targets in close engagements with the SAF. However, Tony Jeapes noted that

“it was all very well for theorists to say that most of the adoo’s automatic fire went

overhead; it was true...”281 In addition, the PFLOAG still demonstrated indiscipline

when it came to ammunition, often shooting at SOAF aircraft with small-arms fire.282

This indiscipline led to ammunition shortages later in the period.283

The group continued to struggle with operating its mortars and recoilless rifles

during the period, failing to hit intended targets on multiple occasions throughout

the four final years of the conflict. For example, on July 5th, 1971, three 75mm

recoilless rifle shells overshot RAF Salalah, while five 82mm mortar bombs fired at HH

Bravo284 on the perimeter of RAF Salalah caused just “slight damage” and no SAF

casualties.”285 The next day, four 75mm recoilless rifle shells were fired at Akoot, and

the following day two 82mm mortars overshot HH Delta (a position on the perimeter of

RAF Salalah airfield).286 An NFR Company and Firqat Tariq Bin Zaid were patrolling

on July 9th and 10th, 1971 near Akoot, and came under fourteen rounds of 60mm

mortars from PFLOAG fighters, yet took no casualties.287

This poor ability to use mortars and recoilless rifles (RCL) generally continued

throughout the period. On August 21st, 1971, mortar attacks on SAF positions around

RAF Salalah failed.288 On November 7th, 1971, a recoilless rifle round hit the 2

Company of the DR’s mess at Akoot, killing the company commander and wounding

281Jeapes 2005, 197
282Arkless 1988, 113-114
283Peterson 2007, 332-333
284“HH Bravo” refers to one of the defensive positions outside of RAF Salalah (Arkless 1988, 22).
285SITREP for week ending 13 July 1971, July 13th, 1971, BNA/FCO 8/1667
286SITREP for week ending 13 July 1971, July 13th, 1971, BNA/FCO 8/1667
287SITREP for week ending 13 July 1971, July 13th, 1971, BNA/FCO 8/1667
288HQBF Gulf to Cabinet Office London, August 23, 1971, BNA/FCO 8/1571; Sitrep for Week

ending 29 December 1970, CBFG to RBDWC/MODUK, December 29th, 1970, FCO 8/1667; D.C.
Crawford, Consulate Genera, Muscat, to HE Sir Stewart Crawford, Political Resident, Bahrain,
December 30th, 1969, Annual Review for 1969, FCO 1016/791; Weekly Report up to 1200 hours on
19 April 1971, April 19th, 1971, BNA/FCO 8/1667
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the cook.289 However, the situation report for the incident goes on the note that “these

were the first casualties caused by enemy attacks against Akoot (in which more than

120 rounds of RCL have been fired so far this year).”290 This ineffective PFLOAG

fire at the SAF’s position at Akoot continued throughout 1972.291 The same went for

PFLOAG mortar and recoilless rifle attacks on the MR position at Sarfait during the

summer of 1972, which averaged about forty per day and generally missed their targets

with the exception of August 20th when 61 rounds hit the position but “casualties

were light.”292 This trend continued during the first half of 1973, over the course of

which “some 2,300 assorted shells and mortar bombs fell on the SAF position, but

caused few casualties and little damage to the strongly constructed sangars.”293

Similar inaccuracy in PFLOAG mortar and RCL fire was noted elsewhere in Dho-

far during the time period. A November 26th, 1971 weekly situation report noted

that “a number of machine gun, mortar and RCL attacks have been made by the

enemy against the Op Leopard base, NW of Adonib; no own casualties have been

sustained.”294 On November 17th and 18th, 1971, the PFLOAG launched 75mm re-

coilless rifle attacks on RAF Salalah, but “shells from the first attack fell 1000 metres

short of the Hedgehogs, and from the second attack between the Hedgehogs and RAF

Salalah.”295

This ineffectiveness with mortar fire and other heavier weaponry continued through-

out the rest of the final conflict period. A September 1973 British intelligence re-

port noted the following about PFLOAG fighters in the central area of Dhofar: “CA

Unit mortarmen are not much good, their sights are inefficient, they have no maps,

289SITREP as of 14 November 1971, November 14th, 1971, BNA/FCO 8/1668
290SITREP as of 14 November 1971, November 14th, 1971, BNA/FCO 8/1668
291Arkless 1988, 107-108
292Ray 2008, 93
293Ray 2008, 146. Also see Akehurst 1982, 69.
294SITREP as of 26 November 1971, November 26th, 1971, BNA/FCO 8/1668
295SITREP for week ending 23 November 1971, November 23rd, 1971, BNA/FCO 8/1668
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and their aiming is done by guesswork.”296 The group struggled to use the 122mm

Katyusha rockets they received from the USSR as well, firing ten rockets on RAF

Salalah and the SAF Diana positions nearby during October-November 1973, but

“all landed harmlessly, well clear of their targets.”297 Similar struggles were exhibited

by the PFLOAG when it came to using the SAMs they received from the USSR in

late 1974. While the group was able to bring down a Strikemaster on August 19th,

1975, “in total, 23 [SAM 7s] were fired in Dhufar, 3 of them hitting their target.”298

The PFLOAG generally did not make use of cover and concealment when

fighting during this final period of the conflict. On many occasions, PFLOAG firing

positions during ambushes or stand-off attacks were exposed, making them cannon

fodder for SOAF aircraft that would be immediately called in by government ground

forces. For example, in May 1972, a patrol by elements of the NFR and Z Company was

fired on at Wadi Arzat, but the SAF party was able to radio in an SOAF Strikemaster,

who easily targeted the PFLOAG’s Shpagin HMG and effectively silenced it using

machine guns and Sura rockets.299

In an attack during Operation Jaguar, the PFLOAG used a mix of small arms

and a heavy machine gun (HMG). However, as the SAS trooper Michael Kennedy

recalled from the engagement, the HMG was easily spotted by his force:

“A high-velocity round cracked overhead...There was a split-second pause, then
the whole of the high ground erupted - AK 47s, RPD light machine guns and
somewhere a heavy machine gun hammering out its deadly rhythm...‘There it
is!’ screamed Jimmy and Lou in unison. Jimmy rattled off a fire-control order.
‘Range 400 metres. Go right 100 metres from the rocky outcrop. Heavy machine
gun concealed in the tree-line. Lay.’ My eyes were drawn to the area indicated.
It looked like a fire in the tree-line, streams of bluish smoke rising from the
top branches of the thorn bushes. It was the HMG. It must have just recently
been dragged out of the arms cache, the preservation grease and oil burning
as the weapon grew hotter. It was a mistake, a real giveaway...‘Rapid fire!’

296“Oman Intelligence Report No.47” (26 August - 8 September 1973), BNA/FCO 8/2022.
297Ray 2008, 154; Peterson 2007, 483.
298Takriti 2013, 306
299Ray 2007, 81-82
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screamed Jimmy. Sean squeezed the trigger and hammered out the burst of
thirty rounds...Stream after stream of tracer zapped into the area of the heavy
machine gun...The Adoo HMG had stopped firing...” (Kennedy 1989, 66-67).

While the HMG was indeed concealed by the foliage, Kennedy’s observations indicate

that the PFLOAG had failed to prepare its usage, which ended up revealing the gun’s

position and enabling the SAS’s gun to effectively silence it. This failure to adequately

cover a gun position stands in sharp contrast with the PFLOAG’s effective cover and

concealment in the previous period - for instance, in its use of the 75mm recoilless

rifle position on Jebel Aram in May 1971 that took several days for Sultanate forces

to mitigate.

This was a pattern during the last period of the conflict. Earlier on July 29th,

1971, a group of 28 PFLOAG fighters were in the process of setting up a gun position

at Wadi Sahalinawt, and were attacked by SOAF jets using machine gun fire and

rockets.300 In this instance, the failure to establish the machine gun in a covered and

concealed position made it and the fighters an easy target from the air. In June 1972,

Operation Narr was launched to set up ambushes along likely PFLOAG approaches

towards the Salalah Plain.301 No ambushes were conducted by the SAF, but Brian

Ray (the commander of the operation) recalls what happened instead through the

use of SAF artillery:

“We saw no adoo, but there were no attacks on the plain. As daylight came I
told Hugh Colley to engage areas which intelligence sources had indicated were
occupied by the enemy. We could pinpoint these exactly from our positions at
the foot of the escarpment....Hugh gave the orders to his guns and quickly and
precisely the fall of shots were corrected by the forward observation officers
with A and B Companies. It was a lesson in accurate gunnery and afterwards,
through these same intelligence sources, we learnt that the enemy had suffered
casualties; but perhaps more importantly, the gunfire had been so unexpected
and effective that the wavering morale of the less-committed adoo had been

300SITREP for week ending 3 August 1971, August 3rd, 1971, BNA/FCO 8/1667
301Ray 2008, 94
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lowered. The number of SEPs302 steadily increased...” (Ray 2008, 95).

While intelligence sources certainly helped locate the PFLOAG positions during this

operation, the fact that the positions were identifiable implies that the rebels were

not using effective cover and concealment to hide their locations. As a result, they

became easy targets for the SAF’s artillery guns, leading to PFLOAG casualties.

In September 1974, a PFLOAG convoy of camels was moving supplies from South

Yemen across western Dhofar, easily spotted due to its trek in open valleys.303 In

just two days, 200 camels were killed as a result of these exposed positions, crippling

the supply chain. This lack of cover for convoys was a general issue for the PFLOAG

during the third period of the conflict.304

The PFLOAG was mixed in terms of its use of dispersion in the last period of

the conflict. Peterson notes that the group “perhaps attempted to capitalize on its

superior position on the Jabal by turning away from classical guerrilla doctrine in

1971 and increasing the size of units until they were operating almost as conventional

units.”305 Indeed, this was the case on several occasions. In Operation Jaguar, a

massive effort by the Sultanate forces to clear the eastern part of Jebel Dhofar of

PFLOAG fighters during October-December 1971, the government brought to bear

two SAS squadrons (100 men), two SAF companies (250 men), a recce platoon and

a platoon of Baluch askars (100 men), and five firqats (300 men).306 In response to

this heavy concentration of SAF forces in the area, the PFLOAG concentrated its

forces in the eastern Dhofar, rather than dispersing them as would be appropriate

when operating in the Guerrilla stage of a conflict.307 As Takriti notes:
302“Surrendered Enemy Personnel” - refers to PFLOAG fighters that defected and went over to

the government side.
303Akehurst 1982, 68
304Akehurst 1982
305Peterson 2007, 266
306Jeapes 2005, 133; “The Mountain and the Plain,” Intelligence Memorandum, May 19, 1972,

CIA-RDP85T00875R001100130079-6; Allen and Rigsbee 2000, 68; Kennedy 1989, 62.
307Jeapes 2005, 135-142
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“Under SAS command, Jaguar began on 2 October 1971 with the moving of
1,000 troops to the Jabal. By 11 October, 100 square kilometres of the Jabal
had been ‘cleared.’ There were three options available to the revolutionaries
in response: concentrating their forces further and attacking the new Anglo-
Sultanic positions; splitting their forces into smaller units and initiating a series
of small engagements; or temporarily withdrawing and waiting for the Anglo-
Sultanic forces to move further west. From a tactical perspective, the latter two
options were the correct ones, since the revolutionaries were facing an army with
heavier weapons, greater numbers, and air cover. However, the revolutionaries
chose to concentrate their forces in the East...after fierce fighting, the Sultanate
managed to achieve dominance, if not complete control over the Eastern Area
[emphasis added]” (Takriti 2013, 284).

In another instance, on August 16th, 1972, the PFLOAG concentrated its forces

in a cave when being pursued by an SAF force. A British cable described the tactical

response by the SAF that ensued:

“They were pursuing a group of rebels, perhaps remnants from the Marbat
force, who finally holed up in a cave. SAF reinforcements were brought in with
SOAF support. In the ensuing action on 16 August, 9 enemy were killed and
1 was wounded and captured” (“Dhofar,” British Embassy Muscat to FCO,
August 22, 1972, BNA/FCO 8/1846).

Rather than dispersing and splitting into small groups, the PFLOAG chose to group

its forces in an enclosed space, which had disastrous consequences with 9 fighters

killed and 1 wounded/captured.

On October 26th, 1974, a PFLOAG resupply group of 80 strong crossed the Horn-

beam Line. Broken into three large groups, the resupply group came close to being

fired on but went separate directions right before SAF contact was about to be initi-

ated:

“On 26 October came the only major crossing in the Line’s existence, involving
no more than eighty men, mostly carrying mines, rockets, and radio batter-
ies, from west to east...the first news we got of its size was from Nigel Mar-
shall, a Jebel Regiment officer out with a small reconaissance patrol north of
the Hammer Line. It was just getting light and he was crossing a piece of
low ground...He could scarcely believe it when he saw about a kilometre away
one of the largest hosts of enemy ever assembled during the war. They were
in three large groups...They were harassed by artillery and Strikemasters and
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contacted twice during the rest of their journey but they then successfully dis-
persed to their several destinations, although it was believed that some had
been wounded” (Arkless 1982, 75-76).

Rather than breaking up into much smaller groups, the 80-person PFLOAG convoy

was concentrated, making for initial easy SAF targeting. While dispersion was used

somewhat, the initial concentration and sighting had given them away to the SAF,

and the PFLOAG group suffered casualties as a result. However, the group did in-

deed make use of dispersed formations during the period in some instances. In 1974,

Peterson writes that the PFLOAG “tended to move in smaller groups” and would

move fighters at night “using small numbers” to avoid detection.308

The PFLOAG’s ability to successfully conduct ambushes dropped off signifi-

cantly during this last period of the conflict, though overall was still mixed. During

the previously discussed Operation Jaguar, a group of PFLOAG fighters attempted

to set an ambush position as the group’s heavy machine gun targeted an SAF party

advancing towards a water hole west of Jibjat on October 9th, 1971.309 Kennedy, an

SAS participant in the engagement, recalls the following:

“The Adoo HMG had stopped firing, but the crackle of small-arms fire came
from all directions...Suddenly the radio crackled into life...‘Ambush party, high
ground to the right, watch my tracer’. He dropped the radio receiver, grabbed
his SLR and fired off about a dozen tracer rounds into the high ground on the
right flank, indicating the Adoo firing position. Sean swung the gun round, laid
the sight on, and sent a stream of tracer hammering into the ambush area,
blasting the ambush party to eternity” (Kennedy 1989, 67).

The area in which the engagement occurred had plenty of foliage and vegetation,

yet the PFLOAG’s ambush group was easily spotted by the SAF battle force and

destroyed by GPMG fire.

308Peterson 2007, 333. Also see: SITREP as of 4 December 1971, December 4th, 1971, BNA/FCO
8/1668.
309Kennedy 1989, 65-66
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On March 12th, 1974, the four platoons of A Company and BATT troopers un-

dertook an operation to track down the PFLOAG’s Firqa bin Dhabeeb unit in Wadi

Sha’ath, west of Salalah near the Hornbeam Line.310 The platoons split up into two

each to set up an ambush position that would trap the 50-60 strong PFLOAG force,

but ended up falling into a rebel ambush which evolved into a six-hour firefight.311

However, C Company, mortars, and SOAF Strikemasters were brought in to support

the SAF forces, and losses were inflicted on both sides, with the government forces

losing two killed and two injured but the PFLOAG losing five killed and nine wounded

from the engagement.312

Other similar ambushes occurred during this period where the PFLOAG success-

fully inflicted casualties but also took heavy casualties itself. During the government

forces’ first attempt in Operation Darb to capture the Shirshitti Caves complex (a

major store and supply base for the PFLOAG) in January 1975, a 600-man force

moved on the caves and was caught in several PFLOAG ambushes, which resulted

in Sultanate casualties but “heavy insurgent casualties.”313 Even with this ambush,

Jeapes describes how the PFLOAG deviated from a typical ambush, noting that “they

managed to creep up close and opened fire with machine guns and RPGs, causing

several casualties but losing several men themselves.”314 Abandoning their ambush

positions, these rebels moved in closer towards their targets, giving their positions

away and taking losses as a result.

The next day, the SAF attacking force advanced further towards the Shirshitti

Caves, leading to the following episode:

“...Two Company started down the slope. The leading platoon broke cover and
strode confidently in arrowhead formation across the clearing; the company

310Peterson 2007, 334
311Ray 2008, 183-185
312Ray 2008, 185; Peterson 2007, 334
313Peterson 2007, 353-354; Jeapes 2005, 196-203; Ray 2008, 190-191
314Jeapes 2005, 197
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headquarters broke cover too and followed them; then came the second platoon,
and the third. When the leading platoon were half way across the clearing a
few shots rang out. There was a pause of a second or two and then the whole
of the far hillside exploded into life: heavy, medium, and light machine guns,
recoilless guns, mortars, rocket launchers, and small arms. The leading platoon
went down as if scythed...” (Jeapes 2005, 199).

This ambush initially appeared to be a successful one; however, tactical mistakes by

the PFLOAG started leading to losses on their side:

“Watson, meanwhile...noticed a line of adoo in single file creeping their way
around the back of the Red Company platoon on the hillock. He shouted out
an order and the four men fired together in a vicious volley. Three adoo dropped
dead and the remainder dived for cover, their outflanking manoeuvre finished”
(Jeapes 2005, 200).

Instead of withdrawing from the fight, the PFLOAG attempted a flanking maneuver.

This would normally be a smart move, but they group moved in a single file line,

with no attempt to use cover/concealment or dispersion. As a result, they were easily

neutralized. Total casualties from the multi-week operation for the PFLOAG were 25

dead and 50 wounded and for the SAF 12 dead and 21 wounded.315

However, not all PFLOAG ambushes failed during this final conflict period. On

December 5th, 1974, 15-20 PFLOAG fighters ambushed an Iranian company position

at Hill 880 20km south of Manston in western Dhofar.316 The 190-man company,

armed with RPG teams, 81mm mortars, 57mm RCL teams and Firqats, had set

up a fixed position with sangars.317 The PFLOAG group attacked from the south

and south-west, killing nine Iranian soldiers and losing no casualties themselves.318

I do note here that the Iranian battle group that came to Dhofar wholly lacking in

315Peterson 2007, 355
316Peterson 2007, 346
317“Sangars” are fortified positions established at military positions to protect soldiers from heavy

weaponry bombardment, akin to temporary bunkers.
318Arkless 1982, 83-84; Price 1975, 9.
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counterinsurgency warfare training, as numerous accounts of the conflict point out.319

However, this instance illustrates that the PFLOAG was not completely incompetent

in its ability to execute ambushes during this time period, though in most instances

the group’s attempts led to losses.

While the PFLOAG did engage mostly in stand-off attacks during this time period

rather than close range assaults on government forces,320 the group did not wholly

avoid concentrated frontal assaults on government positions. Indeed, the most

infamous combat engagement of the Dhofar rebellion, the Battle of Mirbat on July

19th, 1972, was the clearest illustration of this failure. Even before the July 19th

battle, the PFLOAG had attacked Mirbat five times between June 5-18 in 1972.321

Assembling a force of between 200-300 fighters at Jebel Massif northwest of Mirbat on

July 18th, 1972,322 the PFLOAG attacking force had small arms, machine guns, mor-

tars, grenades, rocket launchers and a 84mm Carl Gustav recoilless rifle.323 The aim

was to isolate and occupy the BATT and SAF positions at Mirbat.324 The PFLOAG

attacking force would face 25 DG in the perimeter fort near Jebel Ali; one Omani

319Jeapes 2005, Arkless 1982, Ray 2008. Arkless notes: “The inexperience of the soldiers led them
into siting their sangars so that not only could they not support each other but in some cases they
could not fire at all because they were sited immediately behind others. Amateurs who play in
League Division One - away from home - tend to lose” (Arkless 1982, 84).
320Ray 2008, 104
321Peterson 2007, 296fn1
322Estimates of the number of fighters used by the PFLOAG in the attack on Mirbat vary widely:

• Price 1975: 100
• El-Rayyes 1976: 100
• Akehurst 1982: 200
• Arkless 1988: 200
• Kennedy 1989: 250
• Martinez 2012: 250
• Ray 2008: 250
• de la Billierie 1994: 300
• Al-‘Amri 2004: 300

In general, it is taken that PFLOAG attacking force far outnumbered the government forces at
Mirbat.
323Kennedy 1989, 80-81
324Al-‘Amri 2004, 197; Peterson 2007, 298
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gunner manning the 25-pound gun; 30 askars, 30 firqat, and nine SAS troopers (later

reinforced by the 23-person G Squadron of the SAS325).326

The PFLOAG attacking force split up into three groups,327 with the first group

tasked with establishing 81mm and 82mm mortar positions north of Mirbat to pro-

vide support fire; the second group tasked with attacking the target (SAF and BATT

positions near the town) from the northwest; and the third group tasked with attack-

ing from the southeast towards SAF positions.328 The attacking force moved towards

Jebel Ali at dawn, taking out the 9-man DG platoon stationed there, and continued

to advance towards Mirbat.329 After this initial attack, the PFLOAG mortar positions

began firing towards Mirbat; while the first wave of mortar fire overshot the target

and landed 150m into the ocean, the second began to hit its targets.330

What ensued was a 5-hour long pitched battle, in which both sides used small

arms fire, heavy weaponry, mortars and airpower (on the BATT/SAF side), as the

PFLOAG attempted to take control of the SAF and BATT positions. Former SAS

trooper Kennedy describes a PFLOAG movement he observed during the attack:

“Forty well-armed Adoo formed into an extended line and began moving at a
brisk pace across in front of me towards the DG fort, following the line of a
shallow wadi that ran between the perimeter wire and the Jebel Ali...‘Open
fire!’ screamed Mike urgently....we opened fire simultaneously, unleashing a hail
of GPMG and .50-calibre bullets at the assaulting Adoo troops. The running
figures became a focal point where the red tracer and exploding incendiary
rounds converged in a frenzied dance. It rained fire and lead. Where moments
before there had been an orderly advance, parts of the line now faltered and
collapsed. Figures staggered under the impact of the heavy .50-calibre rounds,
falling, twisting, screaming...” (Kennedy 1989, 91).

325The SAS’s G Squadron happened to be in Dhofar in preparation to relieve the A Squadron on
the same day, and was deployed by air to provide support and reinforcements a few hours after the
battle started (Kennedy 1989, 81).
326Kennedy 1989, 81; Jeapes 2005, 152; Martinez 2012, 520; Peterson 2007, 297-298.
327Peterson writes that the attacking force split up into four groups (Peterson 2007, 298).
328Al-‘Amri 2004, 197; Kennedy 1989, 81
329Arkless 1988, 198-199; Peterson 2007, 298
330Al-‘Amri 2004, 197; Kennedy 1989, 86-89.
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Besides being part of a frontal assault on a fixed position during the day (and

thereby easily visible to the defending forces), this tactical action by the PFLOAG

is not in keeping with classic guerrilla warfare strategy. Rather than moving in a

dispersed formation, the force moved in a concentrated line of attack, making them-

selves an easy target for SAF and BATT fire. As a result, when SOAF Strikemasters

came in to provide initial close air support, several PFLOAG fighters were exposed

and consequently killed by fire from the aircraft.331 The battle ended up costing the

PFLOAG between 80-100 killed in action and several more wounded or captured by

SAF/BATT.332 One estimate put the rebels’ losses in the battle as high as 10% of

their overall fighting force at the time, though this is based on a total estimate of

2000 full-time PFLOAG fighters.333 If we take 80 as the number of PFLOAG fighters

lost and the more widespread overall size estimates of 600-800 full-time fighters for

the time period, then the PFLOAG lost between 10-13.33% of its overall forces just

in this one engagement. As for government forces, they lost just seven overall (5 DG,

1 askari, 1 gunner, and 2 SAS troopers).334

Besides the Battle of Mirbat, on several other occasions, the group resorted to

concentrated frontal assaults on SAF forces and/or positions. Following an ambush

331Kennedy 1989, 105-106
332There is no consensus on the exact losses for the PFLOAG in the battle, though nearly all

accounts describe them as significant relative to the size of the attacking force. Estimates include:

• 29 killed and 11 captured (Takriti 2013, 304)
• 29 killed, 12 injured/captured (Al-‘Amri 2004, 198)
• 38 PFLOAG dead bodies, “more like 80 total dead” (de la Billierie 1994, 278)
• 41 killed/wounded/captured; ultimately estimated 86 “put out of action” (Peterson 2007,

302)
• 70 killed (El-Rayyes 1976, 104)
• 80 to 200 killed, along with 25 more in intra-PFLOAG fighting after their withdrawal (Mar-

tinez 2012, 523)
• 86 killed, unknown number wounded (Ray 2008, 100)
• “just under a hundred” (Jeapes 2005, 158)

333Martinez 2012, 523
334Martinez 2012, 523; Ray 2008, 100; de la Billierie 1994, 277.
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attempt in 1972 near Akoot that wounded a few SAF soldiers, a group of PFLOAG

fighters resorted to charging the involved SAF Saladin armored cars, with the latter

expending heavy machine gun fire towards the former.335 The HMG fire killed several

rebels, who besides moving directly towards the SAF armored cars failed to withdraw

when these reinforcements were brought in.336

On another occasion, a joint SAS/SAF patrol was undertaking an operation to

dismantle a PFLOAG Katyusha position near the Zakhir Tree in the Shirshitti Caves

complex region in western Dhofar. The force was 15-strong, with a supporting force

of an NFR B Company platoon and three armored cars.337 An engagement ensued

and lengthened after the PFLOAG sent reinforcements in a direct assault on the SAF

party:

“...the mist cleared for a few seconds and there only fifty yards away stood the
Zakhir Tree...Bell’s eye was caught by a movement above them...Three figures
appeared out of the mist. Both sides saw each other at the same time but
the GPMG gunner fired first and two adoo dropped. The third and another
SAS man fired together. The third adoo spun round and fell but two of his
bullets had found their mark...coming down the hill towards them from the
west...a line of troops was advancing...the enemy’s fire began to pour into the
wadi...”(Jeapes 2005, 215-216).

Rather than withdraw after taking initial losses (3 killed), the PFLOAG sent in rein-

forcements and ended up taking further losses (6-7 killed) because of this concentrated

movement towards the SAF’s position.338

On multiple occasions during this time period, PFLOAG fighters did not with-

draw when outgunned or outnumbered , often leading to extended engagements

and pitched battles in which they took losses. In summer of 1972, a BATT patrol am-

335Arkless 1988, 152-153; Ray 2008, 79.
336Ibid. Arkless notes that a colleague observed traces of quat (the narcotic popular in Yemen) on

the faces of the dead PFLOAG fighters, so “it was probable that the Adoo were ‘high’ when making
their charges” (Arkless 1988, 153).
337Jeapes 2005, 214-220
338Peterson 2007, 370
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bushed a PFLOAG group north of Taqa, which evolved into a pitched battle. David

Arkless, a member of an RAF’s Air Despatch Squadron, recalls the incident:

“The patrol was successful. A few days later they ambushed the Adoo and
fought a pitched battle with them. The Adoo fought fiercely and courageously,
as did our lads. Two of the Adoo were pinned down on a slope behind some
rocks with no chance of escape but would not surrender when they were called
upon to do so. After another exchange of fire there was an explosion behind
the rocks and then silence. After a while the patrol closed in and came upon
the two bodies of the Adoo lying shredded by grenade splinters” (Arkless 1988,
196).

Rather than withdrawing, the two PFLOAG fighters remained in place and ended up

paying for the decision with their lives.

In another instance on May 23rd, 1972, Red Company of the DR and B Company

of the NFR undertook an operation to move from the SAF’s established position

at Sarfait in western Dhofar toward “Capstan,” the SAF name for a position that

would allow them to begin cutting off the main PFLOAG resupply line from Hawf

into western Dhofar.339 Brian Ray, the commander of the NFR at the time, described

the operation and the engagement with the PFLOAG that ensued:

“It didn’t take the adoo long to react. They swiftly built up a force of some
seventy-five men and made a number of determined attacks on the Capstan
position, supported by heavy firing from mortars, machine guns, and recoilless
guns. In the fierce firefight that ensued, and which continued spasmodically
throughout the hours of daylight, SAF gradually achieved the upper hand. It
speaks well for the bravery and determination of the adoo that they continually
pressed forward with a force inferior in numbers to that of the defenders. Red
Company and B Company GPMGs and mortars took their toll, and the enemy
casualties mounted. As was their custom they soon split into smaller groups and,
although these proved more difficult to locate and hit, they lost the possibility of
properly co-ordinating their attacks. SAF casualties in comparison were light...”
(Ray 2008, 84).

While the PFLOAG’s “bravery and determination” may have impressed Ray, their

failure to withdraw from the engagement despite being outnumbered is clear and con-

339Ray 2008, 82-83
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sequences in terms of casualties. At the same time, the PFLOAG group’s stubbornness

did not result in any SAF killed, only wounded casualties.340

In another instance, the NFR C Company was conducting an ambush operation

against the PFLOAG in late 1972. As the Company Commander leading the opera-

tion, Christopher, wrote in an account:

“Shortly after 7 a.m. two adoo lead scouts appeared over the top of this knoll,
heading directly for Hamed Hamdan’s position. He waited until they were about
25 metres away before opening fire and killing the right-hand man with his
first burst. However, the other adoo (a woman) was only wounded and fired a
complete magazine on automatic at him...It was extremely difficult to locate her
as she was almost hidden by trees and by this time heavy return fire was coming
from the remainder of the enemy patrol who were in fire positions behind the
bare knoll. However, eventually the GPMG gunner saw her doing a snake crawl
back down the wadi and a burst from him stopped all further movement...”
(Account of operation in Ray 2008, 111-112).

Ray goes on to note that “Later this adoo group called up reinforcements and Christo-

pher’s men engaged them successfully with mortars, artillery and, eventually, Strike-

masters.”341 This was yet another instance where a PFLOAG group’s failure to with-

draw while being outnumbered and outgunned led to the group taking casualties.342

In the final period of the conflict, the PFLOAG had localized control of military

matters, but failed to successfully demonstrate capacity for low-level initia-

tive . Military and tactical command was indeed decentralized as a result of the

internal chaos within the organization that increased as the final years of the rebel-

340A subsequent engagement in June 1972 where the Firqa al Mutaharika (along with the NFR’s
B Company) pursued a group of 3-4 PFLOAG fighters in Wadi Jarsis resulted in the former taking
a casualty, as the rebels remained in place and exchanged fire with the superior Firqa force rather
than withdrawing immediately (Ray 2008, 95-96). Besides failing to withdraw, the rebels had been
positioned at the top of a hill in a wide open valley - a textbook illustration of failure to use cover
and concealment.
341Ray 2008, 112
342Another example further illustrates this trend. On October 27th, 1972, elements of the SAF,

including the NFR B Company, an FF platoon, two MR platoons, and two firqas launched Operation
Sikkeen to ambush a PFLOAG position at the Killi waterhole along the Hornbeam Line (Ray 2008,
112-115). Rather than withdraw as the government forces w=ere helicoptering into the position, the
rebels in the position stayed and exchanged fire with the incoming force, which resulted in at least
one casualty on the PFLOAG side (Ray 2008, 114-115).
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lion proceeded.343 However, this decentralization came with significant issues that

harmed the PFLOAG’s overall unity of effort in combat. For instance, following the

failed attack in the Battle of Mirbat in July 1972, there were reports of infighting

among insurgents in which 25 were killed.344 In another instance, PFLOAG leader-

ship disarmed individuals “suspected of disloyalty.”345

That such deleterious circumstances resulted is not surprising given the harm

that forced recruitment produced within the group, particularly concerning the lack

of interpersonal trust generated by such practices. For example, a British intelligence

report, drawing on information from PFLOAG defectors, reported in September 1973

that “there is no trust between the fighters and the leaders nor between the leaders

themselves. If, for instance a Firqa leader were to be demoted, it is to be expected

that he might surrender.”346

3.3.3 Effectiveness: Losses Inflicted and Losses Incurred

As a result of their poor task execution, PFLOAG casualties and defections unsur-

prisingly mounted as time went on during the third period of the conflict. Sarting after

mid-1971 and continuing for the rest of the conflict, the government forces largely took

the initiative, aggressively undertaking operations to clear PFLOAG fighters from ar-

eas of Dhofar and set up positions and hold them in previously “no-go” zones.347 This

is in contrast to the government’s disposition before mid-1971, which was largely to

maintain defense of the few areas within Dhofar that it controlled. The impetus for

this change was largely the coming to power of Sultan Qaboos on July 23rd, 1970 -

Qaboos proved to be a much more willing actor in the fight against the PFLOAG.348

343O’Neill 1980, 222-223
344Peterson 2007, 302
345“Oman Intelligence Report No.47” (12 - 25 August 1973)? BNA/FCO 8/2022.
346Oman Intelligence Report No.47” (26 August - 8 September 1973), BNA/FCO 8/2022.
347Peterson 2007, 254-293; Akehurst 1982, 60-65; Jeapes 2005
348Takriti 2013
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Tables 4.12 and 4.13 below illustrate the total annual losses incurred for the two

sides between 1971 and 1975, based on the figures available from declassified British

intelligence reports from the time period.349

Table 4.12. PFLOAG Losses

Category 1971 1973
Confirmed Killed 126 63
Reliably Reported Killed 255 126
Wounded 242 32
Captured
SEPs 350 115

Table 4.13. SAF Losses from 1971 - 1973

Category 1971 1972 1973
Killed 34 44 41
Wounded 104 108 139

Additional casualty breakdowns from archival documents can give us an idea of the

significance of PFLOAG losses during this final period. Over the period of time from

September 21st, 1972 until October 1st, 1973, the collective SAF/BATT/Firqats lost

38 killed and 139 wounded, while the PFLOAG lost 86 confirmed KIA, 89 reported

KIA, 58 confirmed WIA, 75 reported WIA, 4 captured, and 111 SEPs.350 Going back

to January 1971, these same categorical totals for the PFLOAG by October 1st, 1973

were 353 confirmed KIA, 525 reported KIA, 132 confirmed WIA, 431 reported WIA,

28 captured, and 712 SEPs.351 Over this same nearly three-year period, the collective

SAF/BATT/Firqats lost 102 killed and 320 wounded.352

349Table figures drawn from: “Oman Intelligence Report No.50” (23 September - 6 October 1973),
BNA/FCO 8/2022; “Oman Intelligence Report No.61” (24 February - 9 March 1974), BNA/FCO
8/2233; Ray 2008, 147fn.
350“Oman Intelligence Report No.50” (23 September - 6 October 1973), BNA/FCO 8/2022
351“Oman Intelligence Report No.50” (23 September - 6 October 1973), BNA/FCO 8/2022
352“Oman Intelligence Report No.50” (23 September - 6 October 1973), BNA/FCO 8/2022
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Casualties over longer timespans illustrate the mounting losses on the PFLOAG

side. Between 1 January 1971 - 26 February 1974, the total losses for the PFLOAG

were: 384 confirmed KIA; 156 confirmed WIA; 545 reported KIA; 463 reported WIA;

and 767 SEPs.353 Between July 1970 and May 1974, the PFLOAG lost 417 KIA, 167

WIA, 829 SEPS, and 30 captured.354 These latter two sets of figures indicate the

consistent losses the PFLOAG was taking in terms of KIAs and defectors over the

majority of the final period of the conflict.

Given that the PFLOAG started the period with about 600-800 full-time PLA

fighters and never went higher,355 these losses are significant. Even just with the

confirmed figures (417 KIA, 829 SEPs, and 30 captured) for the aforementioned nearly

four-year period between July 1970 - May 1974, this implies a significant loss in

manpower for the group. If we assume that the losses figures include both full-time

fighters and members of the Popular Militia, a simple calculation shows that the

PFLOAG lost between 62.4-77.9% of its overall fighting force during this final period

of the conflict. The mounting PFLOAG losses and defections and relatively consistent

government losses, along with the previous discussion of the PFLOAG’s task execution

during this last period of the conflict, indicate that the group had become largely

ineffective in combat in the third and final period of the rebellion.

4 Alternative Explanations

In Chapter 1, I outlined three potential alternative explanations for insurgent

effectiveness. The first potential explanation concerned the balance of forces or ca-

pabilities, with the implication that an insurgent group with relatively more fighters

353“Oman Intelligence Report No.61” (24 February - 9 March 1974), BNA/FCO 8/2233
354Peterson 2007, 348
355This assertion based on April 1974 intelligence estimate of the group at 745 full-time fighters,

in combination that increasing defections were likely making this total trend downward throughout
this conflict period. Indeed, Peterson estimates the PLA at 250 full-time fighters in January 1975,
down from 600 in mid-1974 (Peterson 2007, 348).
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and/or advanced material capabilities should be more effective than a group with

relatively less of those features. Applied to a single group in a given case, we would

expect the period in which the group had a relatively more favorable balance of forces

to be the one in which it was most effective in a relative sense.

The second potential alternative explanation concerned external support - the no-

tion that more outside assistance for an insurgent group would make it more effective

in combat. Applied to a single group, we would expect that the conflict period in

which the group received the relatively highest degree of external assistance would be

the one in which it fought most effectively. Finally, a potential explanation based on

ideology argues that groups with politicized ideologies motivate fighters more than

groups in which such ideologies are lacking, and therefore would result in higher

military effectiveness as a result of higher combat motivation.

4.1 Favorable Balance of Forces

In the first period of the conflict, the PFLOAG had about 80 full-time fighters

at the time and only small arms and some mortars; in the second period, 600-700

full-time fighters and increasingly advanced weaponry including heavy machine guns

and recoilless rifles; and in the third period, 600-800 full-time fighters and further

advanced heavy weaponry, including Katyusha rockets and SAM 7s.

On this basis, we would expect PFLOAG effectiveness to nonmonotonically in-

crease as the conflict went on. Yet as the previous discussion in the chapter showed,

the PFLOAG’s tactical effectiveness did not consistently increase over time, but in-

stead fluctuated: first ineffective, then effective, then ineffective. This was indicated

both by the group’s relative ability to execute the stage-specific tasks and the pat-

terns of casualties incurred by the group. Thus, a favorable balance of forces cannot

explain the variation in effectiveness exhibited by the PFLOAG over the course of
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the rebellion.

4.2 External Support

External support was present from the very beginning of the Dhofar Rebellion.

Indeed, the DLF was born in 1964 out of Egyptian pressure on the various strands

of Dhofari opposition to unify before receiving support. Outside assistance to the

group steadily increased during the conflict, though waned during the last few years

of the fighting. Besides Egypt, support at one point or another during the conflict in

the form of financing, weapons, training, or other material forms came from Saudi

Arabia, Iraq, China, the Soviet Union, Cuba, East Germany, North Korea, Libya, and

South Yemen.356 The PFLOAG also had close relations with several other militant

organizations during the time period, including the Popular Front for the Liberation

of Palestine (PFLP), Democratic Front for the Liberation of Palestine (DFLP), and

Fatah.357

In 1967, the PFLOAG received a host of new weapons, including heavy machine

guns like Siminovs and Degtyorovs, mortats, and recoilless rifles.358 But to make use

of these weapons effectively, the group needed to properly train on them, which they

failed to do. As a 1969 British intelligence report noted:

“Training must play an increasing part in the rebel preparation. As long as they
were only armed with rifles, their ability to handle such weapons coupled with
inherently good fieldcraft carried them through, but more sophisticated training
is required if best use is to be made of the new weapons. So far there are few
signs that this is being done [emphasis added].”359

356Peterson 2007, 190, 323-325; El-Rayyes 1976, 93, 116-117; Tremayne 1974, 41; Takriti 2013,
103-106, 295-296, 302-304; Trabulsi 2004, 94-95, 107; Halliday 1974, 317; McKeown 1981, 36;
Barout 1997, 400; “The Mountain and the Plain,” Intelligence Memorandum, May 19, 1972, CIA-
RDP85T00875R001100130079-6; Annual Review - 1968, D.C. Carden, Consul-General, Muscat,
to HE Sir Stewart Crawford, Political Resident in the Persian Gulf, January 12th, 1969, FCO
8/1073; Murphy (NEA/ARP) to Sisco (NEA), “Situation in Muscat/Oman,” May 20th, 1970,
NA/RG59/Records Relating to the Persian Gulf and Arabian Peninsula, 1952-1975.
357Takriti 2013, 302-3
358Takriti 2013, 103-6; El-Rayyes 1976, 93; Peterson 2007, 221
359Lt. Col. Grove-White, Joint Intelligene Staff, HQ British Forces Gulf, March 10th, 1969, enclos-
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As this quote indicates, receiving external support (in this case in the form of advanced

weaponry) did not automatically translate into increased fighting prowess for the

PFLOAG. This is why the group’s mixed performance in operating its weaponry and

marksmanship during the second conflict period is unsurprising. Yet an explanation

on external support would predict that the receipt of such weapons would result in

increased accurate firepower and combat effectiveness.

The same goes for general military training. The first group of PFLOAG cadres

who went abroad to China for training right after the Wadi Hamrin conference came

back and imparted the lessons they learned throughout the PLA and in the group’s

training camp. After the training camp at Hawf was disrupted in May 1972, many

PFLOAG cadres again started going abroad for training to the USSR. Despite receiv-

ing advanced training abroad in both periods, the group fought even more poorly in

the third period of the conflict than it did in the second period, when its fighters were

mostly all trained in Hawf. What matters here then is the degree to which a group

can leverage its outside support to augment its preexisting recruitment practices and

therefore fight more effectively, not simply the nature or degree of external support

it receives from third parties.

4.3 Ideology

As most of the chapter’s discussion has indicated, the PFLOAG eventually became

a hardline Marxist-Leninist organization that engaged in intense political indoctri-

nation of its fighters (and eventual forced indoctrination after September 1970). We

would therefore expect the group to fight more effectively during the second and third

period of the conflict than it did during the first.

However, as the discussion in the third section demonstrated, the PFLOAG fought

ing research paper by Joint Intelligence Staff, HQ BF Gulf, January 20th, 1969, “Possible Effects of
RAF Salalah arising from threats to Sultan in Dhofar,” FO 1016/804
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relatively worse in the third period of the conflict than it did during the first, yet

this was a time after its members had been socialized in a revolutionary ideology.

Indoctrination may have motivated fighters, but the abduction and forced recruitment

that the group began after September 1970 did not produce the same uniformed

shared purpose that existed during the second conflict period. The defections from

the PFLOAG to the government side that started around the same time as forced

recruitment indicate that while ideology was constant, group-level combat motivation

was not. As was the case in Jordan with the PFLP and DFLP, it is thus more about

what groups do with an ideology and how it is inculcated among members that

ultimately shapes fighting effectiveness, rather than simply having such an ideology

as an attribute of the group.

5 Conclusion

This chapter presented a second test of the theoretical framework outlined in

Chapter 2. Using the Dhofar Rebellion in Oman as a case study, I examined the

recruitment practices and effectiveness of the main insurgent group, the PFLOAG,

during the conflict. This chapter also established the dynamism of the theory, demon-

strating its ability to explain changes in recruitment and effectiveness over time within

a single group.

Like the Jordanian conflict, the civil war in Dhofar constituted the first Guerrilla

stage of insurgency, with the Sultante’s forces having a significant advantage in terms

of numbers and material, one that only grew as the conflict went on. Dividing the

conflict into three analytical periods based on the group’s recruitment practices, I

demonstrated how the nature of the group’s practices (robust or deficient) shaped

both its relative ability to execute the tactical and operational tasks and correspond-

ing degree of casualties incurred in each period.
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In the first period of the conflict, the hodgepodge coalition of the four strands of

Dhofari opposition to the Sultan came together in 1965 to form the Dhofar Liberation

Front (DLF), each bringing with them different ways of having recruited, trained (if at

all), and indoctrinated (if at all) its members who came to form the core of the group’s

fighters. As a result of these deficient recruitment practices, the DLF’s performance

was overall poor in combat. The group correspondingly lost a high percentage of

fighters based on available KIA data (between 37.5-75% of its overall forces).

In the second period, the group’s recruitment practices became robust, as it took

a turn towards Marxist-Leninism and purged elements of the group not in agreement

with the new ideological orientation. During this middle period of the conflict, the

newly-named PFLOAG fought well, successfully executing nearly all of the tasks

while losing consistently fewer and fewer KIA (13.9-16.7% of its overall force during

the second period of the conflict).

The robust recruitment practices continued for about two years until September

1970, when opposition to the group began to increase and its response was to begin

abducting individuals for membership. Things got worse in May 1972 when the or-

ganization lost its central training camp in South Yemen, and recruitment remained

deficient thereafter. As a result, the group’s effectiveness took a dive, as it failed to

successfully execute any of the tasks while casualties and defections mounted as the

fighting continued. The available data indicate rising PFLOAG losses during the final

period of the conflict, with the group losing between 62.4-77.9% of its overall forces.

Table 4.14. Recruitment Practices and Effectiveness in Oman

Period of Conflict Recruitment Practices Effectiveness
#1: 1964-September 1968 Deficient → Failed Task Execution
#2: September 1968-May 1971 Robust → Successful Task Execution
#3: June 1971-December 1975 Deficient → Failed Task Execution
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Having confirmed the external validity of the theoretical framework in this chapter

and demonstrated its ability to explain temporal changes in recruitment and effec-

tiveness, the next chapter turns to evaluating the combat effectiveness of the two

main insurgent groups that fought in the Eritrean War of Independence.
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Chapter 5

Insurgency in Eritrea, 1961-1991

1 Introduction

The previous chapter examined the performance of the PFLOAG during the Dho-

far Rebellion in Oman, which allowed me to both establish the initial external validity

of the framework and illustrate its ability to explain variation in insurgent effective-

ness over time. In this chapter, I further demonstrate the theory’s external validity

by explaining the differences in effectiveness of the two main insurgent groups, the

Eritrean Liberation Front (ELF) and the Eritrean People’s Liberation Front (EPLF),

during the Eritrean War of Independence (1961-1991). The analysis of the Eritrean

insurgency also enables me to probe the framework’s applicability to a conflict with

both the Guerrilla and Conventional stages.

The chapter begins by briefly restating the theoretical framework and discussing

how I test it in the Eritrean case, along with an overview of the sources used in the

chapter. I then provide a historical background of the Eritrean conflict, highlighting

the key events and developments during the conflict, introducing the ELF and EPLF,

and providing a military overview of the war. I next discuss the variation in recruit-
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ment practices and effectiveness over the course of the conflict for each of the two

groups, followed by an examination of the three potential alternative explanations

vis-a-vis the Eritrean case.

1.1 Testing the Theory in Eritrea

To briefly recap, the theory predicts that insurgent groups with robust recruitment

practices will ultimately fight more effectively across the possible stages of conflict

than those with deficient recruitment practices. This is a result of three mechanisms

generated by robust recruitment practices: uniform shared purpose, discipline, and

interpersonal trust. These enable a group’s fighters to successfully execute the tasks

that constitute effective fighting in a given stage. With deficient recruitment practices,

insurgent groups instead generate no or weak/varied shared purpose, indiscipline,

and a lack of interpersonal trust (or even mistrust) among their commanders and

fighters. As a result, such groups cannot successfully execute the tasks needed to

fight effectively during the possible stages of conflict.

The Eritrean case allows me to further establish this framework’s external validity

by comparing the performance of the two main insurgent groups that fought against

the Ethiopian regime during the thirty-year conflict. Both groups had the goal of

expelling the Ethiopian forces from the province of Eritrea and achieving Eritrean

independence, and the fighting spanned the urban and rural areas of the province

of Eritrea. In terms of incumbent discrimination vis-a-vis the ELF and/or EPLF,

the nature of the conflict was such that the Ethiopian regime only discriminated in

one episode (1978-79), when they focused primarily on the EPLF in conducting their

offensive. As I demonstrate later in the chapter, this is not an issue for the theoretical

analysis.

The ELF and EPLF varied in their recruitment practices during the conflict,
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with the former deficient and the latter robust during the conflict. Distinct from the

Jordan case, where recruitment proceeded largely uninterrupted, during the 1970s

and 1980s the ELF and EPLF were largely forced to recruit in the face of Ethiopian

attempts to disrupt their recruitment through repeated airstrikes and offensives - akin

to the Oman case. This feature of the Eritrean conflict helps to again demonstrate

the theory’s ability to explain effectiveness in an instance more akin to many civil

wars where insurgent groups must largely operate in secret while facing a constant

threat of annihilation by the state.

The conflict also featured two episodes of infighting among the ELF and EPLF,

from 1972-1974 and 1980-1981. After the second episode ended in August 1981, the

ELF was effectively eliminated from the conflict space. The conflict thereafter became

a single-party insurgency between the EPLF and the Ethiopian state. I include these

episodes of infighting in the analysis, and address how they fit into the measurement

framework in the respective sections.

In addition to demonstrating the theory’s external validity, the Eritrean conflict

constitutes a case that includes both the Guerrilla and Conventional conflict stages.

From September 1961 - September 1974, the balance of forces between the two rebel

groups and Ethiopian forces dictated that the former use a guerrilla strategy. After

September 1974, the two factions had equal the manpower of Ethiopian forces in

Eritrea and subsequently deployed heavy weaponry in combat. Consequently, the

conflict shifted to the Conventional stage as the ELF and EPLF continued to captur

armor and artillery from the Ethiopians in subsequent years and deploy it in combat.

This feature of the Eritrean conflict allows me to probe the framework’s link between

recruitment and effectiveness across both possible stages of insurgency, rather than

just in the Guerrilla stage as with the previous two case studies of the conflicts in

Jordan and Oman.
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1.1.1 Sources Used

To analyze and assess the recruitment and effectiveness of the ELF and EPLF, I

rely on archival research, personal memoirs of officials and combatants on both the Er-

itrean and Ethiopian sides of the conflict, secondary historical sources in English and

Arabic,1 and Western media reports. My lack of Tigrinya, Tigre, and Amharic lan-

guage skills rendered me unable to access sources on the Eritrean conflict in these lan-

guages. However, I rely on works which themselves leveraged these particular sources,

enabling me to somewhat mitigate this issue. In addition, some works on the con-

flict written in these three languages have been translated into English, which largely

enables me to overcome this problem (save for any differences lost due to translation).

In terms of primary source materials leveraged in the analysis, I draw on official

publications of the ELF and EPLF and their sister organizations abroad to demon-

strate certain characteristics of the groups and/or corroborate accounts of fighting

during the conflict. In addition to these primary source documents, there are some

firsthand accounts that have been published by former combatants on both sides of

the conflict. When possible, I corroborate these accounts with declassified documents

and/or other sources, so as to best ensure accuracy with the overall sources upon

which I am relying for the analysis.

I also use secondary sources that themselves are based on interviews with ex-

combatants and access to relevant Eritrean and Ethiopian archives. Access to per-

tinent archives on the conflict is generally highly restricted, particularly in Eritrea

and somewhat less so in Ethiopia.2 However, several authors have obtained access

to the most relevant existing primary sources. For instance, Weldemichael (2013)

1The first decade or so of the Eritrean conflict saw a lot of outside Arab interest, which continued
for the majority of the war. In addition, many of the leaders of both the ELF and EPLF had close
ties with the Arab world. As a result, there exist a non-trivial amount of Arabic language sources
on both the two groups and the conflict.

As with previous chapters, I use my own English translations of Arabic sources.
2Author conversation with Michael Woldemariam, May 16th, 2017
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and Tedla (2014) make heavy use of primary documents from multiple sources in

Eritrea, including Eritrea’s Research and Documentation Center (RDC); declassified

intelligence reports and cables of the Eritrean Police Force in Asmara; and sets of in-

terviews with early members of the ELF conducted by the German researcher Gunter

Schroder. Likewise, Abbay (1998) interviewed former EPLF fighters in Eritrea during

the 1990s. Gebru Tereke gained extensive access to Ethiopian military and intelligence

archives for his 2009 book, as did Fantahun Ayele for his 2014 book on the Ethiopian

Army. More recent academic works by Tricia Redeker Hepner (2009); Michael Wolde-

mariam (2011, 2014); and Costatino Pischedda (2015) draw on their own interviews

with former ELF and EPLF fighters. The interviews in these works focus primarily on

the internal dynamics of the insurgent groups and their conduct during the conflict,

providing useful information for the analysis in this chapter.

In terms of Western diplomatic, military, and intelligence sources, the U.S. Gov-

ernment had a military base (Kagnew Station) in Eritrea until 1977, when it closed

due to the fighting.3 As a result of this presence; a general concern about Ethiopia as

one of the U.S.’s closest allies in East Africa until the late 1970s; and increasing Soviet

involvement in the region, there exist thousands of declassified cables and situation

reports from the State Department and CIA that cover the Eritrean conflict and its

actors. I accessed these documents through multiple electronic repositories, including

the CIA’s CREST database at the National Archives in College Park, Maryland; the

Declassified Document Reference System through the University of Virginia’s library;

the Digital National Security Archive hosted at George Washington University; and

the Defense Intelligence Agency’s Electronic Reading Room.

Finally, the thirty-year conflict was widely covered in the Western press, partic-

3Kagnew Station itself was primarily used for the collection of signals intelligence and communi-
cation for branches of the U.S. military (“Stonehouse: first U.S. collector of REDACTED signals,”
NSA Document, Digital National Security Archive, available at https://nsarchive2.gwu.edu/

NSAEBB/NSAEBB501/docs/EBB-21.pdf).
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ularly after 1974, and products of this include several journalistic accounts of visits

to liberated areas of Eritrea. These accounts are based on interviews with officials,

commanders, and fighters from the two main rebel groups, as well as embedding with

insurgent units in combat. Some prominent examples are the American journalist Dan

Connell’s multiple volumes and collected writings from his frequent visits to Eritrea

during the conflict. Besides such volumes, I use daily English language newspaper ar-

ticles accessed through ProQuest Historical Newspapers to reconstruct the conflict’s

trajectory and progression and obtain information on the conduct of the war by its

belligerents.

2 The Eritrean War of Independence (1961-1991)

2.1 Context and Background

The Eritrean insurgency primarily involved two insurgent groups, the Eritrean

Liberation Front (ELF) and the Eritrean People’s Liberation Front (EPLF), waging

a thirty-year struggle for independence against the Ethiopian government. The latter

was represented by the Imperial Ethiopian Army (IEA) and its post-1974 successor,

the Ethiopian Revolutionary Army (ERA).4 The specific aim of the Eritrean insurgent

organizations was to free the northernmost province of Ethiopia, Eritrea, from control

of the central Ethiopian government (see Figure 5.1 below).

4Note: I use “Ethiopian forces,” “Ethiopian government,” “government,” and “Dergue” (after
September 1974) interchangeably throughout the chapter to refer to the Ethiopian side that fought
in the conflict.
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Figure 5.1. Map of Eritrea (1986)
Source: University of Texas Libraries

Eritrea is 45,754 square miles, and contains a 745-mile long coastline on the Red

Sea.5 The main geographic divisions are between the arid lowlands of the coastal and

western areas and cooler highlands in the central area (or “Kebessa”), with the latter

containing the majority of Eritrea’s population.6 The highest point in Eritrea is the

Emba Soira, which stands at just under 10,000 feet and is located in the southern part

5Killion 1998, 1
6Ibid.; Tedla 2014, 15; Gebre-Medhin 1989, 38-39; Killion 1998, 2; Erlich 1983, 2; CIA World

Factbook 2018
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of the central highlands.7 Nine different ethno-linguistic groups reside in the province:

Tigrinya, Tigre, Bilen, Rashaida, Hidareb, Saho, Nara, and Afar.8 The majority of the

population are Tigrinya- and Tigre-speaking, and the population itself is split about

50-50 between Christians (Coptic, Roman Catholic, Protestant) and Muslims.9 The

sectarian population concentrations roughly resemble the topographical and economic

divide, with the lowlands having a majority of Muslims and based on pastoralism,

while the highlands were majority Christian and a sedentary agricultural economy.10

Prior to the 1950s, the province was under Italian colonial rule from 1891-1941

and then British administration from April 1941 - September 1952.11 During this

period of British rule, Eritrean liberation and nationalist movements began to form

within the province, primarily as associations and political parties. These included the

Association of Love for the Country of Eritrea (MFHE), Muslim League (ML), Liberal

Progressive Party (LPP), and the Unionist Party (UP).12 These various organizations

were divided in terms of overall aims, with some wanting unification with Ethiopia

and others wanting Eritrean independence.13 For instance, the UP (as obvious from

its name) wanted unification with Ethiopia, while the ML and LPP both wanted

independence.14

In their early stages, the associations and parties spanned Christians and Muslims

and ethnic groups in the province, but once Ethiopian support for the unionist ele-

ments began to trickle in, there was a “resurgence of ethnic, religious, and provincial

cleavages that had been subordinated to the more universal anti-colonial and na-

7Killion 1998, 2-3
8Tedla 2014, 13; Gebre-Medhin 1989, 38-39; Killion 1998, 4-5; Erlich 1983, 2-3
9Tedla 2014, 13; Killion 1998, 4-6; “Eritrea.” The World Factbook 2017. Washington, DC: Central

Intelligence Agency, 2018.
10Killion 1998, 5
11Bizouras 2013
12Iyob 1995, 56-7; Tedla 2014, 18-22; Bizouras 2013, 27; Markakis 1987, 62-63
13Ibid.; Ellingson 1977
14Tedla 2014, 21; Bizouras 2013, 29-30; Iyob 1995, 56-7
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tionalist sentiments.”15 As the decade went on, the organizations became even more

fractured, with the Eritrean Church joining on the side of the unionists.16 This cul-

minated in Muslim-Christian riots and targeted violence in Asmara during February

1950, which were sparked by the killing of an ML leader by shifta.17

Nevertheless, these early associations and parties laid the basis for the nationalist

movement that soon was to form. However, when the Allied Powers took control of

Italy’s colonies after WWII ended, the issue of Eritrea’s status fell to the UN, which

in December 1950 chose for the province federation with Ethiopia.18 This was followed

by elections in March 1952 for a parliament, the drafting of a constitution in the same

year that adopted Tigrinya and Arabic as official languages, and the foundation for a

genuine democratic system of governance in the province.19 The British departed in

September 1952, and Eritrea was officially part of Ethiopia. However, the Ethiopian

state began to “Amharize” the Eritrean administrative apparatus and increase its

power in Eritrea. This led to growing hostility towards Ethiopian rule, along with an

increasing “politicization of ethnicity” among Eritreans, as Bizouras notes.20

This continued “erosion of Eritrean autonomy”21 led to increased resistance to

the status quo, particularly as pro-union elements carried out assassinations of pro-

independence elements and democratic erosion continued.22 In November 1958, the

Eritrean Liberation Movement (ELM) was founded in Port Sudan as an secular or-

ganization dedicated to non-violent resistance to Ethiopian rule and independence

achieved through a coup.23 Three years later, the ELF formed, formally initiating the

15Iyob 1995, 66
16Bizouras 2013, 33; Ellingson 1977, 266; Iyob 1995, 75-78; Markakis 1987, 68-69
17Shifta is the Arabic word for bandits (Gebre-Medhin 1989, 147-148).
18Trevaskis 1960, 91-98; Iyob 1995, 63-4.
19Bizouras 2013, 34-35; Tedla 2014, 28; Markakis 1987, 92-93
20Bizouras 2013, 36-37; Iyob 1995, 89-91; Gebre-Medhin 1989, 171-172
21Iyob 1995, 91
22Iyob 1995, 91-92; Gebre-Medhin 1989, 124-127; Markakis 1987, 92-95
23Iyob 1995, 98; Tedla 2014, 33. Interestingly enough, contrary to the ELF (see Section 6.3, the

ELM had very strict recruitment practices: “Induction into the organization included an oath to
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armed struggle against Ethiopia while violently eliminating the ELM in 1965.24

The ELF’s internal differences and factionalization eventually led to splits that

themselves coalesced into the EPLF in September 1973, and over the course of the

next eight years the two groups fought both each other and the Ethiopian regime for

independence in Eritrea. In 1981, the EPLF eliminated the ELF from the conflict,

and fought the Dergue for ten more years before emerging victorious in May 1991 on

the heels of the victory of the coalition of insurgent groups that took control of the

rest of Ethiopia around the same time.25

Warfare during the conflict ranged from small-scale guerrilla clashes to positional,

territorial fighting involving infantry, armor, artillery, and naval forces on both sides,

while the Ethiopian military made extensive use of airpower. The fighting during

the conflict spanned the majority of the Eritrean province and included both rural

and sustained urban battles. Precise casualty figures for the Eritrean conflict are not

available, but an Ethiopian official estimate of casualties between 1975-1983 put the

figures at 90,000 Ethiopian soldiers, 9,000 ELF/EPLF fighters, and 280,000 civilians.26

Also, famine during 1983-85 in Ethiopia including parts of Eritrea, in part exacerbated

by Ethiopian counterinsurgency actions, claimed the lives of an estimated 400,000

people.27

The conflict witnessed international intervention on both sides, in the form of

both covert and overt external assistance and outright provision of direct combat

support. The ELF received support in the form of money, weapons, and training from

Syria, Libya, Iraq, China, Cuba, South Yemen, Libya, Sudan, and several Palestinian

support the aims outlined in the organization’s preamble, an undertaking to donate 3 percent of
earnings, and attendance at bi-weekly meetings” (Iyob 1995, 100). Also see Kibreab 2008, 150.

24Bizouras 2013, 41-42; Iyob 1995, 100-107; Kibreab 2008, 151-152
25At the same time as the Eritrean insurgency, the Ethiopian state faced several other insurgencies

in Tigray, the Ogaden, and several other provinces. For an excellent overview of these various internal
wars during the time period, see Gebru Tareke 2009.

26de Waal 1991, 122
27de Waal 1991, 5
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Fedayeen organizations.28 The EPLF received no external support during the conflict,

and instead was on its own during its existence and fight against the Ethiopian regime.

However, the EPLF did receive combat assistance from the Tigray People’s Liberation

Front (TPLF)29 in several instances during the conflict.30

On the government side, the armed forces of Ethiopia received significant mili-

tary assistance from the United States up until around 1977, when U.S.-Ethiopian

relations deteriorated.31 After 1977, the Soviet Union became the Ethiopian Army’s

main backer of weapons and financing, and provided military advisors for the Army’s

Red Star Offensive against the EPLF in 1982.32 From the USSR, the Ethiopians also

received Katyusha rocket launchers, APCs, tanks, long-range artillery, and fighter

jets.33 Besides the USSR, the Ethiopians received support from several Eastern Bloc

countries, as well as Cuban advisors starting in the late 1970s (the latter of whom

participated in operations in Eritrea).34 The USSR also directly intervened in the con-

flict in December 1977, providing firepower support from its naval forces, embedding

advisors attached to Ethiopian units down to the brigade level, participating directly

in the planning of military operations, and (according to some accounts) flying sorties

28Bell 1974, 434-7; Markakis 1987, 113; Ammar 1992, 56; Gebru Tareke 2009, 62-3;
Tedle 2014, 70; CIA-RDP79-00927A004700120001-9; CIA-RDP79-01194A000200120001-1; CIA-
RDP78S05450A000100140003-1; “From the Experiences of the Eritrean Liberation Army.”

29The TPLF was the frontrunner in the insurgency that started in Ethiopia’s Tigray province in
1974 and ultimately captured the Ethiopian state in May 1991. On the TPLF’s involvement in the
Eritrean insurgency, see Weldemichael 2014. For general overviews of the Tigrayan insurgency, see
Young 1997 and Gebru Tareke 2009.

30These included combat against the armed peasants during Operation Raza in mid-1976, several
hundred fighters deployed to help the EPLF combat the ELF during the 1980-81 infighting episode,
the deployment of 3,000 fighters to the Sahel during Ethiopia’s Red Star Campaign offensives in
1982, and in March 1988 during the battle for Massawa (Tedle 2014, 110, 122; Gebru Tareke 2009,
178-179; Ayele 2014, 127; de Waal 1991, 187, 235; Gebru Tareke 2009, 251-258; Pateman 1990, 94;
“From the Experiences...” (Part VIII); Bereketeab 2000, 201-202; Connell 1993, 205).

I note that these episodes of cooperation were equalled by episodes of contention and disagreement
between the two groups. For more on the EPLF-TPLF relationship, see Weldemichaeal 2014.

31Lefebvre 1991
32Gebru Tareke 2009, 134-7, 228-9
33Weldemichael 2013, 161; CIA-RDP84S00552R000100030003-4
34Ibid.; CIA-RDP81B00401R002100010002-9; Weldemichael 2013, 162.
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and operating tanks.35

2.2 The Eritrean Liberation Front (ELF) and the Eritrean
People’s Liberation Front (EPLF)

The Eritrean Liberation Front (ELF) was founded in July 1960 in Cairo by three

exiles: Idris Mohammed Adem, Idris Osman Glawedos, and Osman Saleh Sabbe.36

But as with Musallim bin Nufl in Dhofar, the first attack was not carried out by a

member of the group, but rather by a local bandit in Eritrea named Hamid Idris

Awate.37 After eliminating the largely pacifist ELM in 1965, the ELF remained the

sole armed opposition actor in the province.

This lasted until the late 1960s, when problems within the ELF led to a series

of defections, internal opposition, and the ultimate breakoff of three splinter groups

starting in 1970.38 The first group, known as the Population Liberation Forces (PLF-

I),39 was led by Osman Saleh Sabbe and formed in July 1970.40 The second group

broke off in March 1970 and became known as the Population Liberation Forces

(PLF-II), led by Isais Afwerki.41 The third splinter group, “Obel” (also named after

where it first met in Eritrea), broke off from the ELF in November 1970 and officially

formed in December 1971.42

After jockeying, movement of individuals between groups, and a brief episode of

Eritrean opposition infighting started by ELF attacks on the Obel and PLF-I forces

35Firebrace and Holland 1984, 54; Connell 1980, 56-57; CIA-RDP85S00317R000300050001-2; For-
eign Relations of the United States, 1977-1980, Volume XVII, Horn of Africa, Part 1, eds. Louise P.
Woodroofe (Washington: Government Printing Office, 2016), Document 39.

36Iyob 1995, 109-111; “From the Experiences of the Eritrean Liberation Army” (Part I).
37Tedle 2014, 48-58; “From the Experiences of the Eritrean Liberation Army” (Part I); Markakis

1987, 111.
38On this process, see Halliday 1971, 65-66; Pool 2001, 63-70; Weldemichael 2013, 85-91, 136-144;

Kibreab 2008, 161-170; Bereketeab 2000, 190-194. For the official ELF account, see ELF 1979.
39This is the name given in Eritrean historiography.
40Tedla 2014, 97; Woldemariam 2011, 107; Sishagne 2007, 153.
41Tedla 2014, 98. This group is also commonly referred to as the “Ala” group in Eritrean histori-

ography, after the initial location in which its first meeting was held (Woldemariam 2011, 69).
42Tedla 2014, 98-99
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in February 1972, 250 PLF-I fighters, 150 PLF-II fighters, and 20-30 Obel survivors

agreed to merge in the same month to officially form the Eritrean People’s Liberation

Forces (EPLF).43 The three splinters declared an intention to formally integrate their

forces and establish one cohesive organization with a unified political platform and

ideology.44 With the exception of a brief spell of internal opposition during 1973

known as the manqa episode that was brutally crushed,45 and the expulsion of Sabbe

in 1975,46 the EPLF saw no fragmentation or splinters for the rest of the conflict.

Subsequent splits from the ELF included the falool movement in 1976-77, which

was a largely Christian-led internal opposition movement within the ELF during

1976-77 that sought greater representation for Christians within the group.47 This

opposition mushroomed, leading to internal infighting that reached the highest levels

of the organization when a falool unit of the ELF ambushed and killed two ELF

leaders in Danakil, leading to “all-out” conflict within the ELF.48 Ultimately, 2,000

falool fighters of the ELF defected to the EPLF in summer 1977.49 In 1978, the

ELF again faced internal opposition, this time primarily from Muslim members who

43Bereketeab 2000, 193-194; Connell 2001, 351; Tedla 2014, 103; Woldemariam 2011, 180-182;
Sishagne 2007, 156. “Forces” was eventually replaced with “Front” in 1977.

44Connell 2001, 351; Pool 2001, 72-76; Erlich 1983, 121; Tedle 2014, 103; Woldemariam 2011, 173.
45In this episode (named after the Tigrinya word for bat), new Christian recruits that joined the

EPLF in spring 1973 through the appeal of the PLF-II element in the organization brought with them
viewpoints that led to criticisms of the PLF-II leadership, primarily focused on its lack of ideology.
These eventually spread to the broader EPLF, and focused on the group’s poor communication
that often led to units fighting themselves during the ELF-EPLF civil war between 1972-1974 and
brutal repression of internal opposition. The internal disagreements and divisions continued until
May 1974, when a jury was set up and sentenced those leading the opposition to death. See: Iyob
1995, 116-117; Markakis 1987, 135; Woldemariam 2011, 186-195; Pool 2001, 76-81.

46As a result of the EPLF leadership’s desire to avoid the issues of the ELF, the ELF founder Sabbe
was kept at arm’s length as the head of the EPLF’s Foreign Mission after the group’s formation.
As this relationship worsened in 1974-75, Sabbe signed an agreement with the ELF-RC and started
mobilizing fighters of his own, forming the Eritrean Liberation Front-Popular Liberation Forces
(ELF-PLF) (Tedla 2014, 109-110; Bereketeab 2000, 200; Pischedda 2015, 132; Markakis 1990, 63).
The ELF-PLF had no effective military capability, however, and was kept around by the ELF-
RC more as a “factor to be manipulated in the contest with the EPLF” (Tedla 2014, 110; CIA-
RDP84S00552R000100090003-8, 16n9; Markakis 1987, 140).

47Woldemariam 2011, 119-120; Tedla 2014, 113-115.
48Iyob 1995, 120
49Woldemariam 2011, 121
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had been imprisoned in the 1960s and were seemingly opposed to the ideological

direction of the ELF when freed in 1975.50 Known as “yameen,”51 these opposition

elements began to recruit their own fighters, but ELF security infiltrated the group

and decimated it in mid-1978.52

There were several attempts at unifying the ELF and EPLF in the years following

the initial split, but these ultimately all failed.53 Any hope for unity ended with the

1981 expulsion of the ELF to Sudan by the EPLF and the former’s subsequent disar-

mament by the Sudanese government. As a result, from 1972 onwards, the Eritrean

opposition became a two-party insurgency, and remained so until 1981, providing

ample ground for comparison of the two groups’ effectiveness. At their peaks, the

ELF had 15,000 full-time fighters while the EPLF was estimated at 30,000 full-time

fighters and 20,000 militia members when the conflict ended in May 1991.54

2.3 Military Overview

To provide context for the subsequent analysis, this section provides a military

overview of the conflict from its start in September 1961 until its conclusion in May

1991. This helps to situate the ELF and EPLF as insurgent organizations in the

overall military progression of the conflict, as well as to provide general context for

the Guerrilla and Conventional stages of the conflict.

The ELF began guerrilla operations in September 1961, primarily targeting police

forces, which constituted the only Ethiopian presence in the province until 1964.55 In

50Tedla 2014, 115-116; Woldemariam 2011, 121
51The Arabic word for “right.”
52Tedla 2014, 116
53For instance, the two fronts signed a unity agree in October 1977, but remained separate or-

ganizations and continued to clash with each other off and on until the 1981 expulsion of the ELF
from Eritrea (Bereketeab 2000, 200).

54CIA-RDP97S00289R000200200008-8; CIA-RDP87T00289R000100430001-1; Pateman 1990, 120-
1; de Waal 1991, 182

55Weldemichael 2013, 118
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March 1964, the 12th Brigade of the 2nd Division of the Ethiopian Army (a force of

3,000 troops) began to engage the rebels as well, along with a force of Israeli-trained

commandos known as “Commandos 101” that reached battalion size by the end of

the decade.56 Between February - March 1967, the first major Ethiopian offensive

took place (Operation Thrash) and included all units of the 2nd Division operating

in Eritrea.57 The Ethiopian forces took on each of the ELF’s five regional zones one

by one, taking advantage of the zones’ lack of communication, coordination, and

assistance with one another.58 Two other operations followed, Operation Weed Out

in June 1967 and Operation Flame from June-July 1967, with the aim of eliminating

ELF presence in Massawa and the central highlands, respectively.59

As a result of these offensives and a slowdown in outside aid after the 1967 Arab-

Israeli War, the ELF did not undertake many operations against Ethiopian personnel

targets towards the end of the 1960s, instead engaging in primarily sabotage oper-

ations against economic installations, airplane hijackings, and train derailments.60

Starting in 1970, the Ethiopian 2nd Division began to undertake further operations

against the Eritrean insurgents.61 However, between 1972-1974, nearly all of the armed

action in Eritrea was between the ELF and newly-formed EPLF as they fought each

other for primacy.62

After the September 1974 overthrow of Ethiopian Emperor Haile Selassie, the

Ethiopians sent 5,000 more troops to Eritrea to reinforce the 9,000 soldiers already

56Ayele 2014, 23; Gebru Tareke 2009, 62; Weldemichael 2013, 119; Erlich 1983, 38
57Ayele 2014, 23-24; Tedla 2014, 82. The remaining 2nd Division units outside of Eritrea at the

time were brought into the province from Gondar and Tigray (Kibreab 2008, 158; Sishagne 2007,
133-4).

58Kibreab 2008, 157
59Ayele 2014, 24
60Tedla 2014, 91-94; Halliday 1971, 63; Bell 1974, 437; CIA-RDP79T00975A013800030001-

5; CIA-RDP79T00975A013800030001-5; CIA-RDP79T00975A013400080001-4; CIA-RDP79-
00927A007300050001-8

61Bell 1974, 438
62Sishagne 2007, 157-158
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stationed in the province.63 At this point, the ELF and EPLF had significantly ex-

panded and were relatively evenly matched with Ethiopian forces in Eritrea, with the

ELF and EPLF each having 6,000-15,000 fighters.64 The conflict consequently shifted

to the Conventional stage, and the two fronts began a joint offensive on the provin-

cial capital of Asmara on December 22, 1974. The offensive lasted well into 1975,

but ended with the Ethiopians retaining control of the provincial capital.65 Ethiopian

Army tactics in response to the offensive on the provincial capital were brutal, and

civilians often bore the brunt of these reprisals. In one episode, several civilians in

Asmara were chosen at random by the Army and hung in their doorways using piano

wire.66

To reinforce their troops in Eritrea, the regime in May 1976 organized 25,000-

30,000 peasants, gave them two weeks of training, and sent them into the province

to fight against the insurgents.67 This episode, Operation Raza, was an utter failure,

however, as the ELF, TPLF, and EPLF routed the peasants before they even entered

the province.68 In addition, July 1977 saw the outbreak of the Ogaden War between

Ethiopia and Somalia, which led the Ethiopians to move a “significant proportion”

of their troops away from Eritrea to fight the Somali forces.69

The two fronts exploited these failures and reduced Ethiopian presence in Eritrea

to capture major towns and villages in the province over the next two years, in ad-

dition to coming into possession of tanks, armored vehicles, and artillery captured

63Charles Mohr, “Ethiopia is Said to Move Army Units Into Eritrea,” New York Times, Novem-
ber 27, 1974; “5,000 Crack Troops Sent To Eritrea,” The Irish Times, November 29, 1974; CIA-
RDP85T00875R001000070032-5

64Tedla 2014, 108; Woldemariam 2011, 154; Erlich 1983, 71-72. At the low estimate for both, this
is still just 2,000 combatants less than the Ethiopians’ deployment in the province.

65Erlich 1983, 71
66“Reign of Terror in Asmara,” The Irish Times, December 28th, 1976; Michael Dobbs, “The iron

hand that holds Eritrea,” The Guardian, December 24th, 1976
67Gebru Tareke 2009, 177-178; ELF 1981, 23; “From the Experiences...” (Part VI).
68Ayele 2014, 127; Tedle 2014, 110; Gebru Tareke 2009, 178-179; “From the Experiences...” (Part

VI)
69Tedla 2014, 112, 116
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from Ethiopian forces. The ELF captured Elabered, Agordat, Tessenei, Mendefera,

Aligeder, Geluj, Debarora, and Om Hager,70 while the EPLF took over Nakfa, Afabet,

Keren, Segeneyti, D’gsa, Doguali, Decamare, and Karora.71 As a result of these devel-

opments, the two fronts collectively controlled 90% of the province by the end of 1977,

with the Ethiopian regime controlling only Asmara, Assab, Barentu, Adi-Qeyeh, and

“parts of Massawa.”72

In March 1978, the Ethiopians finally defeated the Somalis with Soviet help, and

shifted their attention back to Eritrea, beginning operations in June 1978 to recapture

insurgent-controlled Eritrea. The units deployed to Eritrea were organized into seven

task forces, with each task force responsible for taking back a specific area of the

province.73 Ethiopian Army reinforcements were brought from the Ogaden, bringing

the total forces in Eritrea on the Ethiopian side to 86,722.74 Besides the Ethiopian

manpower increase, Soviet intervention in the form of both materiel provision and ad-

visors significantly improved the Ethiopians’ ability to prosecute counterinsurgency in

Eritrea at both the operational and tactical levels.75 As a result, Ethiopian offensives

70Tedle 2014, 111; “From the Experiences...” (Part VII)
71Fekadu 2002; Ayele 2014, 127; Pateman 1990, 87; Markakis 1987, 141; Erlich 1983, 77; Sherman

1980, 89-92.
72Weldemichael 2013, 160; Markakis 1990, 65. The EPLF tried to take over Massawa on December

23rd, 1977, but lost a big battle in which it sustained 200 dead and 400 wounded (Gebru Tareke
2009, 292; Connell 1993, 154).

73“From the Experiences...” (Part VIII); de Waal 1991, 113; Fekadu 2002, 296; Weldemichael 2009,
1237; Ayele 2014, 133-4. One of the seven task forces was responsible for going after insurgents in
Tigray (Ayele 2014, 134).

74Ayele 2014, 133-134; Weldemichael 2013, 162; Tedla 2014, 117-118; Weldemichael 2009, 1238.
The figure of 86,722 includes the aforementioned task force responsible for Tigray.

75Connell 1980, 57. Connell specifically notes that “the new Soviet presence changed the character
of the war by escalating it to a higher level of sophistication through the introduction of massive quan-
tities of armoured vehicles, heavy artillery and air support which was for the first time coordinated
against the lightly armed guerrillas. In sharp contrasts to earlier Ethiopian assaults characterised by
human wave attacks by the largely peasant militia and random aerial and artillery bombardment, the
current battles saw complex tactical manoeuvres on multiple fronts, preceded by intensive pinpoint
bombing and shelling on carefully selected weak points in the EPLF’s defences. The new Soviet-
designed tactics centre around lightning drives by self-contained armoured and infantry forces which
more closely resembled the Nazi ‘blitzkrieg’ than the human wave attacks of...Ethiopia’s previous
Eritrean campaigns...Hundreds of Soviet-supplied and in some cases Russian-driven armoured cars
and tanks spearheaded drives against EPLF positions...the infantry appeared to play a secondary
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during 1978 and 1979 succeeded in recapturing most of the province from the ELF

and EPLF.76 In the midst of the offensives, the EPLF initially resisted but ultimately

began withdrawing to its base area of Nakfa in the Sahel province in what has be-

come known as the “Strategic Withdrawal,” while the ELF attempted to confront

the Ethiopian offensives and took significant personnel losses.77

The Ethiopians reached the last EPLF outpost of Nakfa in late 1978, and began

operations to take it in January 1979 with two task forces. Fighting against 5,000

EPLF fighters along with two ELF brigades,78 the two task forces undertook a series

of frontal assaults on the insurgents’ positions that failed.79 In subsequent offensives

in January-February, April, and July 1979, the Ethiopians attempted to flank the

EPLF from the Red Sea but failed to dislodge the EPLF from its base at Nakfa.80

In November 1979, the EPLF pushed the Ethiopian forces all the way back south to

their command post at Afabet.81

During these 1978-79 operations, Ethiopian forces lost between 20,000 and 35,000

soldiers in combat.82 Besides manpower losses, the Ethiopians lost significant amounts

of materiel to capture by the EPLF, including tanks, armored vehicles, field artillery,

mortars, antiaircraft guns, antitank guns, and heavy machine guns.83 Of this materiel,

role to MiG fighter bombers, heavy artillery and Stalin’s organs (multiple rocket launchers) which
pounded away at long range at light-armed guerrillas to open narrow paths for concentrated thrusts
by armoured vehicles” (Connell 1980, 57).

76Gebru Tareke 2002, 474
77Weldemichael 2009; Markakis 1990, 66; Cliffe 1984, 93-94.
78The majority of the ELF withdrew to its base area in Barka in the face of the 1978-79 Ethiopian

offensives, but sent two brigades to the Sahel area to participate in the Eritrean defense of the EPLF
base area. These two brigades remained deployed in the Sahel until July 7th, 1980, when they were
withdrawn in the midst of ELF-EPLF infighting (Weldemichael 2009, 1259fn112; Connell 1993, 202).

79Ayele 2014, 135-136; Weldemichael 2009; Markakis 1990, 66
80Ayele 2014, 136; Weldemichael 2009; Pateman 1990, 89-90.
81Ayele 2014, 136
82Weldemichael 2009, 1262
83Gebru Tareke 2009, 229; Connell 1980, 59; Weldemichael 2009, 1262. Gebru Tareke’s account

gives a sense of the magnitude of what the EPLF “acquired” during the 1978-79 fighting: “19 tanks,
31 armored cars, 28 field artillery, 162 mortars, 45 antiaircraft guns, 387 antitank guns, and 384
heavy machine guns” (Gebru Tareke 2009, 229).
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the estimated 80 tanks and armored vehicles captured by the EPLF were immediately

deployed in combat by the insurgent group.84

After the November 1979 failure, there were no Ethiopian military operations

in Eritrea from December 1979 - January 1982, and the EPLF used this time to

reinforce its defenses at Nakfa.85 Meanwhile, another round of infighting began in

1980, in what has become known as the “second civil war” between the ELF and

EPLF. The infighting lasted until August 1981, when the EPLF drove the ELF out

of Eritrea into Sudan, ending the latter’s participation in the Eritrean conflict.86

Ethiopian operations in Eritrea resumed with the Red Star Campaign in 1982,

which lasted from February to May and involved 84,000 Ethiopian troops fighting

against 22,000 fighters from the EPLF and 3,000 from the TPLF.87 The Ethiopians

attempted to take Nakfa with these forces using a three-pronged attack, but failed and

lost an estimated 37,176 casualties (27% of its combat force in the area of operations),

while the insurgents sustained an estimated 15,000 casualties (of which 3,600 were

killed and the rest wounded).88

In February 1983, the Ethiopian Army attempted to preempt a suspected EPLF

offensive, and attacked the group’s southwestern defensive fronts at Nakfa. However,

this failed when the EPLF counter-attacked in June and recaptured areas taken by the

Ethiopians.89 In January 1984, the EPLF went on the offensive, capturing the town

of Tesseney. In February, the group destroyed an entire Ethiopian armored division

at Algena and captured significant equipment in the process.90 In both operations,

84Weldemichael 2009, 1262
85Ayele 2014, 136-138
86Connell 1993, 208; “From the Experiences...” (Part VIII); Tedle 2014, 122; Bereketeab 2000,

202. The Sudanese government disarmed the remaining ELF factions, ending their constitution as
an armed group (Woldemariam 2011, 132; Connell 1993, 208).

87Gebru Tareke 2009, 229; Ayele 2014, 139
88Ayele 2014, 141-143; Gebru Tareke 2009, 238-239.
89Ayele 2014, 145; Pateman 1990, 91; de Waal 1991, 122
90Gebru Tareke 2009, 249; de Waal 1991, 122; Firebrace and Holland 1984, 55; CIA-

RDP85S00317R000300050001-2
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the EPLF employed tanks and armored vehicles in combat against the Ethiopians.91

These successes put the EPLF in control of the entire Red Sea coast from Karora to

Massawa by mid-1983.92

On July 5th, 1985, the EPLF undertook a surprise attack on Barentu and captured

it after just 24 hours of fighting, seizing tanks and artillery from Ethiopian forces in the

town.93 However, the Ethiopian Army subsequently brought in more reinforcements to

Eritrea for Operation Red Sea, which was launched in August 1985.94 The operation

dealt severe setbacks to the EPLF by capturing the group’s main training camp and

taking back several recently captured towns from the insurgent group.95

The Ethiopians again attempted to take Nakfa in Operation Bahra Negash in

November 1985, deploying four divisions of 45,853 troops against the EPLF.96 As a

result of last-minute changes in the plan and delays in troop landings, the EPLF was

able to prepare its defensive positions such that no offensive was launched by the

Ethiopians - who instead were forced to withdraw to Algena.97 The operation ended

as a failure after a few weeks, with the Ethiopians losing 14,422 casualties in the

fighting - nearly a third of the operation’s initial combat force.98

The Ethiopian Army was reorganized into four commands after November 1985,

with the Nadaw command at Afabet serving as the main command post in Eritrea,

though no offensives were undertaken up through 1987.99 In December 1987, the EPLF

began an offensive on the Nadaw command post and pushed the Ethiopians back

further from Nakfa, while capturing Soviet weaponry and destroying four brigades.100

91de Waal 1991, 122; Firebrace and Holland 1984, 55-56; CIA-RDP85S00317R000300050001-2.
92Ayele 2014, 145
93de Waal 1991, 181; Pateman 1990, 92; Gebru Tareke 2009, 249
94de Waal 1991, 181
95Ayele 2014, 146; Pateman 1990, 92
96de Waal 1991, 181; Ayele 2014, 146-147.
97de Waal 1991, 181; Pateman 1990, 92
98Ayele 2014, 150
99Ayele 2014, 152

100de Waal 1991, 182; Pateman 1990, 93; Gilkes 1995, 45; Gebru Tareke 2009, 251; Tesfai 2002, 100
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On March 17th, 1988, the EPLF fought a three-day battle for Afabet, taking control

of the town, destroying the 14th, 19th, and 21st Divisions of the Ethiopian Army, and

capturing 50 tanks and a series of arms.101 Afabet had been an Ethiopian command

post since 1979, and its loss led the Ethiopian regime to withdraw its forces from

the province’s main urban areas, effectively conceding northwestern Eritrea to the

EPLF.102 In April 1988, the EPLF overran Army defenses at Halhal, though its

attempt to take Keren in May failed.103

Fighting in Eritrea subsided during 1989, as the Ethiopian regime grappled with

the TPLF-led insurgent challenge in Tigray province and rebellion elsewhere in the

country.104 On February 8th, 1990, combat in Eritrea resumed as four divisions of the

EPLF, including mobile infantry with armored and mechanized units, launched an

assault (“Operation Fenkil”) on Sheib, where three brigades of the Ethiopian Army’s

Sixth Flame Division were stationed, and captured the position after just five hours of

fighting.105 The EPLF units continued down towards the port city of Massawa despite

aerial bombardment, and on February 9th took control of the Asmara-Massawa road,

continuing to move eastward towards the port city while capturing Dengolo, Dogali,

and Gurgusum.106 On February 11th, the EPLF began shelling government positions

in Massawa and captured the initial Ethiopian command base at Forto, while the

group’s speedboats attacked the Ethiopian naval base just north of the city.107

At dawn on the same day, what Gebru Tareke describes as “perhaps the biggest

and most violent mechanized battle of the war” began, with an estimated 90 Ethiopian

tanks engaging 50 EPLF tanks over an area between Gugursum and the northern out-

101de Waal 1991, 187, 235; Gebru Tareke 2009, 251-258; Pateman 1990, 94
102Gebru Tareke 2009, 259; Ayele 2014, 157; de Waal 1991, 235.
103de Waal 1991, 235; Gebru Tareke 2009, 259
104de Waal 1991, 240; Pateman 1990, 94
105Ayele 2014, 180; Gebru Tareke 2009, 293
106Ayele 2014, 181; Gebru Tareke 2009, 294
107Ayele 2014, 182; Gebru Tareke 2009, 294
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skirts of Massawa.108 The insurgents subsequently gained control of Ethiopian ammu-

nition depots and brought in reinforcements, trapping government forces primarily

in the port area and naval base of Massawa and shelling the areas using land- and

sea-based artillery and mortars.109 On the 12th, the EPLF captured the naval base.110

Ethiopian commanding officers’ pleas for reinforcements were not answered, and

senior commanders began committing suicide as the insurgents moved closer to their

positions on February 13th.111 The Ethiopian Air Force began bombing supposed

EPLF targets, but the group nevertheless gained full control of Massawa on February

17th.112 The city’s fall to the EPLF was devastating for the Ethiopian regime, as

Massawa was a key point of supply for its armed forces in Eritrea, in addition to

its economic value as a port.113 The EPLF again made off with significant materiel,

capturing 80 tanks, 8 rocket launchers, and 20,000 heavy and light weapons from the

Ethiopians in the battle.114

The Ethiopian Air Force conducted periodic airstrikes on Massawa over the next

several months, leading to the deaths of hundreds of civilians but not the recapture

of the city.115 In February 1991, the EPLF began an offensive from Danakil towards

Assab, and in May 1991 the group captured Decamare after several days of fighting.116

As the Ethiopian armed forces continued to sustain significant losses in operations

against the EPRDF in Tigray province and elsewhere, the EPLF started moving

towards Asmara in mid-May, leading senior Ethiopian commanders and officials in

the provincial capital to begin planning their escapes.117

108Gebru Tareke 2009, 294-295
109Ayele 2014, 182; Gebru Tareke 2009, 295
110Gebru Tareke 2009, 295-296
111Ayele 2014, 182-183
112Ayele 2014, 182-183; de Waal 1991, 240; Gebru Tareke 2009, 296
113Gebru Tareke 2009, 297
114Gebru Tareke 2009, 297
115de Waal 1991, 240; Connell 1993, 234-235
116de Waal 1991, 249; Connell 1993, 235, 245
117Connell 1993, 246; de Waal 1991, 249.
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On the morning of May 24th, 1991, EPLF tanks rolled into Asmara as thousands

of panicked Ethiopian soldiers rushed to flee the city.118 With the EPRDF’s takeover

of Addis Ababa on the same day, the Ethiopian regime finally collapsed, and the

EPLF assumed de facto control of all of Eritrea, ending the 30-year civil war. At

the end of a two-year buffer period that allowed the EPRDF to stabilize Ethiopia,

Eritrean independence was made official in April 1993 with a national referendum in

which independence received 99% of the vote.119

3 Insurgent Recruitment and Effectiveness in

Eritrea

Turning to the analysis, I begin by providing a general overview of insurgent re-

cruitment practices in Eritrea. The early ELF drew on whomever they could find, but

as civilians in Eritrea became subject to increasingly harsh actions by Ethiopian coun-

terinsurgency forces in the 1960s, hundreds came to join the ELF.120 These continued

into the mid-1970s, which made volunteers quite easy for the ELF and the newly-

formed EPLF.121 According to a former Ethiopian official, between 300-800 fighters

were fleeing Eritrean cities each month during the mid-1970s to join the fronts as

a result of Ethiopian actions.122 Indeed, the ELF received an estimated 7,000 new

recruits in the last few months of 1974 to reach 10,000 fighters,123 while the EPLF

likewise ballooned during the same time period from 2,000-2,500 fighters in 1974 to

11,000-13,000 in 1975.124

In terms of selection into particular groups, there was no observed systematic

118Connell 1993, 245-246
119Connell 1993, 248
120Woldemariam 2014
121Bereketeab 2000, 197; Iyob 1995, 119; Tedla 2014, 107-108.
122Giorgis 1989
123Sishagne 2007, 159; Ammar 1992, 78
124Weldemichael 2009, 1238
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motivation across would-be fighters to join one group or the other. Multiple histori-

cal accounts of the conflict based on interviews with former ELF and EPLF fighters

emphasize the fact that decisions about which group they joined were based on con-

tingencies, such as which group happened to be operating in one’s area or whether

one had a relative in a particular front.125 As former ELF member Tesfay Degiga

observed, “Encounters with members of the fronts were clandestine; there was a lot

of randomness determining who you would join: you would join the first group you

would bump into.”126

Drawing on interviews with fighters from both fronts, Sishagne likewise notes that

“the majority of the new recruits fled into whichever front they happened to contact

first.”127 Kibreab confirms this, noting from his own interviews that “[i]n most cases,

when new volunteers (recruits) joined the armed struggle, with the exception of a few

who belonged to the underground cells or units, the initial decisions of the majority

were not underpinned by any prior knowledge of the two fronts. Where volunteers

(later fighters) ended up was, in most cases, a purely random occurrence. It was

therefore common for siblings to join one or the other organization depending on

who they knew and where they happened to be at the time when they joined the

struggle.”128

There was thus no consistent ordering of preferences across would-be fighters that

might lead certain types of individuals to systematically select into a particular group,

mitigating concerns about the self-selection of “better” fighters into a specific group.

In other words, recruitment into the groups was not a story of EPLF rejects going

to the ELF, but rather individuals joining groups contingent on local factors like

125Hepner 2009, 28, 57; Woldemariam 2011, 128-129; Connell 1993, 84; Kibreab 2008, 337-348; Pool
141-142
126Interview with Tesfay Digiga by Costantino Pischedda, quoted in Pischedda 2015, 169fn386
127Sishagne 2007, 159
128Kibreab 2008, 337

280



familiarity with preexisting members or geographic proximity - akin to “as-if” random

assignment of fighters into the groups.

The ELF and EPLF both faced the same potential risks of recruiting “bad apples”

and possible infiltrators from Ethiopian security forces and intelligence, and drew from

the same potential pool during the conflict. Yet their recruitment practices could

not have been more different. After the ELF’s founding, the group’s commanders

inside Eritrea selected individuals based on the varying ethno-linguistic affinities of

particular areas, and provided inchoate military training and limited to no political

indoctrination to would-be fighters. Despite attempts to reorient itself away from

these recruitment practices, the ELF repeatedly failed - demonstrating how hard it

is for insurgent groups to alter recruitment practices once they are established. As a

result, the ELF had deficient recruitment practices for the duration of its participation

in the conflict, right up until it was expelled from Eritrea by the EPLF in August

1981.

On the contrary, EPLF recruitment practices, primarily due to the group’s ide-

ological foundations, were robust from the start. The group carefully selected and

screened recruits for combat and ideological dedication, and subjected those chosen

to a uniform, intense program of military training and political indoctrination in the

group’s ideological orientation. These robust recruitment practices remained in place

until the EPLF’s capture of Asmara in May 1991 that effectively ended the conflict.129

129I note that the EPLF did use a form of conscription in the 1980s, particularly during the
Ethiopian Army’s 1982 Red Star campaign (Pool 2001, 152; Gebru Tareke 2009, 72; Woldemariam
2011, 221). In this dissertation’s framework, such recruitment would normally render a group’s
practices to be classified as deficient. In this case, however, I do not consider such a practice sufficient
to change the classification, for the following reasoning.

To start, the system was more limited than typical conscription where individuals have no choice
about joining. Drawing on a variety of human and written sources, de Waal described the EPLF’s
conscription system in the following terms:

“The majority of the fighters in the EPLF were undoubtedly volunteers. Many young
men fled from the conscription operated by the Ethiopian government and instead
joined the government. Throughout the 1980s, the EPLF operated a draft to fill the
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Table 5.1. Recruitment Practices in the Eritrean Case

Comprehensive Limited
Consistent Robust (EPLF) Deficient

Inconsistent Deficient Deficient (ELF)

In what follows, I analyze the effectiveness of the ELF and EPLF during the years

in which the groups participated in the Eritrean conflict. For each group, I begin by

outlining the recruitment practices, and then assess its ability to successfully execute

the tasks in the Guerrilla stage and Conventional stage. Along with task execution,

I also discuss casualties and defections incurred by each group in the Guerrilla stage

whenever available data allows.

3.1 ELF: Recruitment Practices and Effectiveness

3.1.1 Deficient Recruitment Practices

While it indeed had a nationalist orientation given its separatist goals vis-a-vis the

Ethiopian regime,130 the ELF had no specified ideology beyond the goal of Eritrean

independence.131 Iyob notes that “the early ELF did not have a clear ideological

remainder of its ranks. The principle and the implementation varied from place to place,
but essentially it consisted of a quota of conscripts levied on all Eritrean communities
inside Eritrea, and occasionally was extended to refugee camps in Sudan. According to
the testimony of refugees in Sudan, each community was left to decide how to fill its
quota, but on occasions the EPLF itself would choose whom to take if no conscripts
were delivered” (de Waal 1991, 307).

The system described by de Waal is indeed characteristic of forced conscription, albeit in a fairly
benign manner. More importantly, as Pool notes, “most of those conscripted were placed in the
zonal armies and for some the zonal army became a conduit into the EPLA” (Pool 2001, 152). The
zonal armies were akin to people’s militias - distinct from the full-time fighters of the EPLF, not
participating full time in direct combat (Gebru Tareke 2009, 74), and thus outside the scope of the
analysis here (which focuses on full-time fighters). Pool also goes on to note that “conscription into
the zonal armies of the western and eastern zones also had the intent of expanding the representation
of Bani Amir and Afar in the EPLF” (Pool 2001, 153). Conscription in this instance was therefore
not entirely random, but rather had a specific logic to it. Moreover, its overall impact on the group’s
recruitment was minimal by all accounts, as the majority of conscripts went into the EPLF’s militia
rather than the group’s full-time fighting force - the main focus of the analysis in this chapter.
130Sherman 1980, 54
131Bereketeab 2000, 190. Also see Bereketeab 2016, 52.
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line...its membership reflected a broad ideological spectrum which included fervent

Marxists and Islamic fundamentalists...ideology remained a secondary factor to the

defiant nationalism that united the disparate elements of the ELF.”132 Hepner corrob-

orates these observations, concluding from her interviews with former ELF fighters

that the group’s ideology evolved into a “pluralist nationalism” that “retained a fluid-

ity and flexibility capable of accommodating multiple identities and backgrounds.”133

As noted previously, the first individual to take armed action in the name of the ELF

was not necessarily even invested in what nationalist goals the group had.134

A State Department assessment conducted in April 1967 concluded that “there are

no indications that the Arab arms and possibly Communist input to the ELF has yet

produced a Communist or even extremist political program.”135 Indeed, Osman Saleh

Sabbe, a leader in the ELF, remarked in an interview conducted in April 1969 that

“the Chinese People’s Republic gives us military aid. But there is no Communist

tendency in the ELF program, though we have some individuals who think along

Communist lines.136

Rather than being built around an ideological orientation, then, the ELF was

instead constructed on the basis of other mobilizing resources - more specifically,

the varying ethno-lingusitic and tribal affiliations of its three founding leaders in

132Iyob 1995, 110. This is corroborated by several other scholars: Gebru Tareke 2009, 59; Markakis
1987, 116; Connell 2001, 346; Firebrace and Holland 1984, 29.
133Hepner 2009, 35, 42
134Gebru Tareke 2009, 59. The commander of the 2nd Division of the Ethiopian Army wrote in

September 1962 that:

“It is well known that until about a year ago bandits in Eritrea resorted to robbery
only to overcome their economic deprivation. However, over the last one year they have
been contacted by the Jebha and Harakat organizations and encouraged to claim that
they have become shifta fro Eritrean independence and not for robbing” (Commander
of the Second Division to Army Intelligence Headquarters, September 1962: E.P.A.,
UI/1462, quoted in Sishagne 2007, 129).

135“Assessment of Eritrea,” Addis Ababa to Department of State, April 28th, CREST/CIA-
RDP78S05450A000100140003-1.
136“Eritrean rebel sights revolutionary buildup,” The Christian Science Monitor, April 5, 1969.
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exile and their corresponding field commanders inside Eritrea, as well as pecuniary

resources from several Arab states. The three individuals who founded the group in

1960 were of different backgrounds: Idris Mohammed Adem (Beni-Amer from Barka

region), Idris Gelawdewos (Bilen from Senhit), and Osman Salah Sebbe (Saho from

Massawa).137 Each of the three leaders, working from Cairo at the start of the ELF’s

formation, established areas inside their respective native regions of Eritrea to which

they appointed local commanders and funneled weapons and money.138

While the ELF had strict recruitment criteria on paper that called for potential

members to be at least 16 years old, believe in the cause and have a willingness

to sacrifice, have the recommendation of two existing members of the organization,

and successfully pass through an observation period before being accepted,139 these

conditions and criteria were not implemented or followed when selecting fighters or

developing an overall program to do so.140 Instead, “the pattern of recruitment into

the ELF and its original organizational structure reproduced within the front through

the 1960s a variety of Eritrean social, cultural, and historic divisions...from the very

beginning, nationalist sentiment notwithstanding, the use of clan and tribal linkages

became part of the process of recruitment into the armed struggle.”141

The ELF attempted to address the consequences of these practices with a reorga-

nization in 1964, structuring the group into four zones and adding a fifth for Christian

recruits in 1965.142 Each zone was responsible for a geographic area of Eritrea from

137Markakis 1987, 110; Woldemikael 1993, 186; Pool 2001, 49
138Hepner 2009, 38; Gebru Tareke 2009, 61; Tedle 2014, 79. A Revolutionary Council was estab-

lished in 1962 closer to Eritrea in Kassala, Sudan to better coordinate exchanges between the exiled
leadership and its commands inside the country, but this was essentially bypassed as the leaders-
in-exile in Cairo continued to deal directly with their appointed zonal commanders (Ammar 1992,
57-58; Bereketeab 2000, 190).
139See “List of Eritrean Liberation Front” (17 June 1960) in Hassan 1996, 101.
140Bereketeab 2000, 186
141Pool 2001, 49-50
142Kibreab 2008, 153. This was based on the Algerian experience of using wiliyas during its inde-

pendence struggle (Bereketeab 2000, 188).
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which it would draw recruits and operate.143 Yet zonal commanders continued to

chose fighters exclusively on the basis of their own individual ethnic and kinship af-

filiation, rather than according to any overarching set of selection criteria that was

uniform across units in the group.144

Indeed, the setup of the zones along ethnic and/or sectarian lines only further

exacerbated the existing internal problems of the ELF, reinforcing extant disparate

selection patterns while introducing an element of sectarian discrimination by adding

an exclusive zone for Christian fighters.145 Pool notes that “...each zone was meant

to recruit no more than one-third of its fighters from the zone in which it operated,

although this guideline was rarely followed.”146 Indeed, Markakis notes that “although

the plan called for recruits to be sent to a training detachment, whence they were to

be assigned to zones according to need, in fact recruitment, training, and assignment

were done locally, and the fighters in each zone were natives of the area. Likewise,

the zone commands were made up of persons native to each region.”147

This “ethnicization” of the recruitment process led to the zones eventually becom-

ing competitors with one another for resources and recruits. Moreover, post-training

fighter deployment was done based on zonal-ethnic affiliation and each zone effectively

developed its own army, further reinforcing the zonal competition.148 This reached the

point where there were even clashes between ELF zones, as well as attacks on Chris-

tian fighters after the Ethiopian offensive of mid-1967 and fights over zone bound-

143Weldemichael 2013, 79-80; Gebre-Medhin 1989, 173. Kibreab notes: Zone One included Barka,
Agordat, Barentu, and Tessenei; Zone Two included Senhit and Sahel (including Nakfa and Keren);
Zone Three included Akele Guzai; Zone Four included Semhar and Dankalia (including Massawa and
Assab). Zone Five, which was added in 1965 for Christian fighters, comprised Hamasen (including
Asmara and Mendefera) (Kibreab 2008, 153)
144Markakis 1987, 114-115; Hepner 2009, 38-39; Bereketeab 2016, 31, 34.
145Weldemichael 2013, 79-80; Woldemikael 1993, 187; Gebre-Medhin 1989, 173; Kibreab 2008, 153-

154.
146Pool 2001, 51. For evidence of this guideline, see ELF 1979, 33.
147Markakis 1987, 110-114
148Kibreab 2008, 152; Pool 1980, 40-41; Bereketeab 2000, 188; Bereketeab 2016, 31.
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aries.149 In terms of recruitment and incorporation of fighters into the ELF, Kibreab

notes that the reorganization and subsequent procedures “made it difficult for the

rank and file to welcome newcomers to the armed struggle. Those who volunteered

to take up arms were met with suspicion, mistrust, and even bullying...”150

The ELF agained attempted to address these issues with a reorientation away

from the zonal system in 1971, but this was ineffective because of the group’s lack

of an overall strategic program.151 Indeed, a later reflection on the period by some of

the ELF’s early leaders noted the following:

“In hindsight, the Eritrean fighters saw the creation of the Regional Commands
as a negative experience in Eritrea. The regionalist-ethnicist model of mobiliza-
tion deepened division between the fighters and the people. Each division acted
alone and did not care for any coordination with the other ELA divisions. The
other divisions were seen as rivals at best, if not ‘enemies’. Each regional divi-
sion also created allegiance to leadership figures in the Supreme Council and
the Revolutionary Command in Kassala based on ethno-regional affiliations and
individual interests. This led to widespread corruption and abuses.”152

Isais Afwerki, who would later go on to be one of the leaders in the EPLF and

Eritrea’s first (and, so far, only) president, recalled the consequences of the ELF’s

selection procedures during this period in an April 1992 interview with the journalist

Dan Connell:

“In those days it was something like an obligation to join the movement for na-
tional liberation. Emotionally and sentimentally, everyone was with the ELF...The
shocking thing was that during high school, you never knew who was from what
tribe, from what region, because there was not a hint of that kind of thing. But
in the ELF, everything was based on your clan or tribe. This created the ground

149Gebre-Medhin 1989, 173; Medhanie 1986, 29; Kibreab 2008, 153-158; Bereketeab 2000, 189.
Kibreab uses the term “warlordism” to describe the dynamics created by the zonal structure during
the time period (Kibreab 2008, 153).
150Kibreab 2008, 152-153. Likewise, Sishagne writes that ‘the commanders in the field owed loyalty

to individuals in the political leadership and not to a central authority as such. The rank and file in
the army owed allegiance only to their immediate chiefs, who for the most part belonged to the same
ethnic and linguistic group. The organization had not even come up with a clearly defined objective
for their rebellion by the second half of the 1960s” (Sishagne 2007, 129-130).
151Weldemichael 2009, 1238-1239; Bereketeab 2016, 104-106
152“From the Experiences of the Eritrean Liberation Army” (Part III)
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for a new outlook, a reformist trend. Anyone who got there with high nation-
alistic feeling would be in the camp against the ELF leadership. It was not a
battle of ideas or ideals - it was a question of whether there was nationalism or
not. You would never talk about ’Eritrea’ inside the ELF; always it was tribes
or clans or religious affiliations that mattered.”153

These inconsistent selection patterns were coupled with disparate military training

and political indoctrination during the 1960s and 1970s. The first fighters that joined

what came to be the ELF had no uniform military training, and instead were chosen

because they had previous combat experience.154 These early fighters were a mix

of ex-Sudanese Army Eritrean soldiers, individuals trained by the British to fight

roving bandits (shifta) in previous years, and former shifta themselves who had been

transformed into “freedom fighters.”155 As mentioned previously, the first “ELF ”

attack inside Eritrea was not even conducted by people recruited and trained by the

leadership in exile, but rather by a group of individuals led by Idris Awate, a former

bandit with no initial political aspirations or motivations.156

Besides ex-Sudanese Army soldiers and shifta, the ELF began sending recruits

for training in China, Cuba, Egypt, and Syria as early as 1963, where they received

military training in guerrilla warfare and ideological indoctrination.157 Up to 350 ELF

fighters received training in Syria, Iraq, China, and Cuba during the 1960s, as well as

Sudan.158 However, even this was done on a sectarian basis: Muslims trained in Syria,

while Christians trained in Sudan.159 Conversely, those that joined and were trained

in Eritrea received inchoate political indoctrination, which was “not well organized,”

153Connell 2001, 347. Emphasis added.
154Markakis 1987, 111; Pool 1980, 40.
155Markakis 1987, 111; Sishagne 2007, 128; Tedla 2014, 55; Bereketeab 2000, 185; Ammar 1992,

Appendix IV-a. See Appendix IV-a in Ammar 1992 for lists of the earliest fighters in the ELF.
156Sishagne 2007, 128
157Markakis 1987, 111-112; Hepner 2009, 40; Connell 2001, 348-349; Pool 2001, 54; Weldemichael

2013, 71
158Tedla 2014, 70
159Erlich 1983, 23-24
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according to one former ELF fighter.160

This disparate training and indoctrination had consequences. As Markakis notes

of the ELF in the late 1960s, “with the influx of younger, educated men and Eritrean

workers from the surrounding countries, the rebel ranks had become heterogeneous

and contradictions emerged between the former simple soldiers who had led the guer-

rilla bands and the newcomers who had trained abroad.”161 Moreover, these individ-

uals returned to Eritrea and often became commissioners and, as noted previously,

began to engage in a push for reform of the ELF - further exacerbating the internal

issues in the organization and threatening the existing leadership.162 As late as the

mid-1970s, the ELF lacked any significant political education element during recruit-

ment and training - new recruits to the ELF often remarked about the “crudeness of

what passed as political education” in the group.163

Indeed, the ELF itself observed much the same of its practices even after the 1965

and 1971 reorganizations, reflecting on this period in an official 1979 publication that:

“The organizational and military structure of the ELF was very weak...no po-
litical orientation was given to members of the Liberation Army who remained
chained to the backward tribal, regional and confessional allegiances...This di-
vision of the ELA into separate zones, based on the Algerian model - which
was not objectively suitable to Eritrean realities - to some extent expanded
the fighting arm of the ELA but at the same time widened the differences and
fears of the fighters and the people...the military commanders were given free
hand to engage themselves in unrevolutionary practices. Each zonal command
recruited from its ‘own’ localities and entered contest with the others. Coop-
eration among the zones became virtually non-existent. The so-called Revolu-
tionary Command in Kassala could not control the ELA divisions. Each zonal
commander created his direct links with the Supreme Council...This (sic) re-
gional commands became mini-kingdoms without a central organ to direct their
activities.”164

As a consequence of these recruitment practices, “the zone divisions became fertile

160Former ELF fighter interviewed in Sherman 1980, 60. Also see Connell 2001, 347-349.
161Markakis 1987, 113
162Bereketeab 2000, 191
163Markakis 1987, 140
164ELF 1979, 32-34
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ground for mushrooming sub-national configurations, in short, the basis for ethno-

linguistic enclaves and cleavages. As a result, serious ethnic, tribal and clan conflicts

beset the NLM, thereby diluting its nationalist character.”165 After the 1967 Arab-

Israeli War, there was an influx of recruits into the ELF, further exacerbating these

issues.166 Yet recruits of whom leaders/officials were suspicious were executed, partic-

ularly Christian recruits.167 Even after a single training center was established that

would train and subsequently deploy all ELF fighters to zones regardless of affiliation,

recruitment and training were still done locally, as ethnicity remained the “organizing

principle” of both the zonal system and recruitment into the ELF.168

This disorganization continued into the 1970s, and its consequences were exacer-

bated as streams of recruits flocked to the ELF in response to Ethiopian counterinsur-

gency actions. Markakis writes that “the training detachment was never activated,

and the fighters clustered in homogenous groups in their home areas.”169 As Wel-

demichael notes, the training center was “frequently ignored or bypassed. Recruits,

upon joining the independence fighters, were trained and retrained by the units with

which they first came into contact. In the absence of formal, consistent indoctrination

and streamlining of recruits, the influx of volunteers deepened ethnic rifts.”170

The ELF was able to start training its recruits inside Eritrea beginning in the

mid-1970s, but the lack of focus on socialization and indoctrination continued at

the combatant level.171 This inchoate indoctrination produced a situation among the

165Bereketeab 2016, 58
166Erlich 1983, 23
167Weldemichael 2013, 83-84
168Weldemichael 2013, 80-82; Markakis 1987, 114-115
169Markakis 1987, 115
170Weldemichael 2013, 152-153. Weldemichael notes that the ELF’s cadre school had practices that,

in this dissertation’s framework, could somewhat be described as “robust,” but “in the absence of
strict implementation guidelines and a political doctrine or philosophy to glue them together, the
ELF failed to reflect the shining qualities of the school and its recruits” (Weldemichael 2013, 153).
Also see Bereketeab, a former ELF member, on the ELF cadres’ school (Bereketeab 2016, 36).
171Sherman 1980, 60
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fighters that led Sherman to note in the late 1970s that“the basic contradictions in

ELF political ideology are those that exist between the leadership, some of whom

possess Ba’athist sympathies, and the rank and file, who have little or nothing to

do with any form of Pan-Arabism.”172 Besides the preexisting selection and train-

ing/indoctrination procedures, the ELF started using forced recruitment in the late

1970s due to rising defections to both the Ethiopians and EPLF.173 These deficient

recruitment practices, including inconsistent and inchoate selection criteria and a lack

of extensive training or indoctrination procedures, continued until the effective end

of the ELF’s existence in 1981.

3.1.2 Effectiveness

The previous section outlined the deficient recruitment practices of the ELF dur-

ing the years in which it participated in the insurgency (1961-1981). Based on this

classification, we would expect the ELF to be generally ineffective in combat across

both the Guerrilla and Conventional stages of the Eritrean conflict. Moreover, we

would expect the ELF to be unable to effectively make the transition between the

stages, particularly from Guerrilla to Conventional. This was indeed the case, as the

ELF generally fared poorly in combat during the years in which it participated in the

conflict, whether facing Ethiopian forces or the EPLF.

Effectiveness: Task Execution during the Guerrilla Stage (September 1961

- September 1974) During the Guerrilla stage of the conflict, the ELF was initially

organized into 2-3 platoons and a “semiclandestine hit squad.”174 In 1963, the ELF

was reorganized into platoons of about 40-50 fighters each, and reorganized again

into seven platoons in mid-1964.175 In the mid-1960s, the ELF was reorganized into

172Sherman 1980, 53
173Connell 2003a, 486-487; Weldemichael 2009, 1238.
174Weldemichael 2013, 70
175Tedla 2014, 71-72
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five regional zones. In 1971, the group was reorganized, with a centralized command

replacing the zonal command.176

Both intelligence assessments and historical accounts recount the ELF’s use of

guerrilla warfare tactics during this stage of the conflict.177 However, the group was

generally ineffective, failing to successfully execute a majority of the tasks while em-

ploying tactics more along the lines of conventional warfare during the Guerrilla stage

of the conflict, as Table 5.2 indicates.

Table 5.2. ELF’s Task Execution During the Guerrilla Stage

Task Successful Execution?
Operate Weaponry and Marksmanship Yes
Cover and Concealment No
Dispersion Yes
Conduct Ambushes Mixed
Avoid Concentrated Frontal Assaults No
Withdraw when Outgunned/Outnumbered No
Capacity for Low-Level Initiative No

In terms of operating weaponry and marksmanship, the ELF had a fairly

positive record during the Guerrilla stage. The first ELF band led by Awate had

very simple individual arms in the first attack in September 1961: “The only arms

in possession of the ELA unit were: 1 Abu-Ashera gun of British make that was

held by the leader and 3 old guns of Italian origin,”178 along with swords and dag-

gers.179 Subsequent attacks by Awate’s group involved similar weapons, such as the

Mannlicher-Carcano and Albini-Braendlin infantry rifles.180 The group subsequently

176Woldemariam 2014, 12-13; Markakis 1990, 59; Tedla 2014, 100-102
177e.g. CIA-RDP78S05450A000100140003-1; CIA-RDP79-00927A007200020003-0; CIA-RDP79-

00927A007300050001-8; Pateman 1990, 84; Tedla 2014, 61; Bell 1974, 440; Campbell 1975, 545
178“From the Experiences of the Eritrean Liberation Army” (Part I)
179Weldemichael 2013, 69
180Tedla 2014, 49
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received more sophisticated arms starting with AK-47 rifles from Syria in 1964, along

with lightweight, mobile artillery pieces, light automatic weapons, mortars, bazookas

later in the 1960s.181 The ELF also received land mines and machine guns of Russian

and Czech manufacture.182

Based on the available evidence for this period of the conflict, the ELF demon-

strated a consistent ability to inflict losses on the Ethiopian police forces and sub-

sequent Ethiopian Army forces in the province during the Guerrilla stage. In the

late 1960s, the group displayed improved integration of explosives into their opera-

tions, effectively sabotaging economic installations in a series of operations in 1969

and 1970.183 These operations were likely staged by individuals that received specific

sabotage training in Syria and had recently returned to Eritrea.184

However, the ELF demonstrated a poor record in its use of cover and conceal-

ment during the Guerrilla period of the conflict. In December 1970, the Ethiopian

forces undertook a series of operations in Eritrea aimed at avenging the death of the

12th Brigade Commander killed in the previous month. Eritrea was placed under a

state of emergency, and Ethiopian Army and Air Force assets were deployed to the

Keren area of the province, which became the 12th Brigade’s HQ.185 Despite this open

movement of Ethiopian forces into the area, a group of ELF fighters still established

a camp on the hills near the monastery of Debre Sina, east of the central town of

Keren.186

181Tedla 2014, 70; Weldemichael 2013, 154; Eric Pace, “Cuba Said to Agree to Train Eritrean
Guerrillas,” New York Times, March 2nd, 1967; Donald H. Louchheim, “Ethiopia’s Little War is
Hard to Hide,” Washington Post, April 30th, 1967.
182“In Troubled Ethiopia, Eritreans Press Separatist Drive,” New York Times, March 27th, 1974
183CIA-RDP79T00975A013400080001-4; CIA-RDP79-00927A007300050001-8
184Foreign Relations of the United States, 1969-1976, Volume E-5, Part 1, Documents on Sub-

Saharan Africa, 1969-1972, eds. Joseph Hilts, David C. Humphrey (Washington: Government Print-
ing Office, 2005), Document 268.
185“Travellers report shooting, arrests in Ethiopia’s Eritrea province,” The Jerusalem Post, De-

cember 27th, 1970
186Jim Hoagland, “Eritrea: Rebellion Fading?” The Washington Post, June 4th, 1972
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Using a mix of artillery, air strikes, and infantry, the Ethiopian forces attacked

the ELF unit camped near the monastery.187 Despite the coming Ethiopian offensive,

the ELF unit still had maintained its camp in an easily accessible and exposed area,

rather than setting it up in a more covered area or splitting up into smaller units to

facilitate concealment. As a result, the Ethiopian forces “smashed the encampment”

and killed an estimated 500 in the clash.188 This failure to use cover and concealment

in establishing a position cost the ELF unit dearly in this case, and was on display

again during the 1972-74 civil war with the EPLF. While it indeed outnumbered

the EPLF 4 to 1, the the ELF still failed to use cover and concealment repeatedly

during the infighting episode, instead pursuing EPLF fighters in the open field.189

This contributed to the group taking heavy losses during the fighting.190

The ELF generally made use of dispersion during the Guerrilla stage. When

Awate was the leader of the ELF in 1961-62, Tedla notes from an Ethiopian Intelli-

gence document that he “followed a strategem of ‘scattering his men whenever the

police force was on the verge of taking any drastic steps.’ For the sake of organi-

zational convenience, he split up the band into three different small elusive groups

who would circulate around the major towns...”191 In general, the ELF during these

first two years of the conflict “appeared in small groups, in order to not draw the

attention of the police.”192 This is likely due to the aforementioned fact that the very

early fighters were comprised of experience shifta and ex-Sudanese Army soldiers,

and so had some military experience with guerrilla-style warfare and activities - al-

beit only partial experience/training given the aforementioned failure to use cover

187Jim Hoagland, “Eritrea: Rebellion Fading?” The Washington Post, June 4th, 1972
188Jim Hoagland, “Eritrea: Rebellion Fading?” The Washington Post, June 4th, 1972
189Pischedda 2015, 154fn350
190Tedla 2014, 104-105; Markakis 1987, 134-135; Woldemariam 2011, 183
191Tedla 2014, 56
192“Eritrea: The Western Provinces - Miscellaneous (Top Secret),” Report 227 (30 October 1962),

Ethiopian Military Intelligence/07/01, RDC, quoted in Tedla 2014, 57.
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and concealment.

The group demonstrated a mixed record in conducting ambushes during the

Guerrilla period of the conflict. In fall 1963, the group ambushed a police convoy

in Jengeren near the city of Keren, but lost one of the attackers after the incident

due to a wound sustained from the ambush.193 In early 1964, the ELF ambushed a

police convoy and killed 17 officers.194 On November 21st, 1970, the ELF ambushed

a convoy of the Ethiopian Army’s 2nd Division outside of Asmara. In the ambush,

the 2nd Division’s commander, Teshome Erghetu, was killed.195 The ELF staged the

ambush next to a blown-out bridge, indicating good use of terrain-based obstacles to

slow down the progress of the intended convoy; an American intelligence assessment

called it a “well-executed ambush...this one was apparently aimed specifically at the

division commander.”196

The record remained mixed throughout the period, however, For example, in June

1972, the ELF ambushed an Ethopian convoy on the Keren-Mensura road, which led

to a pitched battle in which casualties were sustained on both sides, including 7

fighters killed and 9 wounded for the ELF.197 Another ELF ambush on the Hagaz-

Mensura road later in the same month led to a pitched battle over territory in which

the ELF lost 5 fighters.198

During the Guerrilla period of the conflict, the ELF did not always avoid con-

centrated frontal assaults , and consequently took losses as a result of such actions.

In September 1963, a group of fighters attacked a police station in Haciota in broad

daylight, taking over the station but losing a fighter in the attack.199 On March 15th,

193“From the Experiences of the Eritrean Liberation Army,” Part II
194Weldemichael 2013, 119
195Sherman 1980, 79; Bell 1974, 439; Halliday 1972, 62; “From the Experiences...” (Part V); CIA-

RDP79T00975A017600080001-8
196Bell 1974, 439fn15. Quote from CIA-RDP79T00975A017600080001-8.
197“From the Experiences...” (Part VI)
198“From the Experiences...” (Part VI)
199Tedle 2014, 61-62; “From the Experiences of the Eritrean Liberation Army,” Part II; Wel-

294



1964, the ELF engaged the Ethiopian 2nd Division for the first time in “face-to-face”

combat in Togoruba, and predictably lost 18 fighters killed and four wounded in the

single engagement.200 Just a little over a month later, on April 20th, the ELF con-

fronted Ethiopian soldiers at Bushuqua, killing 13 soldiers but losing five fighters as

a result.201

In June 1965, the deputy head of the ELF, Tahir Salem, spearheaded an attack on

a fixed Ethiopian position at Adobaha, with both sides taking losses.202 In 1966, the

ELF again exhibited its tendency to use frontal assaults on fixed positions when it

attacked an Ethiopian camp in Agordat, inflicting losses but losing two of its own.203

On November 7th, 1966, the ELF simultaneously attacked several Ethiopian positions

around Eritrea, inflicting losses but losing 11 of its own fighters as a result.204

This pattern of frontal assaults on fixed positions continued throughout the first

Guerrilla period of the conflict, with the September 1968 Battle of Halhal a prime

example of the ELF’s tendency to use the tactic. On September 6th, 1968, ELF

fighters attacked Ethiopian positions at Halhal, which led to a two-day pitched battle

in which the rebels lost between 45-65 fighters, including the Zone Two commander.205

As the ELF recounts, “It was a heroic attack by ELA fedayeen jumping into the

military compound to take it over by force. However, due to a betrayal by a police

collaborator, the intended outcome was reversed and the ELA lost over 45 martyrs,

among them, the leader of the Second Division, Omar Hamid Izaz.”206

demichael 2013, 118-119
200Weldemichael 2013, 119; Denden n.d.
201ELF 1981
202“From the Experiences...” (Part V)
203“From the Experiences...”(Part V)
204ELF 1981, 19
205Sherman 1980, 77; Campbell 1975, 545; Kramer 1971, 62; Tedle 2014, 86; (“From the Expe-

riences...” (Part IV); ELF 1981, 20; Foreign Relations of the United States, 1969-1976, Volume
E-5, Part 1, Documents on Sub-Saharan Africa, 1969-1972, eds. Joseph Hilts, David C. Humphrey
(Washington: Government Printing Office, 2005), Document 270.
206“From the Experiences...” (Part V)
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The ELF did not always withdraw when outgunned and outnumbered . On

December 3rd, 1961, Awate led a group of 25 ELF fighters to attack a farm in the

Barentu District; a police force eventually arrived and rather than withdraw, the ELF

group remained and fought. In the ensuing engagement, the ELF killed one policeman

and injured four but saw one of its own captured and eventually sentenced to death.207

Later that month on December 24th, an ELF platoon of 7-12 fighters engaged with

police forces in Shllul, and the platoon leader was captured as a result.208 On January

9th, 1962, Awate led an ELF group “encountered” a police group in Cheru led by

the police commander of Agordat - rather than withdrawing, Awate and his group

remained and fought, leading to the death of one ELF fighter and the the capture of

three.209

On September 15th, 1966, the ELF engaged with Ethiopian forces for seven hours

at Mihlab in Senhit Province. The ELF inflicted losses on the Ethiopian forces, but

lost 21 fighters killed and four wounded in the engagement.210 There were occasions

during the Guerrilla stage in which ELF fighters would withdraw from areas upon the

approach of Ethiopian forces, but this was not a consistent practice.211 For instance,

the ELF planned to undertake an attack in Fode in October 1968, which the local

Eritrean police found out about and consequently sent two truckloads of men in arms

as reinforcements. Nevertheless, the ELF band persisted in the attack despite the

unfavorable balance of forces, and lost three killed and 12 wounded in the ensuing

battle.212 In June 1972, the ELF again engaged in a pitched battle after initiating an

ambush on Ethiopian forces, and consequently lost 7 fighters killed.213 In the same

207Tedla 2014, 53
208Tedla 2014, 54
209Tedla 2014, 54
210Tedla 2014, 77
211Weldemichael 2013, 124
212Interview with Al Haj Mussa Ali in Ammar 1992, Appendix IV-(b)
213“From the Experiences...” (Part VI)
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month, the ELF lost 9 fighters killed and 13 wounded in another battle with Ethiopian

forces.214

Finally, during the Guerrilla period of the conflict, the ELF failed to demonstrate

a capacity for low-level initiative . The authority for pursuing operations indeed

rested with local field commanders, who could make military and tactical decisions

themselves.215 As Markakis notes, “each zone had its own command composed of the

commander, his deputy, a political commissar, and officers for security, logistics, and

medical care. The fighters were grouped in squads of six men, led by officers appointed

by the zone command...according to the sketchy formal arrangements made at this

time, zone commands were allowed wide latitude of decision in military, administra-

tive, and economic matters.”216

However, the aforementioned issues with central command and discipline meant

that field commanders often pursued actions that went counter to the overall ELF

unity of effort. For example, the continuous competition of the ELF zones during the

1960s resulted in outright fighting between zones for control over operating areas,

counter to the group’s ultimate goal of fighting the Ethiopian forces.217 Field com-

manders in the ELF thus had the ability to take the initiative, but often did so in

ways that harmed the group’s overall progress during this period of the conflict.

Effectiveness: Losses Incurred during the Guerrilla Stage (September 1961

- September 1974) The ELF’s poor task execution during the Guerrilla stages of

the conflict was mirrored in the high levels of defections and casualties it saw during

the period. After the 1967 Ethiopian offensives against the ELF, “large numbers of

ELF fighters were captured or gave themselves up to the Ethiopian government.”218

214“From the Experiences...” (Part VI)
215Tedla 2014, 74-79
216Markakis 1987, 114
217Tedla 2014, 78
218Iyob 1995, 113. Also see Markakis 1990, 122; Kibreab 2007, 157-158; Sishagne 2007, 139.
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These defections accelerated after the Ethiopians declared a general amnesty in mid-

1967, which led to further members leaving, including the commander of the ELF’s

Zone Five and 19 of his fighters.219 Another high-ranking defector was the com-

mander of the ELF training center.220 According to a government report cited by

Sishange, between September 1969 and August 1970, 281 ELF fighters surrendered

to the Ethiopians.221

Besides defections, available estimates indicate that the ELF took heavy casualties

in combat during the Guerrilla stage. As the previous discussion of the ELF’s task

execution indicated, the ELF repeatedly lost fighters in action in as a direct result of

failing to successfully execute the tasks. We can also look at the group’s total losses

in fighting with both the Ethiopian forces and EPLF during the Guerrilla stage.

Table 5.3 displays figured taken from the ELF’s official account222 of fighting during

the Guerrilla stage, using discrete figures.223 Given that the ELF at most consisted

of 2,000 fighters during the Guerrilla stage, Table 5.3 indicates that more than one-

fourth of its overall fighting force was KIA - a performance in concert with the group’s

poor task execution during this stage of the conflict.

Table 5.3. Estimated ELF Losses During Guerrilla Stage

Category Total
KIA 452
WIA 122
Captured 4

219Erlich 1983, 24
220Tedla 2014, 83-84
221Sishagne 2007, 142fn96.
222“From the Experiences...”, Parts I-VI
223Excluding instances where the account indicates that “many” casualties were sustained by the

ELF.
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Effectiveness: Task Execution during the Conventional Stage (September

1974 - August 1981) In late 1974, with Haile Selassie recently deposed and the

two Eritrean fronts receiving an influx of thousands of recruits and deploying heavy

weaponry in combat, the ELF (and EPLF) appropriately began fighting Ethiopian

forces using a conventional strategy. The influx of thousands of recruits into the ELF

and EPLF brought the groups on par size-wise with the Ethiopians, and led to the

ELF’s reorganization of its forces into battalion and brigade levels.224 The start of

the Conventional stage was marked by a joint ELF-EPLF offensive on the city of

Asmara in December 1974 that lasted for several weeks, followed by a few years of

ELF expansion into other parts of Eritrea lacking Ethiopian state presence.

When the Ethiopians finally launched offensives in mid-1978 to recapture areas of

Eritrea, they somewhat concentrated on the EPLF as a result of its superior fighting

ability.225 This should have provided the ELF with more room to fight effectively

and retain its territory during the Conventional stage of the conflict, given that the

burden of resistance was on the EPLF. Nevertheless, the ELF engaged Ethiopian

forces during these offensives and predictably took heavy losses, as its inability to

execute nearly all of the tasks in this stage led to general ineffectiveness in combat

during the Conventional stage of the conflict.226

224Tedla 2014, 108
225Weldemichael 2009, 1246. Also, see subsequent sections on EPLF performance.
226I was unable to gather or access information on the ELF’s use of dispersion during the Conven-

tional stage, and so code the group’s execution on this as “missing.” However, I still conclude that
the group had overall poor task execution based on its failures in the other six categories, as the
following discussion illustrates.
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Table 5.4. ELF’s Task Execution During the Conventional Stage

Task Successful Execution?
Operate Weaponry and Marksmanship Mixed
Cover and Concealment Yes
Dispersion –
Basic Conventional Warfare Tactics No
Combined Arms Operations No
Complex Defensive Tactics No
Complex Offensive Tactics No
Capacity for Low-Level Initiative/High-Level Coordination No

The ELF’s record in operating weaponry and marksmanship was mixed

during the Conventional stage of the conflict. In 1974, the ELF received an influx of

antitank and antiaircraft guns and artillery from external patrons, along with auto-

matic weapons mines, mortars, machine guns, and Czech and Russian rifles (such as

Kalashnikovs and Doshkas).227 Tanks were captured by the ELF during the Conven-

tional stage of the conflict, but it seems the group never attempted to employ them

in combat, as will be discussed further below.228

The ELF fedayeen units often staged assassinations in the capital of Asmara dur-

ing the second half of the 1970s, and had a fairly good record of kills.229 In 1979, the

ELF downed several Ethiopian transport aircraft with SA-7 surface-to-air missiles.230

Both of these types of targets are considered “soft” targets, but nevertheless demon-

strate at least somewhat basic competency in the ELF’s ability to operate weapons.

However, the ELF demonstrated poor marksmanship with anti-aircraft guns: an ob-

server of the group’s month-long siege of Tesseni during May 1977 noted the daily

227“Reign of Terror in Asmara,” The Irish Times, December 28, 1974; “Ethiopian Rebels Fighting
After 12 Years,” The Atlanta Constitution, April 11, 1974; Richard Trench, “Eritreans link up in
fight for own country,” The Observer, May 1st, 1977; Richard Trench, “Eritrean guerillas on the
warpath,” South China Morning Post, June 12th, 1977
228“From the Experiences...” (Parts VI and VII); Pischedda 2015, 164.
229Wrong 2005, 260-265
230CIA-RDP79T00912A002700010037-0
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Ethiopian F5’s that would bomb insurgent positions and then “fly away to the im-

potent anger of anti-aircraft guns that rarely found their target.”231 Fighters were,

however, able to assemble and disassemble small arms, such as the Kalashnikov, in-

dicating knowledge of the gun’s structure and operation.232

The ELF’s record in terms of using cover and concealment was overall good

during the Conventional stage. One journalist embedded with an ELF unit recounted

how the unit carefully infiltrated Asmara at night during the joint ELF-EPLF siege

of the provincial capital in July 1977, so as to avoid Ethiopian patrols and check-

points.233 During the the group’s siege of Barentu in mid-1977, an observer noted

that ELF fighters “move stealthily through the blanket of foliage, silent and un-

seen...”234 The ELF also camouflaged its structures and training camps in its base

areas from Ethiopian airstrikes, and limited its activity during the day.235

The ELF lacked the ability to successfully use basic conventional warfare

tactics during the Conventional stage. In the face of the Ethiopian Army’s fall of-

fensive targeting EPLF-held Decamare in late September 1977, the ELF and EPLF

established a 15-mile defensive line south and west of Asmara.236 The ELF was tasked

with defending a critical point in the defensive line, yet lasted just 30 minutes after

the Ethiopian forces advanced before fleeing its position, allowing the government

troops to penetrate further south.237

During the subsequent mid-1978 Ethiopian offensive in Eritrea, the ELF con-

231Richard Trench, “Rebels step up pressure on Addis Ababa,” The Irish Times, September 12th,
1977
232John Darnton, “4 in Eritrea Tell How War Has Engulfed Their Lives,” New York Times, July

13th, 1977
233“Just blow yourself up if we are caught,” The Observer, July 10th, 1977
234John Darnton, “Eritrean Rebel Army Set for Decisive Test,” New York Times, July 11th, 1977
235John Darnton, “Eritrean Rebel Army Set for Decisive Test,” New York Times, July 11th, 1977;

John Darnton, “4 in Eritrea Tell How War Has Engulfed Their Lives,” New York Times, July 13th,
1977; Richard Trench, “Eritrean guerrillas prepare for independence,” The Irish Times, September
8th, 1977
236Connell 2003a, 113
237Connell 2003a, 114
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fronted the Army head-on in three of the Army’s five areas of advance, primarily

in open terrain.238 Weldemichael writes the following of ELF actions vis-a-vis this

Ethiopian advance that started on June 13, 1978:

“On the Humera-Omhajar front, Ethiopian forces easily overcame ELA resis-
tance, occupying the Eritrean border town of Omhajar on June 17, 1978. Less
than two weeks later, the second unit of the Ethiopian army broke through
ELA defenses in Mereb-Shambiqo, lifted the siege on Barentu and and liber-
ated the besieged Ethiopian forces in that town. Although brief and ultimately
futile, the ELA offered its boldest resistance against the Ethiopian forces on the
Mereb-Adi-Khwala Front. Eight ELA battalions of the 72nd, 75th, and 77th
Brigades crossed into Tigray where they momentarily halted the Ethiopians
by effectively intercepting the advance units of the 503rd ‘A’ Sub-Task Force.
But whereas the Ethiopians were continuously reinforced, the ELA lacked re-
inforcement. Moreover, the ELF was busy with its internal political troubles.
The Ethiopian forces, therefore, not only regained their captured tanks but also
pushed back the ELA. After Mereb, the ELA was engaged in no significant ac-
tion. When the ELF vacated the major towns and the highway, the Ethiopian
army marched to Asmara.”239

Lionel Cliffe confirms this ELF failure during the Ethiopian offensive, noting that the

ELF “for a time did attempt to stand firm but were crushed.”240

Frontal assaults are not problematic in the Conventional stage, given that combat

becomes about positional warfare and the destruction or attrition of enemy forces.

In the same vein, neither are fixed defenses. Yet the absence of a local favorable

balance of forces, the lack of designated reinforcements to back up the ELF’s frontal

assaults and defensive positions, and the absence of defendable positions in open

terrain rendered its use of such tactics futile in the confrontation with Ethiopian

armored and mechanized forces. Indeed, as noted by Connell, the group’s inability

to sustain frontal assaults was a general feature during the Conventional stage of the

conflict.241 This failure to successfully execute basic conventional warfare tactics is

238Cliffe 1984, 94; Woldemariam 2011, 126; CIA-RDP79T00975A030700010128-9
239Weldemichael 2009, 1247
240Cliffe 1984, 94. Ayele also confirms the “swift” victories of the Ethiopians over the ELF during

the operations (Ayele 2014, 133).
241Connell 2003a, 107
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further indicated by how quickly the ELF’s defenses were overrun by the Ethiopians,

as indicated in the above excerpt.

As Weldemichael’s description of ELF fighting also notes, the internal issues of

the ELF, stemming from the long-standing organizational divisions and lack of uni-

form purpose and discipline, had a direct impact on the group’s ability to effectively

prosecute combat.242 Indeed, Weldemichael notes from his interview with Zemhret

Yohannes, an ELF cadre at the time, that “the ELF in general did not take the bat-

tles seriously. While in the midst of combat the Ethiopian forces visibly were being

reinforced and the ELA was running out of supplies...truckloads of ammunition were

sitting idly in Barka.”243

As a result of these failures in executing frontal assaults and fixed defenses, ELF

forces were pushed back all the way into northwestern Eritrea at the end of the June

1978 offensive. Moreover, the group’s decision to pursue positional confrontations

with the advancing government forces had severe consequences - it lost significant

amounts of territory and, by its own count, sustained 1,395 fighters killed in action

during combat with Ethiopian forces during 1978.244

In terms of combined arms operations, the ELF’s record was poor during

the Conventional stage of the conflict. The group captured limited numbers of tanks,

but never attempted to employ them in combat.245 The ELF obtained artillery,246

yet there is no clear evidence that they ever sought to use it in combined arms

operations. Instead, the group employed it in isolation to shell Ethiopian positions.

The sole recorded instance where a combined arms operation was attempted involving

242This observation is based directly on interviews Weldemichael conducted with former ELF mem-
bers from the time period.
243Weldemichael 2009, 1247fn68
244“From the Experiences...”(Part VIII)
245Pischedda 2015, 164. I note that this assessment is drawn from a scouring of existing information

on combat engagements involving the ELF after the Conventional stage began in September 1974,
as well as the two interviewees Pischedda quotes in his dissertation.
246“Reign of Terror in Asmara,” The Irish Times, December 28, 1974
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the ELF was the joint ELF-EPLF attack on Barentu in May 1978, in which ELF

infantry joined EPLF tanks in a frontal assault on the Ethiopian-held town in western

Eritrea.247 However, the operation was a complete failure, as the two fronts failed to

coordinate their actions during the operation. According to an EPLF doctor present,

“there were no synchronized, effective, and well-coordinated assaults on the Ethiopian

camps inside Barentu.”248

The ELF demonstrated an inability to successfully execute complex defensive

tactics during the Conventional stage of the conflict. Weldemichael notes that the

ELF’s failures and setbacks during the June 1978 Ethiopian offensive were in part

due to its inability to acknowledge the nature of terrain shaping combat, as well as

the group’s generally inability to execute a defense in depth during the conflict:

“ELF internal weaknesses compounded - and were compounded by - the objec-
tive disadvantage the ELF faced in combating Ethiopian forces in three theatres
of operations. Western Eritrea, in contrast to the rugged terrain of southern Er-
itrea, was difficult for any force to defend. The vast, open landscapes of western
Eritrea made the number of troops and their armament crucial in determining
the outcome of battle. The Ethiopians absolutely outnumbered and out-gunned
the ELA, which had not fully developed trench warfare tactics that might have
been better suited for defense. Lack of political leadership capable of strategic
thinking under pressure...held back the ELA from taking drastic measures.”249

Again, Weldemichael links the ELF’s ineffectiveness in combat directly to its or-

ganizational shortcomings, particularly its lack of an overall strategic vision - in this

case both poor decisionmaking and, more significant for this analysis, the inability to

successfully use a defense in depth against a numerically and capably superior force.

The ELF demonstrated a relatively poor record in executing complex offensive

tactics , such as maneuver and special forces operations. On April 4th, 1977, the

group began an assault on Tessenei that was partially successful, and elected to place

247Connell 2003a, 205; Connell 1993, 157, 159
248Fekadu 2002, 271-272
249Weldemichael 2009, 1248
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the town under siege, mortaring it from a nearby banana plantation.250 The siege

continued for a month, after which the ELF took control of Tessenei but at the cost

of 70 fighters dead.251 Also in April 1977, the group began an assault to take Barentu,

a strategic location in the western area of Eritrea. The assault ultimately failed, and

the insurgents subsequently placed the town under siege.252 The siege ended a few

weeks later when several thousand peasant militiamen were brought in as Ethiopian

reinforcements and broke the ELF’s encirclement.253

The ELF’s failure in both assault and encirclement (the latter a classic element

of maneuver) was a direct result of the lack of uniform shared purpose in the ELF.

Indeed, the group itself admitted as much in its reflection on the battle: “heroic

attacks were organized during an extended period of time...Some of the problems

that caused failure in the timely liberation of Barentu included: the adverse effects

of the ‘Falool’254 movement that slackened morale of many fighters...Barentu cost

the ELA a great deal.”255 It is unsurprising that internal divisions that reached the

point of violence between units and members of the ELF would subsequently have an

adverse impact on the morale of ordinary ELF fighters, and the group paid the price

in its failed assault on and subsequent siege of Barentu.

This inability to execute encirclement/sieges continued, with the failed siege at

250“From the Experiences...” (Part VII); Richard Trench, “Eritreans link up in fight for own coun-
try,” The Observer, May 1st, 1977
251Markakis 1987, 141; Sherman 1980, 89; Connell 2003a, 85; Richard Trench, “Eritrean guerillas

on the warpath,” South China Morning Post, June 12th, 1977; Gwynne Roberts, “The rebel band
that grew into an army,” The Jerusalem Post, July 17th, 1977
252“From the Experiences...” (Part VII); Connell 2003a, 85
253Sherman 1980, 91
254As a reminder, the “Falool” movement was a largely Christian-led internal opposition movement

within the ELF during 1976-77 that sought greater representation for Christians within the group
(Woldemariam 2011, 119-120). This opposition mushroomed and generated its own opposition, lead-
ing to internal infighting that reached the highest levels of the organization when a “Falool” unit
of the ELF ambushed and killed two ELF leaders in Danakil, leading to “all-out” conflict within
the ELF (Iyob 1995, 120). Ultimately, 2,000 “Falool” members of the ELF defected to the EPLF in
summer 1977 (Woldemariam 2011, 121).
255“From the Experiences...” (Part VII)
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Agordat in August 1977 that followed the ELF’s initial attack on August 14th.256

Though the ELF ultimately succeeded in taking the town after two weeks of fighting,

this only happened when the Ethiopian forces were able to break through the siege.257

Besides a failed execution of the encirclement maneuver, the siege cost the ELF 300

dead and 400 wounded in just two weeks.258

In addition to failure in the attempted elements of maneuver, the ELF demon-

strated a general inability to execute small-unit special forces operations during the

Conventional stage. During the ELF’s fight for Mendefera in August 1977, a group

of 40 ELF fedayeen stormed the castle at the center of the town, where there was

a “well-entrenched enemy force.”259 While the overall ELF units attacking the city

captured it after two weeks of fighting,260 the fedayeen operation failed, with all 40

fighters killed in the operation. Besides its failure in the special forces sense, this type

of operation during an assault is more along the lines of an attritional formation as

opposed to maneuver formation. Even the ELF’s successful special forces-type oper-

ations during the Conventional stage were more a result of inside help rather than

ELF skill. For instance, the ELF managed to free 900 of its prisoners from an Asmara

prison on February 12th, 1975.261 However, prison wardens facilitated the ELF units’

entry into the prison and helped the prisoners escape.262

Finally, the ELF did not demonstrate a capacity for low-level initiative or

high-level coordination during the Conventional stage of the conflict. As internal

divisions multiplied within the organization during this time period, field commanders

256“From the Experiences...” (Part VII); Sherman 1980, 92
257“Eritreans celebrate victory,” The Guardian, September 16th, 1977
258“Eritreans celebrate victory,” The Guardian, September 16th, 1977
259“From the Experiences...” (Part VII)
260“Eritrean guerrillas poised to take Red Sea ports,” The Guardian, August 26th, 1977
261ELF 1981; Wrong 2005, 249-250; “1,000 Inmates Escape in Eritrea With Guerrillas’ Help,” New

York Times, February 15th, 1975
262Markakis 1987, 138
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gained de facto control over military and tactical decision-making,263 yet were often

subject to harsh punishments for supposed transgressions or failures. For instance, the

ELF executed one of the commanders that participated in the joint EPLF-ELF failed

assault on Barentu in May 1978 for “dereliction of duty.”264 The previously discussed

splintering and internal opposition within the ELF during 1977 and 1978 likewise

indicates a failure to successfully have low-level initiative without the specified issues

of splits or defections.265

In terms of high-level coordination (or any coordination, for that matter), Pool

notes that the ELF’s conduct during the July/August 1978 Ethiopian offensive demon-

strated that the group had significant issues in this regard, including “poor co-

ordination, lack of discipline, and divisions among leaders.”266 A former ELF military

leader at the time notes that “there were anarchic divisions within the ELF...We had

very poor logistical preparation...there was conflict between military intelligence and

civilian intelligence”267 Several of Pischedda’s ELF interviewees note that these is-

sues played a direct role in the ELF’s poor performance and defeat vis-a-vis both the

Ethiopians in 1978-79 and the EPLF in 1981.268

A particular incident helps to illustrate how severe the military/tactical decentral-

ization and lack of coordination issues were for the ELF all the way up until its last

days as an armed force in the Eritrean conflict. On July 7th, 1980, the ELF withdrew

its two brigades from the Sahel area, which had been engaged in joint defense of the

Nakfa positions alongside the EPLF since mid-1979.269 The decision to withdraw the

two brigades was supposedly made to reinforce ELF units in the Barka area. However,

263CIA-RDP79T00975A027200010020-7
264Connell 1993, 159
265See Appendix for coding of the tasks.
266Pool 1980, 51
267Gime Ahmed, interviewed by and quoted in Pischedda 2015, 162
268Pischedda 2015, 163fn371, 163fn372
269Weldemichael 2009, 1259fn112; Connell 1993, 202
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the head of the ELF’s military intelligence at the time, Gime Ahmed, asserts that the

decision was made by the then-head of the ELF’s military office, Abdallah Idris, to

help in in the latter’s bid to take control of the overall organization.270 Such a decision

served to be contrary to the overall unity of effort of the ELF, further indicating a

failure of the group to successfully decentralize command and undertake high-level

coordination.

3.2 EPLF: Recruitment Practices and Effectiveness

3.2.1 Robust Recruitment Practices

The EPLF had a clear ideological program based on Marxist-Leninism from the

very beginning.271 A “socialist movement,”272 the group viewed the struggle in Er-

itrea as not just nationalist, but one in which the masses had to be liberated and

educated and traditional Eritrean society transformed along socialist lines during the

conflict.273 As Firebrace and Holland noted, “The EPLF set themselves two tasks

in the liberation struggle - to overthrow Ethiopian rule and to transform traditional

Eritrean society...The EPLF’s project for Eritrean society is based on a specific anal-

ysis of its respective classes and an assessment of their relationship to the liberation

struggle.”274

The group thus put its ideology as central and driving the overall cause. As Gebru

Tareke writes:

“The EPLF saw itself as a coalition of revolutionary intellectuals, workers,
and peasants engaged in a struggle to liberate Eritrea from Ethiopian colo-
nialism...the EPLF was preeminently a military machine; but it was not

270Based on interviews done by Costantino Pischedda - see Pischedda 2015, 167fn380
271Johnson and Johnson 1981; Sherman 1980, 49-54; Iyob 1995, 58; Gebru Tareke 2009, 65-69;

Connell 2001, 353
272Johnson and Johnson 1981, 188; Firebrace and Holland 1984, 30-31
273Sherman 1980, 49-54; Gebre-Medhin 1989, 174-188
274Firebrace and Holland 1984, 30-31
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militarist or militaristic, for political and ideological objectives dictated
military actions...The front’s main concern was political and ideological.
Tasks were performed by its political commissars and party cadres, and
it had no leaders whose sole responsibility was military.”275

This radical ideology stemmed primarily from the EPLF’s founders’ experiences

training in Cuba and China during the 1960s, when they were part of the ELF.276

In particular, their exposure to Mao’s teachings on warfare and Marxist-Leninism

laid the basis for the type of organization they wanted to create. From its founding in

October 1972, the EPLF drew on these ideological principles for its robust recruitment

practices.277

The group was highly selective in choosing its recruits, and required all would-be

fighters to undergo the same process of joining the group, while requiring recruits to

provide “extensive information on social, ethnic and religious background.”278 Based

on interviews with former fighters from the group and archival documents concerning

recruitment, Weldemichael notes that the EPLF:

“attracted Eritrean youth in such numbers that it had to turn away some at
a time when its rival had resorted to forced conscription in some parts of the
country...I have spoken with several individuals, for example, who were turned
down for one or another reason, and those who were told they were too young
at first were accepted a year or two later...all new recruits - without exception
- were required to travel on foot from wherever they joined the struggle to the
EPLF’s rear base in Sahel, a trek of more than one hundred miles through
the country’s most hostile landscape. In the process of surviving hardships of

275Gebru Tareke 2009, 67-69. Also see the EPLF’s National Democratic Programme of the Eritrean
People’s Liberation Front (1977) and Selected Articles from EPLF Publications (1973-1980) (1982).
276Weldemichael 2013, 87, 137, 155; Connell 2001, 346-349. Romedan Mohammed-Nur and Isais

Afwerki both trained in China during the 1960s, and “had shown a keen interest in the Chinese expe-
rience and learned organizing techniques...” (Weldemichael 2013, 137). Other subsequent prominent
EPLF figures also received training in China and Cuba (Kibreab 2008, 158-159). This helps to
mitigate concerns about whether the EPLF’s choice of ideology was endogenous to the strategic
environment. Instead, it was the result of the exogenous introduction of an ideological worldview
for the would-be EPLF founders. As far as written history on the conflict allows, there is no reason
to believe the EPLF founders nefariously took the ideological training in Cuba and China with the
intention of splitting from the ELF in the future.
277Gebru Tareke 2009, 65-69
278Pool 2001, 98; Weinstein 2005, 617-618
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seemingly unending nightly marches, volunteers built endurance, cultivating an
early sense of camaraderie with one another and with the fighters who led them
to the training center. After months of rigorous military training and political
indoctrination, they exited EPLF training center completely transformed into
a highly cohesive, disciplined fighting force.”279

The former EPLF fighter Bereket Habte Selassie corroborates Weldemichael’s ac-

count, recounting his own 1974 journey to the group’s base in the Sahel to join the

group in his memoir.280

All recruits chosen to be fighters, even former Ethiopian soldiers and policemen

that defected to the group,281 were required to undergo a six-month training course

that included both military training and political education in the EPLF’s ideology

and strategy.282 This military training was based in doctrine that derived directly

from the group’s ideological orientation.283 Based on interviews with EPLF members,

David Pool describes a typical day in EPLF training camp:

“The programme of political and military education was demanding. A typical
day would begin at 4 a.m. with two hours of physical education, followed by
an hour of military education and then breakfast. After breakfast and until 4
p.m., there would be literacy classes and language training and rest. At four in
the afternoon two hours of political education were given.”284

Military training included instruction in how to operate rifles and other small

arms, as well as skill training.285 Upon its capture of heavier weaponry like armor

and artillery, the EPLF retrained its fighters to use these heavier weapons, and moved

fighters on the frontlines across different types of weaponry so they could learn how

to use them.286 This retraining continued up through the late 1980s.287 The EPLF

279Weldemichael 2013, 156-157 and 156fn17.
280See Selassie 2007, 314-316.
281Weldemichael 2013, 156
282Sherman 1980, 60; Pateman 1990, 84; Connell 2001, 354; Connell 2003a, 91; Weinstein 2005,

617-618; Weldemichael 2009, 1238.
283Weldemichael 2013, 155
284Pool 2001, 99-100
285Pool 2001, 153
286Pool 2001, 151-152
287Wrong 2005, 332
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also instructed its trainees in military doctrine, administering exams at the end of

training courses and mandating that all recruits pass before being deployed.288 In the

late 1980s, with the EPLF essentially constituting a conventional military force, the

group began having its senior commanders undergo general staff courses.289

The political component of the training course included lessons on class analysis

of Eritrean society, Eritrean history, and the struggle for independence, all conducted

in the Tiginiya language.290 This political education continued after fighters were de-

ployed.291 Several accounts emphasize the importance of indoctrination in socializing

would-be fighters as EPLF combatants. As Tareke notes:

“When individuals voluntarily joined the movement, they did so for a variety of
reasons...these diffuse and idiosyncratic sentiments were molded into a common
nationalist perspective and commitment through a program of resocialization
and politicization. By stressing national unity, the authenticity and legitimacy
of the struggle, and the egalitarian ideas guiding it, the front fashioned an
army of unquestionable political reliability and absolute loyalty, imbued with
self-discipline and self-sacrifice.”292

From her interviews with former EPLF combatants, Redeker Hepner corroborates

the presence and importance of such socialization of would-be fighters in the group’s

ideology and its aim to transform Eritrean society:

“As heroes and guardians of that new society, fighters provided a role model for
all other Eritreans who invested in the cause. The tegadelti, or fighters, liter-
ally embodied the new nationalist subject...[the EPLF was] seeking to change
existing social relations rather than uncritically reproduce them...one of the
most powerful ways in which it tried to accomplish such change was through
the breaking of all former identities and allegiances among its recruits and
resocializing them as members of the front.”293

288Pool 2001, 98. For instance, this included instruction in how to conduct fighting withdrawals,
which the EPLF would undertake during the conflict (see section on EPLF performance during
Conventional stage) (Weldemichael 2009, 1241).
289Pateman 1990, 94
290Pool 1980, 45-46; Connell 2001, 354; Pool 2001, 100
291Pool 2001, 100
292Gebru Tareke 2009, 69
293Redeker Hepner 2009, 47-48
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Even after the EPLF expanded in size between 1975 and 1979, the system of

recruitment and socialization was compulsory for all would-be fighters, and these

practices, including both the selection and socialization procedures, remained intact.

In the late 1980s, introductory training and political indoctrination were shortened

to three months for men and six for women and boys.294 In addition, as noted pre-

viously, the EPLF resorted to limited forms of conscription at certain points during

the 1980s.295 Nevertheless, these robust recruitment practices for full-time fighters, in-

cluding selective membership, induction, and consistent and comprehensive military

training and indoctrination of fighters, continued through the end of the conflict in

May 1991.

3.2.2 Effectiveness

The previous section outlined the robust recruitment practices of the EPLF during

the years it participated in the conflict (1972-1991). Based on this value, we would

expect the group to be generally effective in combat across the Guerrilla and Conven-

tional stages, as well as have the ability to transition between the stages. This was

indeed the case, as the EPLF was generally able to successfully execute nearly all of

the stage-specific tasks in both the Guerrilla and Conventional stages of the Eritrean

conflict.

Effectiveness: Task Execution during the Guerrilla Stage (February 1972

- September 1974) The EPLF briefly participated in the Guerrilla stage of the

conflict for about two and a half years. Much of that time was spent both staving off

attacks from the ELF, which sought to liquidate it, and establishing itself as an armed

organization. I include in this analysis what is known in Eritrean historiography as

the “first civil war” between the ELF and EPLF, which lasted from February 1972-

294Pool 1980, 45-46; Woldemikael 1991, 34; Connell 2001, 359-360; Pool 2001, 98; Gebru Tareke
2009, 67-68
295See footnote 127
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October 1974.296 The EPLF at the time was a much smaller organization than the

ELF, estimated to have about 500 total fighters to the latter’s 2,000.297 Because the

two fronts essentially had the same material capabilities, the balance of personnel

between the ELF and PLF prescribes a guerrilla strategy for the EPLF vis-a-vis

the ELF. It is therefore appropriate to consider the EPLF’s ability to execute the

Guerrilla stage-specific tasks with regard to combat with the ELF up until the very

end of the infighting episode.298

As the two fronts fought each other during 1972-1974, the Ethiopian government

for the most part sat back and watched. Indeed, there were no major government

offensives during the time period.299 Most of the Eritrean-Ethiopian clashes during

this period were initiated by either the EPLF or ELF, and the next major Ethiopian

offensive to occur was not until after the September 1974 Ethiopian Revolution, when

the conflict shifted to the Conventional stage. During the Guerrilla stage, the EPLF

was generally effective, successfully executing four of the six tasks for which there

exists accessible information.300

296The initial ELF attacks on the various splinters were on the Obel forces and PLF-I. The former
essentially disintegrated after the February 1972 attack (with some joining the EPLF (Iyob 1995,
116)), while the latter had some survivors who ultimately joined what became the EPLF in February
1973 (Tedla 2014, 104).
297Kibreab 2008, 212; Pischedda 2015, 148. Pischedda’s estimates of the two fronts’ sizes are based

on both interviews with relevant figures from the ELF and EPLF and secondary sources.
298This is the case for most of the “first civil war” with the exception of the tail end, when the

groups’ sizes (especially the EPLF) had increased to the point where conventional tactics (absent
conventional capabilities) for the EPLF were more appropriate for combat (Bereketeab 2000, 197).
299According to Ethiopian military archives, there were apparently ten counterinsurgency oper-

ations conducted in Eritrea between April 1971-January 1973 (Ayele 2014, 25). However, other
primary and secondary sources seem to indicate that these did not result in major combat engage-
ments with the Eritrean insurgents. This inactivity on the part of the Ethiopians is confirmed in
Woldemariam’s interview with an EPLF commander from the time period (Woldemariam 2011,
111). Pischedda quotes another individual saying that the ELF intercepted Ethiopian communica-
tions that expressed glee about the Eritrean infighting (see Pischedda 2015, 150).
300I was unable to gather or access information on the EPLF’s ability to conduct ambushes during

the Guerrilla stage, and so code the group’s execution on this as “missing.” In fact, a survey of
accessible information on combat engagements involving the EPLF during the Guerrilla stage seems
to indicate that the group was primarily defensive in its posture, and did not undertake offensive
actions that might include ambushes. However, I still conclude that the group had overall proficient
task execution based on its successful or mixed ability vis-a-vis the other five tasks, as the following
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Table 5.5. EPLF’s Task Execution During the Guerrilla Stage

Task Successful Execution?
Operate Weaponry and Marksmanship Mixed
Cover and Concealment Yes
Dispersion Yes
Conduct Ambushes –
Avoid Concentrated Frontal Assaults Yes
Withdraw when Outgunned/Outnumbered Yes
Capacity for Low-Level Initiative No

The EPLF demonstrated a mixed record in operating its weaponry and marks-

manship during the Guerrilla stage. The group had relatively sophisticated weapons

from the start, marked by Kalashnikovs which were donated by Libya.301 In addition,

the group had Seminovs and Gorynuv machine guns - weapons that far outperformed

the single-shot rifles the ELF had at the time.302 The group was able to exploit these

materiel advantages to stave off repeated ELF assaults on its areas of control during

1972-1974. However, a lack of coordination sometimes led EPLF fighters to acciden-

tally fight and shoot each other during this period. As Pool notes, the EPLF and ELF

were mostly indistinguishable in combat, which often led to friendly casualties.303

The successful defensive positions that the EPLF established in the Sahel pro-

vided natural cover and concealment for the group’s fighters vis-a-vis the ELF, of

which the EPLF made widespread use. Woldemariam notes that the Sahel’s “harsh,

mountainous topography allowed the relatively small organization to conceal itself

from the larger Jebha.”304 In combination with such cover and concealment, the rem-

nants of what eventually became the EPLF dispersed early on to avoid detection

discussion illustrates.
301Markakis 1987, 135
302Woldemariam 2011, 185
303Pool 2001, 134
304Woldemariam 2011, 182
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by Ethiopian authorities, as well as to find resources that were lacking in their initial

staging areas.305 During combat, the EPLF made extensive use of “thinly spread”

forces during the first few years of this period, appropriate for the larger ELF forces

it was facing.306 Later, as the two fronts became equal in size, the EPLF began to

concentrate its forces against the ELF,307 foreshadowing its ability to transitional to

conventional warfare and successfully use related tactics.

During the infighting episodes with the ELF, the EPLF largely avoided con-

centrated frontal assaults , instead adopting a defensive posture and resisting the

ELF’s repeated attempts at destruction using limited forces.308 Indeed, the EPLF

operated in area that was very favorable for defense, with the Sahel area being high

ground.309 Moreover, the strategy of the ELF vis-a-vis the EPLF enabled the latter

to avoid the need to withdraw from areas, instead establishing defensive positions to

fend off ELF attacks (which it did succesfully). In the words of an EPLF member,

“The ELF was a much bigger organization, but it was not smart. They could
have gathered all their forces and destroyed us. But instead they would send
one force at the time, rather than an overwhelming one. That was the wrong
strategy. Their was kind of a bravado...We had prepared good defenses, very
good trenches.”310

These attacks by the ELF often lasted several days.311 Yet the ELF’s limited force

strategy enabled the EPLF to essentially maintain its forces through defensive tactics

- in line with the classic overall aim of guerrilla warfare strategy: to preserve one’s

forces and minimize losses. This strategy of avoiding extended engagements continued

for the next several months in 1973, as combat between the ELF and EPLF consisted

305Woldemariam 2011, 178; Pool 2001, 66.
306Pool 2001, 133
307Pool 2001, 133
308Tedla 2014, 105
309Markakis 1987, 137; Woldemariam 2011, 181-182
310Interview with Adhanom Gebremariam in Pischedda 2015, 154fn350
311Pool 2001, 133
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primarily of “running battles up and down the length of Sahel province.”312

The EPLF appropriately withdrew when outgunned or outnumbered . For

instance, during the March 1972 ELF attack on the PLF forces in Danakil, the latter

fled to the Sahel rather than staying and confronting the ELF.313 Only later did the

EPLF engage in pitched battles (such as the one in Gereger in mid-March 1973).

However, at that point, the group had essentially evened the scales in terms of man-

power vis-a-vis the ELF, making such direct confrontation with another insurgent

force appropriate.

Finally, the EPLF failed to demonstrate a capacity for low-level initiative .

The group had a decentralized military command for most of this time period, with

a single EPLF formal organization not established until August 1973. Because it was

essentially a merger of three separate organizations, each element of the EPLF kept

its own organizational infrastructure and together formed a joint command, with each

of the three organizations having its own command.314

This was not effective, however, as the EPLF saw several instances where its

forces mistakenly attacked one another, such as in February 1973, due to poor com-

munications between units and local commands.315 The EPLF eventually established

a centralized command that mitigated these issues later in the period, but overall

lacked the capacity for low-level initiative in ways that did not harm the group’s

overall unity of effort.316

Effectiveness: Losses Incurred during the Guerrilla Stage (February 1972 -

September 1974) As a result of its general ability to successfully execute the tasks

during the Guerrilla stage, the EPLF had relatively low defections and casualties ac-

312Woldemariam 2011, 183
313Woldemariam 2011, 181; Kibreab 2008, 213
314Markakis 1987, 134-135; Pool 2001, 134
315Pool 2001, 134
316Kibreab 2008, 340

316



cording to available sources. A primary leader of Obel, one of the EPLF splinters, was

captured and imprisoned by the ELF in February 1972.317 However, official Ethiopian

documents, which have an incentive to play up defections (or perhaps even fabricate

numbers), note that there were very few EPLF defections.318

In terms of losses, available and accessible data are spotty as the EPLF did not

publicize its own losses,319 but there were an estimated 100 casualties each for the ELF

and EPLF during the first few months of 1973.320 However, in the most significant

battle of the first ELF-EPLF civil war in Gereger (Sudan) that took place in mid-

March 1973, the ELF suffered 130 fighters killed and 100 wounded, while the EPLF

had just 19 casualties overall.321 In conjunction with the group’s general ability to

successfully execute the tasks during the Guerrilla stage, it is unsurprising that the

group was able to minimize its losses against the ELF in the battle.

Effectiveness: Task Execution during the Conventional Stage (September

1974 - May 1991) After the Ethiopian Revolution in September 1974, the Eritrean

conflict shifted to the Conventional stage. As the EPLF grew in size and captured

more and more heavy weaponry from Ethiopian forces, the group was able to continue

to sustain its conventional strategy against the government forces. In this section,

I discuss the record of the EPLF in executing the stage-specific tasks during the

Conventional stage of the conflict, from September 1974 until the EPLF’s victory in

May 1991. I generally discuss them in the order they are outlined in Table 5.6, but

at certain points examine major engagements during the period and discuss how the

aspects of the given engagement indicates the EPLF’s successful execution of several

particular tasks.

317Woldemariam 2011, 181
318Gebru Tareke 2009, 67
319Pool 2001
320CIA-RDP79-00927A010100060001-5
321Woldemariam 2011, 183
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Table 5.6. EPLF’s Task Execution During the Conventional Stage

Task Successful Execution?
Operate Weaponry and Marksmanship Yes
Cover and Concealment Yes
Dispersion Yes
Basic Conventional Warfare Tactics Yes
Combined Arms Operations Yes
Complex Defensive Tactics Yes
Complex Offensive Tactics Yes
Capacity for Low-Level Initiative/High-Level Coordination Yes

During the Conventional stage of the conflict, the EPLF demonstrated an excellent

ability in operating weaponry and marksmanship. Nearly all of the EPLF’s

heavy weaponry was acquired through capture from Ethiopian forces.322 By 1977,

the EPLF had moved beyond its initial weapons to M-14 and other light assault

rifles, Kalashnikovs, trucks, mortars, tanks, and armored cars - all captured from

the Ethiopian forces after the battles in Nakfa, Decamare, and Keren.323 Over the

course of the next several years, the group captured further weaponry from Ethiopian

forces, including artillery pieces, heavy machine guns, armored cars, rocket launchers,

antiaircraft guns, and more tanks.324 After seizing Afabet in March 1988, the group

captured 130mm mortars and BM-21 rocket launchers for the first time, along with 50

tanks, long-range Soviet artillery, and “millions of rounds of ammunition.”325 On the

eve of independence in 1990, besides 12 infantry brigades, a heavy weapons brigade,

and artillery and engineering corps, the group had 150 tanks and armored vehicles,

organized into two tank battalions.326

322CIA-RDP85S00317R000300050001-2
323Connell 2003a, 91; Connell 1993, 97
324Pateman 1990, 91-92; Gebru Tareke 2009, 229; Firebrace and Holland 1984, 51
325Gebru Tareke 2009, 256; Gilkes 1995, 39.
326Pateman 1990, 82-83; Pateman 1990b, 120-121
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A 1990 report written by the MOND’s Chief of Military Intelligence quoted by Ge-

bru Tareke noted that the EPLF had “superb intelligence and dexterity at handling

modern weapons.”327 This showed in the setup of their heavier weapons during the

Ethiopian offensives on Nakfa during the early 1980s, leading Ethiopian military in-

telligence to note that the EPLF’s “machine guns and other weapons were positioned

to achieve maximum result.”328 In the battle for Afabet, an observer noted that the

pattern of shots on Ethiopian corpses indicated that EPLF fighters had shot most in

the head, face, or chest - implying superior close-range targeting.329 When establishing

defensive positions, the EPLF made excellent use of landmines, which often proved

decisive in slowing down Ethiopian assaults on the group’s positions.330 Besides be-

ing excellent operators of weaponry, the EPLF was able to maintain and repair its

weaponry, particularly tanks, through its own repair shops and maintenance crews

and an extensive transportation network for servicing and providing spare parts.331

The group was able to successfully use basic conventional tactics such as am-

bushes, concentrated frontal assaults, static defenses, and orderly retreats, and made

use of cover and concealment during the Conventional stage of the conflict. Dur-

ing the Ethiopian attack on Elabered on November 25th, 1978, the EPLF successfully

ambushed Ethiopian troops, using cover and concealment to great effect. Rather than

confronting the Ethiopians’ 90-tank offensive head-on in the narrow canyon, the in-

surgents instead withdrew from the town and established ambush positions in the

brush.332 After the tanks met no resistance in the town, they moved into the valley

and began preparing dinner.333 The EPLF fighters then “leapt out of the brush and

327Gebru Tareke 2002, 491
328Ayele 2014, 150
329Tesfai 2002, 116
330Ayele 2014, 149
331Firebrace and Holland 1984, 58, 73-74; Connell 2003a, 32; Cliffe 1984, 95; Connell 1993, 97
332Connell 1993, 171; Weldemichael 2009, 1253
333Ayele 2014, 134
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opened fire with hand-held rocket-propelled grenades and homemade firebombs...The

tanks broke formation and tried to retreat but some thirty were cut off and aban-

doned.”334 In the ensuing 48-hour battle, there were heavy losses on both sides, and

the EPLF was subsequently able to push back the tanks from the canyon through suc-

cessful counter-attacks before withdrawing its forces from Elabered under the cover

of darkness.335

During the Ethiopian offensives on Nakfa during the 1980s, the group’s fighters

often would only carry out attacks during bad weather so as to avoid air strikes.336

Besides its use during combat engagements, the EPLF made use of cover and conceal-

ment when engaging in logistics and supply operations as well. For instance, during

the six-month long EPLF siege of Nakfa from September 17th, 1976 to March 20th,

1977, the group relied on vehicles and camels moving at night for resupply so as to

avoid Ethiopian airstrikes.337

The EPLF also made use of dispersion during this period of the conflict. Be-

sides dispersion at the tactical level (see below discussion), the EPLF dispersed its

command in the Sahel area to protect against aerial bombardments.338 After a se-

nior EPLF official defected to the government, the EPLF moved its command so

as to negate any intelligence the official might provide to the Ethiopians on their

locations.339

The EPLF was able to successfully integrate the heavy equipment it captured

from the Ethiopians into its repertoire to conduct combined arms operations . At

the conflict’s end in 1991, the guerrilla group that started out as a small-arms, light

infantry force fielded 150 tanks organized into two tank battalions, had a dedicated

334Connell 1993, 172
335Connell 1993, 172; Weldemichael 2009, 1254
336Ayele 2014, 150
337Ayele 2014, 130
338Connell 1993, 210; Wrong 2005, 287
339Connell 1993, 210
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artillery brigade, and fast attack speedboats that served as a fledgling naval force.340

The tanks and artillery were not just for show, either - the EPLF repeatedly demon-

strated an ability to conduct operations that combined these various arms to great

effect.

During the 1982 Red Star Campaign, the EPLF deployed tanks, armored vehicles,

and field artillery in confronting the Ethiopian offensives.341 On February 23rd, 1982,

in the midst of a multi-front Ethiopian offensive on Nakfa, EPLF units responsible

for defending the eastern side undertook a counterattack against Ethiopian units that

had recently taken several hills nearby hills: “Using tanks, 82 and 120 mm mortars,

85 and 120 mm artillery, ZU-23 and ARPG-7 launchers, the EPLA counterattacked

in force to retake the hills and block the corridor that the assailants had opened at a

heavy price.”342 The successful combination of several types of combat arms, in this

case tanks and artillery, proved successful in staving off the particular element of the

Ethiopian offensive and recapturing positions.

In its February-March 1984 offensive, the EPLF deployed tanks, armored vehi-

cles, and artillery in its attack on the Northeastern Sahel front of Ethiopian defensive

lines.343 As Firebrace and Holland write of the offensive, “EPLF fighters with mech-

anised armour pushed through the North East Sahel front, and in a classic ‘pincer’

movement over a 100km front destroyed an Ethiopian armoured division...”344 In the

EPLF attack on Barentu in July 1985, the group used a mix of infantry and heavy

weapons brigades (including artillery and armor) in conducting the assault, first send-

ing in infantry to engage Ethiopian defensive positions and then using artillery and

armor as reinforcement and suppressive fire.345 As a result, the EPLF was able to

340Pateman 1990, 82-83; Pateman 1990b, 121
341Ayele 2014, 139
342Gebru Tareke 2009, 235
343de Waal 1991, 122; Cliffe 1984, 94-95; CIA-RDP85S00317R000300050001-2
344Firebrace and Holland 1984, 55-56; Pateman 1990, 91
345“The Battle for Barentu,” 1985, Africa Events 1(11):54-56; Ayele 2014, 146
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take the town after less than 24 hours of fighting.346

In the February 1990 assault on Massawa, the EPLF integrated its artillery and

armored forces with its nascent naval force to launch a multi-pronged land- and

sea-based attack on Ethiopian positions in the city’s port area and naval base. The

group engaged in armored warfare and shelled Ethiopian positions from air and sea,

in combination with a simultaneous naval offensive on Ethiopian positions.347 Gebru

Tareke notes of the EPLF in the battle that “their coordination of infantry, artillery,

tank, and naval forces proved superior to those of the enemy.”348

The EPLF was able to successfully execute complex defensive tactics, like

defenses in depth, even in the face of repeated Ethiopian offensives that brought sig-

nificantly overwhelming firepower and personnel to bear on the insurgents’ positions.

Between April - July 1979, there were two major Ethiopian offensives that attempted

to capture Nakfa and the surrounding EPLF-held areas. During these engagements,

5,000 EPLF fighters armed with light and medium weapons faced Task Forces 506

and 508 and pro-government militia units that eventually reached a total of 32,000

troops in July 1979.349 The EPLF successfully held off these offensives with superbly

built defensive lines containing interlocking lines of fire from well-camouflaged posi-

tions. Drawing on Ethiopian military and intelligence reports from the operations,

Ayele writes:

“Those troops who had reached the EPLF trenches reported about the nature
of the defense lines. The insurgents had built two lines of semicircular trenches.
The frontline was a ditch with no overhead protection. A few meters behind
the frontline defense, there was another trench strengthened by big logs, stones,
and sandbags. The army did manage to overrun the frontline defenses but failed
to break the second line of trenches. The insurgents had also positioned various
types of light and heavy guns camouflaged and completely hidden from air
strikes. Since the EPLF trenches were on the escarpment and top of the Naqfa

346Pateman 1990b, 142
347Ayele 2014, 181-182
348Gebru Tareke 2009, 297
349Weldemichael 2009, 1260
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Mountains, the army’s positions in the low-lying areas appeared in clear detail
before the eyes of the insurgents. The narrow and zigzag road to the town of
Naqfa was heavily mined and vigilantly guarded by camouflaged weapons. The
rebels had prepared their defenses in such a way that they could avoid direct
hits from tanks, artillery, and combat aircraft. The semicircular defense lines
enabled the insurgents to outflank assailants through a pincer maneuver. When
the assailants rushed to the EPLF positions, they were machine-gunned from
left and right.”350

As a result of the EPLF’s defenses and counterattacks (see below), the Ethiopians

lost 15,000 casualties during these two offensives, which both failed.351

This ability to successfully prepare and execute a defense in depth was consistent

in subsequent years, as illustrated by the preparatory measures taken by the EPLF

before Operation Red Star in 1982: “Before the launching of Operation Red Star, the

EPLF took other measures to strengthen its defenses around Naqfa and weaken the

government’s capability. For about seven months, the EPLF rebels had been digging

new bunkers, trenches, and foxholes around Naqfa. Aerial photographs taken before

the operation revealed that the EPLF had already prepared three rings of trenches

around the town.”352 In its 1984 defense against the Ethiopian offensives on Nakfa,

the group again displayed its ability to execute a defense in depth combined with

cover and concealment to great effect, according to a CIA report at the time:

“The Eritreans, although inferior in numbers and equipment to their oppo-
nents, have exploited effectively the difficult terrain to neutralize Ethiopian
advantages. According to several journalists who have been to the Nak’fa front,
rebel positions are well camouflaged and deeply dug into the hillsides. These
positions reduce the effectiveness of Ethiopian armor and mechanized units, ar-
tillery, and airstrikes. As a result, Ethiopian forces are often involved in fighting
that requires continued infantry assaults against fortified, high-ground positions
without effective support from their heavy weapons.”353

In general during the Conventional stage, the EPLF made“skillful use of trenches

350Ayele 2014, 136
351(CIA-RDP85S00317R000300050001-2
352Ayele 2014, 137-138.
353CIA-RDP85S00317R000300050001-2, 3
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and mines” to construct its defenses.354 Besides an excellent preparation of a de-

fense in depth, this particular defense had the additional desired outcome of forcing

the Ethiopians to fight in an unfavorable scenario in which infantry was essentially

matched against fortified, asymmetric positions, as the EPLF effectively neutralized

the Ethiopian forces’ ability to employ anything beyond small arms or crew-served

weapons.

This ability to establish solid defenses positioned the EPLF well for conduct-

ing successful counterattacks, which it was able to do on multiple occasions dur-

ing the Conventional stage. During the series of operations the Ethiopian regime

launched in 1979 to take Nakfa, the EPLF’s defensive positions not only prevented

Ethiopian breaches, but also enabled its units to undertake counterattacks. After the

Ethiopian offensive ended in mid-February 1979, the EPLF began a counter-attack

that pushed the Ethiopians back to their starting positions.355 On July 14th, 1979,

the 10th Brigade of the Ethiopian Army “crawled within five meters of the EPLA

trenches...Before the soldiers could launch their surprise attack, however, ‘the bright

moonlight’...exposed the Ethiopian soldiers. The EPLA opened fire, battle raged and

fierce hand-to-hand combat followed...In the morning, the EPLA launched a counter-

attack, pushing back Ethiopian forces and occupying their positions.356 In November

1979, the EPLF launched a major counterattack that pushed the Ethiopians all the

way back to Afabet, 35 miles south of Nakfa.357

The EPLF again demonstrated its ability to launch successful counterattacks,

including those using flanking maneuvers, during combat in the midst of Ethiopia’s

Operation Bahra Negash in November 1985:

“Since the insurgents had positioned their machine guns at strategic locations

354Gebru Tareke 2002, 491
355Weldemichael 2009, 1258
356Weldemichael 2009, 1261. Also see Ayele 2014, 135-136
357Ayele 2014, 136

324



and planted mines along their defense lines, the commanders came to con-
clude that Naqfa could only be captured through a nocturnal operation. On
November 12, 1985, at 2000 hours, the Nadaw Command launched the sec-
ond phase of Operation Bahra Negash. A forty-minute artillery bombardment
and the clearing of landmines by the army engineers preceded the advance to
EPLF positions. With the exception of a few lucky ones, most of the troops of
the first wave were machine-gunned or blown up by antipersonnel mines. The
Sixth Airborne Brigade and the Eighteenth Mountain Infantry Division fought
with extraordinary courage and tried to overwhelm the rebels. As usual, the
insurgents counterattacked by flanking units from left and right and forced the
government forces to retreat.”358

As a result, the EPLF was able to inflict 14,442 casualties on the Ethiopian Army, the

latter itself noting the key role of the group’s counterattacks in shaping the failure of

Operation Bahra Negash.359

The EPLF also demonstrated the ability to successfully execute fighting with-

drawals. This is most clearly seen with the group’s infamous “Strategic Withdrawal”

during the 1978-79 Ethiopian offensives in Eritrea. As the Army moved on the group’s

positions, the EPLF began to withdraw from its areas of operation to its base around

Nakfa in the Sahel area of the province. The groups first began withdrawing its forces

from the southern towns of the province in June 1978, following the beginning of the

Ethiopian offensive and the ELF abandonment of its positions in the area.360 Initially

withdrawing to Keren, the EPLF decided to further retreat towards the Sahel after

the Ethiopians airlifted the Army’s 10th Division to Massawa to attempt a flanking

attack on the group’s position in the central highlands of the province.361

The EPLF was able to hold off advancing Ethiopian units and slow their advance

northward, while preventing the government forces from surrounding the EPLF in

certain areas because of the group’s ability to fight until its defenses had been evac-

358Ayele 2014, 149-150.
359Ayele 2014, 150
360Weldemichael 2009, 1250
361Connell 1980, 57; Pateman 1990, 89
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uated.362 This is the essence of a successful fighting withdrawal: a designated unit

resists until defenses are evacuated and the retrograde operation is complete. As

Connell noted in January 1979, “none of the towns was actually taken by military

force. Instead, the EPLF fought outside the towns and pulled back after they were

fully evacuated. The retreat of their large military units was carried out systemat-

ically to contract the fixed base area to a third the size it had been seven months

ago.”363

As noted in Chapter 2, to avoid alerting the adversary of movements, fighting

withdrawals should be done at night or in “adverse weather.”364 The EPLF closely

adhered to this prescription during the withdrawal, using nighttime for the evacuation

of its troops from defensive positions such that Ethiopian forces had no idea they had

even withdrawn. The withdrawal from Elabered in November 1978 is illustrative of

this:

“Once its civilian and political branches were safely out of Keren, the EPLF
pulled its forces from their trenches at Ilabered under the cover of darkness.
Unaware of this retreat, Ethiopian forces started pounding the empty defenses
in the early hours of the morning. Anxious that their barrage had failed to
initiate a counter-bombardment, the on-site Ethiopian command dispatched a
reconnaissance team to investigate the silence across the line. The team could
not find any trace of human activity.”365

Weldemichael explicitly links the ability and success of the EPLF’s withdrawal to

the training and indoctrination its fighters received. He notes that the group began

preparing its combatants for the withdrawal after the Ogaden War ended in 1978:

“During this time, the EPLF started teaching its fighters about the Chinese Long

March and other similar experiences of withdrawals. Tenaciously holding to its belief

that its cause was righteous, the Eritrean leadership readied itself for any eventuality

362Weldemichael 2009, 1253
363Connell 1980, 58-59
364FM 100-5, 11-4
365Weldemichael 2009, 1254
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by reminding its ranks and civilian base that a people’s war was not a smooth ride.”366

Besides their acceptance of the decision to withdraw, the morale of EPLF fighters

was high during and after the withdrawal, as observed by journalists that accompa-

nied the combatants on their retreat to the Sahel.367 As Biddle notes,368 a fighting

withdrawal is potentially very dangerous for the morale of a unit, as it can easily

be viewed by fighters as a loss or unnecessary concession. The fact that the EPLF

was able to successfully execute the withdrawal and maintain fighter morale, partic-

ularly when the group was so close to capturing the entire province, indicates the

uniform shared purpose that such training and indoctrination had inculcated among

the group’s fighters.

The “Strategic Withdrawal” was not a one-off episode, as the EPLF successfully

executed another fighting withdrawal in Barentu in 1985. EPLF infantry, armor, and

artillery units helped capture the town on July 6th, 1985 after just 24 hours of fighting.

Subsequent Ethiopian pressure and increasing attacks on the town, culminating in a

multi-directional assault by infantry and portions of two divisions of the Ethiopian

Army in mid-August during Operation Red Sea, led the EPLF to decide to withdraw

from Barentu.369 The withdrawal proceeded in an “orderly fashion” on August 24th,

with the EPLF retreating with heavy weaponry initially captured from the Ethiopians

in the takeover of the town.370

In terms of complex offensive tactics , the EPLF was able to successfully

employ various forms of maneuver, use fire and movement to great effect, and conduct

small-unit special forces operations during the Conventional stage of the Eritrean

conflict. The EPLF’s ability to maneuver was superb, according to even Ethiopian

366Weldemichael 2009, 1241
367Weldemichael 2009, 1244
368Biddle 2004, 48
369“The Battle for Barentu,” 1985, Africa Events 1(11):54-56
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assessments. Gebru Tareke paraphrases from a report written by Ethiopia’s MOND

Chief of Military Intelligence in 1990 that the EPLF had “quick and efficient tactical

manoeuvres.”371 Several examples illustrate this ability, starting with the six-month

EPLF siege of Nakfa from September 1976 - March 1977. After failing to take the

town by force, the EPLF opted for the classic maneuver tactic of encirclement (or

siege). During the course of the siege, the EPLF’s 3,000 fighters aimed to wear down

the encircled Fifteenth Infantry Battalion, rather than engage them through contact

- the essence of maneuver. For instance,

“[The EPLF] knew that government troops had a critical shortage of ammuni-
tion. They, therefore, designed various methods to force the besieged soldiers
to fire and use up their ammunition. On many occasions, the insurgents staged
mock offensives at night so that their adversaries would be thrown into panic
and fire all their bullets. In addition to staging mock offensives, the rebels put
helmets on sticks and moved them back and forth on the horizon to dupe the
troops into opening fire. Initially, the soldiers were deceived and fired many
bullets on those inanimate targets before discovering that it was a trick...”372

Besides essentially trolling the Ethiopian forces, the EPLF dug new trenches at

night to further surround the garrison and deny it resupply.373 As Ayele notes, this had

the duel effect of better positioning the group for an offensive to take the garrison

and also reducing the space in which Ethiopian supplies could be airdropped and

insurgents be targeted using airstrikes.374 Ayele notes that starvation indeed resulted

from these EPLF tactics, while soldiers with medical issues went untreated and those

with clothes that became infested with lice.375 The EPLF’s siege operation proved

highly successful, as the number of Ethiopian troops went from 297 at the start of

the encirclement on September 17th, 1976 to just 170 after one month.376 During the

371Gebru Tareke 2002, 491
372Ayele 2014, 130
373Ayele 2014, 131
374Ayele 2014, 131
375Ibid.
376Ayele 2014, 131-132
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episode, the EPLF often undertook surprise attacks at night, exploiting the cover of

darkness.377 According to a declassified Defense Intelligence Agency (DIA) assessment

of the Eritrean insurgency in March 1977, this siege tactic was commonly used by the

EPLF to great effect during the conflict, such as in Elabered in April 1977.378

The EPLF repulsed a 1,700-person relief unit in November 1976, and on March

22nd, 1977, the group launched its final assault to take the Nakfa garrison, succeeding

in its third attempt by breaking through an opening in the Ethiopians’ trenches.379

The insurgents were able to exploit this breakthrough of the Ethiopian defensive lines

to “launch a two-pronged attack on the remaining defensive positions.”380 Though

they took further losses, the EPLF was able to induce the collapse of the Fifteenth

Infantry Battalions’ garrison at Nakfa and capture it.381 Besides encirclement, the

EPLF’s use of breakthrough and exploitation in seizing Nakfa indicates another suc-

cessful use of maneuver.

The EPLF also demonstrated its ability to successfully use two classic elements

of maneuver, the flank and the envelopment, in the Battle of Afabet in March 1988.

Employing just over 10,000 fighters, the EPLF launched a three-pronged attack on

the Ethiopian garrison at Afabet on March 17th, 1988, facing an Ethiopian command

post with 15,223 soldiers in arms.382 Gebru Tareke recounts the attack, illustrating

the success of the group’s flanking maneuver that eventually enveloped the Ethiopian

forces and set up the takeover of Afabet:

“The command posts of the front lines were instantly destroyed. The attackers
swept over the first line of trenches, which extended for over sixty kilometers,
with amazing agility and ease, pushing the untrenched and disheartened de-

377Ayele 2014, 130
378Foreign Relations of the United States, 1977-1980, Volume XVII, Part 1, Horn of Africa, 1977-

1980, ed. Louise P. Woodroofe (Washington: Government Printing Office, 2016), Document 9; Sher-
man 1980, 89.
379Fekadu 2002, 38; Ayele 2014, 132-133
380Ayele 2014, 133
381Sherman 1980, 88; CIA-RDP79T00975A030000010004-3.
382Tesfai 2002, 102; Ayele 2014, 154;
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fenders back toward the second and third lines of defense. To the right flank,
the Seventieth Division, under Philipos Wolde Yohanes, made a wide sweep to
infiltrate the command’s position from the rear by quickly overwhelming the
Twenty-first Division. Headed by Ali Ibrahim, the Sixty-first Division drove
through the central gap between the Fourteenth and Nineteenth Divisions and
marched along the Hedai Valley to capture the strategic Meshalit Pass and
subsequently close the critical Keren-Af Abet route...the command’s outer de-
fenses were shattered...The Eighty-fifth Division, led by Gabre Egziabher An-
demariam (Wichu), had moved southward parallel to the coast with the aim
of closing the escape routes along the Felket-Sheeb gorges and then completing
an envelopment. It was held up at Kemchewa...where the Twenty-ninth Mech-
anized Brigade fought doggedly, without reinforcements, for nearly a whole
day....[Deciding to retreat, the Twenty-ninth Division] hurriedly headed for Af
Abet...As it reached Ad Sherum, a choke point between mountains, its lead
vehicles were hit with 100 mm guns. The burning tank and truck blocked the
route. The convoy of about six dozen tanks, APCs, and lorries loaded with
missiles, BM-21 rockets, mortars and artillery was pinned down on the lower
ground without any exit points.383

The three-pronged attack by the EPLF from the north of Afabet was able to quickly

penetrate Ethiopian defenses using flanking maneuvers and a frontal assault, sweep

around to the southern “back” side of the Ethiopian position, and trap the retreating

29th Division in a perfectly executed ambush.384 After two days of intense fighting, the

EPLF captured Afabet on March 19th.385 One of the participating EPLF division’s

commissar, Adhanom, explained the logic for the EPLF’s use of maneuver during the

battle for Afabet to Almseged Tesfai, an Eritrean journalist:

“This is an offensive of annihilation, of total disintegration and rout. If the
enemy resists, you just do not waste time and men...you clear his wings and
isolate him. You may leave a platoon to stand guard, just in case. Isolated
troops, no matter their number are of little effect. In this manner, you cut off
the enemy’s lines of communication and cohesion.”386

Such logic is in precise alignment with the reason for using maneuver versus attrition

when attacking: to preserve one’s forces while seeking advantages that allow for defeat

383Gebru Tareke 2009, 254
384Gilkes 1995, 39; Tesfai 2002, 108
385Ayele 2014, 156; Gebru Tareke 2009, 256
386Tesfai 2002, 111-112
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of the enemy through isolation or rendering its forces useless.387

The EPLF again made successful use of a flanking maneuver during its assault

on Sheib on February 8th, 1990 as part of Operation Fenkil, the offensive that would

ultimately culminate in the group’s seizure of Massawa. Moving on the Ethiopian

Sixth Division HQ in two directions, the EPLF

“began wide outflanking movements along the ridges on the western and eastern
sides. One unit rushed toward Weqiro on the left while the main column raced
towards Ghedghed, where it split into three. The right wing swerved to Adi Ile
to outflank the Sixth, or Nebelbal, Infantry Division...The central unit marched
straight to the division’s command post...The attackers...broke through the
main defense line...”388

After five hours of fighting, the EPLF units took the Division’s command post.389

During these various combat operations, the EPLF demonstrated an ability to

use fire and movement. In the EPLF’s offensive that finally captured Nakfa on March

22nd, 1977, as the insurgents advanced towards Ethiopian positions, EPLF units

made use of their fire to specifically suppress Ethiopian fire and aiming ability. In the

words of Ali Ibrahim, an EPLF company commander in the offensive,

“Each fighter followed the steps of the one in front. During this time, the enemy
was shooting at us. Our comrades behind us fired back so they [the Ethiopians]
could not hold their heads up to aim. In that way, we entered the town. The
Ethiopians were in big holes, surrounded by sacks of sand. When we reached
the place where the enemy could see us, we ran desperately, moving forward in
two waves - one threw bombs, while the other charged ahead.”390

This successive mixing of suppressive fire and movement is exhibitive of classic fire

and movement: designating particular forces to engage in suppressive fire so that

other designated strike force units can advance forward. This EPLF ability to use

fire and movement remained consistent. An Ethiopian military intelligence report

387Leonhard 1991, 19-20
388Gebru Tareke 2009, 293-294
389Gebru Tareke 2009, 294; Ayele 2014, 180
390Ali Ibrahim, quoted in Connell 1993, 94
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on the EPLF’s combat and tactics during the Ethiopian offensives on Nakfa in the

1980s noted the EPLF’s excellent use of fire and movement to defend recently taken

positions: “After capturing a given point, they swiftly moved machine guns to give

cover to their fighters and repulse counterattacks.”391

Besides maneuver and fire and movement, the EPLF demonstrated an ability

to successfully conduct small-unit special forces operations during the Conventional

stage of the conflict. The group created a commando unit for “special warfare” that

was given separate training and political education.392 In January 1982, a commando

unit from the EPLF attacked the HQ of the the 35th Brigade in Asmara.393 On

May 20th, 1984, an EPLF commando unit conducted a raid on the Ethiopian Air

Force base at Asmara.394 Using rocket launchers and hand grenades, the commandos

destroyed ten airplanes and damaged eight others in a raid that damaged an estimated

one-fifth of the overall air force.395 The EPLF undertook another similar attack on

January 14th, 1986, when a unit again pentrated Asmara airport and destroyed an

estimated 40 aircraft and set fire to the ammunition and fuel depots.396

Finally, the EPLF demonstrated a capacity for low-level initiative and high-

level coordination during the Conventional stage of the conflict. Military and tac-

tical decision-making was decentralized in the EPLF, even when fighting convention-

ally.397 For instance, during Operation Red Star in 1982, “the EPLA’s operational

tactics were based on a decentralization of initiative to local forces who acted cre-

atively in accordance with changing circumstances on the ground...”398 Drawing on

observation and interviews with EPLF fighters and commanders, David Pool writes

391Ayele 2014, 150
392Pool 2001, 152
393Gebru Tareke 2002, 476-477
394Pateman 1990, 91; Ayele 2014, 145-146.
395Firebrace and Holland 1984, 57-58
396Pateman 1990, 92; Ayele 2014, 150-151
397Ayele 2014, 144
398Gebru Tareke 2009, 244
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that the group was a

“highly centralized and disciplined military and political organization with
spheres for initiative left to cadres. Similarly, battalion, brigade, and divisional
commanders had significant scope for local initiative. The EPLF’s capacity to
withstand Ethiopian offensives and greater power was facilitated by the com-
bination of a highly centralized command structure and scope for individual
initiative.”399

After 1987, regional commanders were given even more initiative in planning attacks,

furthering enabling low-level initiative.400 Gebru Tareke notes that “even though com-

mand was centralized, unit leaders, with transistor radios in hand or tucked under

their arms, enjoyed considerable freedom of action.”401 Individual unit leaders were

accorded authority to make decisions at the tactical level.402

The centralized discipline of the EPLF lent itself to high-level coordination, which

was further facilitated by the geographic proximity of planners and officials in the

Sahel between 1978-1984.403 Electronic communications facilitated subsequent coor-

dination among EPLF units, which was evidentiary in the division-level offensives

that the EPLF conducted during the second half of the 1980s, particularly those on

Afabet in 1988 and Massawa in 1990.404

4 Alternative Explanations

In Chapter 1, I outlined three potential alternative explanations for insurgent

effectiveness. The first potential explanation concerned the balance of forces or ca-

pabilities, with the implication that an insurgent group with more fighters and/or

399Pool 2001, 150
400Pateman 1990, 93; Pool 2001, 151; Woldemikael 1991, 35
401Gebru Tareke 2009, 71
402Tesfai 2002, 118-119
403Pool 2001, 151
404In his memoirs, Almseged Tesfai tells of being with a commander of one of the EPLF’s divi-

sion participating in the attack on Afabet, recounting the sophisticated coordination of the EPLF
divisions and movements during the battle (Tesfai 2002, 108-110).
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advanced material capabilities should be more effective than a group with relatively

less of those features. The second potential alternative explanation concerned exter-

nal support - the notion that more outside assistance for an insurgent group should

make it relatively more effective in combat than groups with relatively less outside

assistance. Finally, a potential explanation based on ideology argues that groups with

politicized ideologies motivate fighters more than groups in which such ideologies are

lacking, and therefore produce higher military effectiveness as a result of higher com-

bat motivation.

4.1 Favorable Balance of Forces

The ELF’s size steadily grew as the conflict went on, from 44 fighters in 1962 to

between 11,000-13,000 at its peak in 1979.405 We would therefore expect the ELF’s

effectiveness to nonmonotonically increase as the conflict went on, given that its

size increased. Yet this was clearly not the case, as the ELF consistently failed to

successfully execute the tasks in both the Guerrilla and Conventional stages.

If we juxtapose the two groups, an explanation based on the balance of forces still

bears no fruit. In 1974, the ELF and EPLF were both estimated at 2,000-2,500 fight-

ers, and the two fronts’ sizes remained relatively equal through the 1978-79 timeframe

of the conflict. Yet the two groups diverged in their performance during this same

time period, with the EPLF outperforming the ELF in terms of task execution dur-

ing the Conventional stage. The outcome of the first episode of ELF-EPLF infighting

further confirms the inability of a favorable balance of forces explanation to account

for the variation in effectiveness seen during the Eritrean conflict. As noted earlier in

the chapter, the EPLF was able to withstand a direct onslaught by the ELF for two

years, despite having at most just 500 fighters to the ELF’s 2,000 combatants.

405Tedle 2014, 68; Pateman 1990, 88; Weldemichael 2013, 160
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4.2 External Support

Many historical accounts on the Eritrean conflict emphasize the role that external

support played in the founding of the ELF and its subsequent sustainability during

the first decade of the conflict.406 Indeed, the ELF had a broad base of external

backers, with material support and/or training provided at one time or another by

Syria, Libya, Iraq, China, Cuba, South Yemen, Libya, Sudan, and several Palestinian

Fedayeen organizations.407 Indeed, group’s slowdown in operations/actions during

1968-69 is attributed in intelligence reports to a cutoff of Arab funding after the 1967

Arab-Israeli War.408 However, undertaking operations and tactical actions is distinct

from actually executing them successfully, and the ELF’s performance demonstrated

this. For instance, external support to the ELF resumed not too long after the 1967

war ended, yet the ELF’s inability to execute the tasks remained constant.

Conversely, the EPLF wholly lacked any substantial external backer for the en-

tirety of the conflict, with the exception of the Eritrean diaspora that primarily

contributed financially.409 As a result, the group was forced to be self-sufficient in

procuring the military resources needed to wage an insurgency. According to this

alternative explanation, we would expect the EPLF to perform worse than the ELF

given its lack of external support. Yet as the chapter’s analysis demonstrated, the

EPLF was generally successful in executing the very same tasks that the ELF overall

failed to execute, despite lacking such external assistance.

406e.g. Markakis 1987, 111-112; Gebru Tareke 2009, 62-63; Tedle 2014, 48-70; Bell 1974, 434
407Foreign Relations of the United States, 1969-1976, Volume E-5, Part 1, Documents on Sub-

Saharan Africa, 1969-1972, eds. Joseph Hilts, David C. Humphrey (Washington: Government Print-
ing Office, 2005), Document 287; Foreign Relations of the United States, 1969-1976, Volume E-6,
Documents on Africa, 1973-1976, eds. Peter Samson, Laurie Van Hook (Washington: Government
Printing Office, 2006), Document 91; CIA-RDP79-01194A000200120001-1; Lobban 1972, 13; Tedle
2014, 48-58
408e.g. Geremaw 1971, 277; CIA-RDP79-00927A007200020003-0
409Tedle 2014, 102; Woldemariam 2011, 215
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4.3 Ideology

In Chapter 3, we saw that ideological differences could be a potential factor shap-

ing group effectiveness. This was the notion that the PFLP might have outperformed

Fatah because it had fighters motivated by a revolutionary ideology. In the Eritrean

case, we might likewise expect the EPLF to fight more effectively than the ELF be-

cause the former’s fighters were more motivated than the latter’s as a result of the

EPLF’s Marxist-Leninist ideology. We can consider this potential explanation at two

levels: (1) the strategic level - combatants will be more motivated to fight, die, and

kill; and (2) the tactical level - combatants will be more motivated to do what it takes

to fight effectively, and so will use the appropriate tactics.

In considering the strategic-level explanation, I begin with the premise that being

motivated to fight is not necessarily equivalent to fighting effectively. For instance, a

combatant might be motivated to fight, but being able to work in a unit to execute an

ambush is a different matter. Or a fighter might be motivated to kill, but may have

poor marksmanship as a result of inadequate training. Thus, at the strategic level,

an ideology might translate into an increased willingness to fight, but, absent proper

military training and discipline, can lead to disastrous consequences for an insurgent

group.

If we consider the second tactical-level explanation, we find that still required

is the inculcation of the particular ideology among a group’s combatants. As was

demonstrated in Chapter 3 with the case of the DFLP in Jordan, a group merely

having a stated ideology is not the same as the specific worldview itself being success-

fully indoctrinated and inculcated among the group’s fighters.410 Such indoctrination

requires robust political education in concert with appropriate military training for

the possible stages of a conflict. Because the EPLF’s revolutionary ideology was incul-

410See Parkinson 2017 on this important distinction.
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cated in the context of the group’s overall consistent and comprehensive recruitment

practices, it is again the latter through which the effect of ideology on combat per-

formance operates.

5 Conclusion

This chapter presented a third test of the theoretical framework outlined in Chap-

ter 2, as well as its application to a conflict including both the Guerrilla and Conven-

tional stages. Using the Eritrean War of Independence as a case study, I examined

the recruitment practices and effectiveness of the ELF and EPLF during the conflict.

Dividing the conflict into two periods based on its particular stage, I demonstrated

how the nature of each group’s recruitment practices (robust or deficient) shaped its

relative ability to execute the tactical and operational tasks in each stage.

The legacy left behind by the way in which the ELF formed had consequences for

its recruitment practices - a legacy from which it never recovered. The ethnicization

and sectarianization of the recruitment process, varied military training, and inchoate

political indoctrination all contributed to producing fighters that were ineffective in

combat. As a result of such deficient recruitment practices, the ELF generally failed to

execute any of the stage-specific tasks across the Guerrilla and Conventional stages.

It consequently lost nearly one-fourth of its fighting force during the Guerrilla stage.

On the contrary, the EPLF’s strict Marxist-Leninist principles guided the group’s

recruitment practices, which consisted of uniform and consistently applied selection

criteria and comprehensive military training and political indoctrination. As a result,

the group was generally able to execute nearly all of the tasks in the Guerrilla and

Conventional stages, while also successfully transitioning between the stages.
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Table 5.7. Recruitment Practices and Effectiveness in Eritrea

Stage Group Recruitment Practices Effectiveness
Guerrilla ELF Deficient → Failed Task Execution

EPLF Robust → Successful Task Execution
Conventional ELF Deficient → Failed Task Execution

EPLF Robust → Successful Task Execution

Having confirmed the external validity of the theoretical framework in this chapter

and demonstrated its ability to explain dynamics of recruitment and effectiveness in

a conflict spanning the Guerrilla and Conventional stages, I conclude the dissertation

in the next chapter with a discussion of the overall implications of these findings for

scholarship, policy, and future research.
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Chapter 6

Conclusion

This dissertation began with a puzzle, one most recently and prominently posed

by the case of the Islamic State of Iraq and Syria (ISIS). At the time of its genesis

in April 2013, ISIS controlled no territory and had less personnel and materiel than

other prominent insurgent groups in Syria, like Jabhat al-Nusra (JN), Ahrar Al-

Sham (AAS), and the various Free Syria Army (FSA)-affiliated factions. Yet just

seven months later in December 2013, ISIS had marginalized these other actors and

established a strong foothold in both eastern Syria and northwestern Iraq. By July

2014, the group controlled virtually all of northeastern Syria and western Iraq.

This rapid rise of ISIS over its peers during 2013 and 2014 caught American pol-

icymakers off-guard,1 and represented just the latest instance of a phenomenon that

has remained understudied in academic scholarship on both civil wars and military

effectiveness. Scholars of conflict have examined related aspects of insurgent behav-

ior like violence, cohesion, and organizational survival, but have neglected to explain

1“Obama Admits U.S. Intelligence Didn’t See ISIS Coming,” TIME.com, Septem-
ber 28, 2014, http://time.com/3442254/obama-u-s-intelligence-isis/; Peter Baker
and Eric Schmitt, “Many Missteps in Assessment of ISIS Threat,” The New York
Times, September 29, 2014 https://www.nytimes.com/2014/09/30/world/middleeast/

obama-fault-is-shared-in-misjudging-of-isis-threat.html.
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insurgent effectiveness during combat. Likewise, international relations scholars have

constructively studied interstate military effectiveness, but their theories and mea-

surement frameworks are appropriately limited when it comes to assessing insurgents

- the latter of which often have significantly limited military capabilities in comparison

to conventional armed forces.

In this dissertation, I have sought to rectify these shortcomings of existing scholar-

ship and practical knowledge. Motivated by both an intellectual interest and practical

desire to understand the rise of ISIS and the broader question of why some insurgent

groups are more combat effective than others in civil wars, I developed a framework

to both measure and explain insurgent effectiveness during conflict. Using extensive

fieldwork and historical case studies, I analyzed the performance of insurgent groups

during the conflicts in Jordan (1968-71), Oman (1964-75), and Eritrea (1961-91).

In all three cases, I demonstrated that the relative rigor of a group’s recruitment

practices shaped its corresponding effectiveness during combat. This was the case

whether examining effectiveness across multiple insurgent groups (Jordan and Er-

itrea) or within a single group over time (Oman), as well as in both possible Guerrilla

and Conventional stages of conflict.

In what follows, I provide a detailed summary of the theoretical argument and case

study findings in the dissertation. I then discuss the contributions of the dissertation to

scholarship, particularly research on civil wars, violent non-state actors, and broader

military effectiveness. Next, I outline the implications of the dissertation’s findings

for policy. I conclude the chapter and dissertation with a discussion of directions for

future research.
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1 Summary of Argument and Findings

I have undertaken three tasks in writing this dissertation. First, I outlined a frame-

work for conceptualizing and measuring insurgent effectiveness during conflict. Exist-

ing academic and policy studies of combat effectiveness either relied on end-of-conflict

outcomes as measures of effectiveness or did not address lower levels of insurgent ca-

pabilities. In response to this gap, I developed a scheme for assessing the combat effec-

tiveness of insurgent groups, focusing on their relative ability to successfully execute

a defined set of tasks based on the relative balance of capabilities between incumbent

and insurgent forces. This framework enables me to capture the full range of insurgent

fighting capacities, from hit-and-run attacks to combined arms to complex maneuver

operations, that exist in the historical record.

Second, to explain variation in insurgent effectiveness, I developed a theory that

focuses on recruitment practices and positions the relative consistency and compre-

hensiveness of such practices as shaping insurgent effectiveness. I argued that insur-

gent groups with robust recruitment practices will ultimately fight more effectively

across the possible stages of conflict than those with deficient recruitment practices.

This is a result of three mechanisms that robust recruitment practices produce –

uniform shared purpose, discipline, and interpersonal trust – that enable a group’s

fighters to successfully execute the tasks that constitute effective combat in a given

stage. With deficient recruitment practices, insurgent groups instead generate no or

weak/varied shared purpose, indiscipline, and a lack of interpersonal trust (or even

mistrust) among their commanders and fighters. As a result, such groups cannot suc-

cessfully execute the tasks needed to fight effectively during conflict, whether in the

Guerrilla or Conventional stages.

Third, I tested the theory using a qualitative research design, while laying the basis

for a future quantitative evaluation of the framework. Selected based on their values
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on the independent variable (recruitment practices) as well as conflict-level features, I

examined insurgent group effectiveness during the Jordanian Civil War (1968-71), the

Dhofar Rebellion in Oman (1964-75), and the Eritrean War of Independence (1961-

91) (see Table 6.1). Besides each exhibiting variation on the independent variable,

these three cases also allowed me to fully test the theory’s measurement component,

as the three altogether constitute the two possible stages of insurgency.

Table 6.1. Summary of Case Study Findings

Case Conflict Organization/ Recruitment Effectiveness
Stage Period Practices

Jordan Guerrilla Fatah Deficient Ineffective
(September 1970) PFLP Robust Effective

DFLP Deficient Ineffective
Oman Guerrilla PFLOAG Deficient Ineffective

(1964-December 1975) (1964-September 1968)
PFLOAG Robust Effective

(September 1968-May 1971)
PFLOAG Deficient Ineffective

(June 1971-December 1975)
Eritrea Guerrilla ELF Deficient Ineffective

(September 1961-September 1974) EPLF Robust Effective
Conventional ELF Deficient Ineffective

(September 1974-May 1991) EPLF Robust Effective

For the case study of the Jordanian Civil War, I drew on thirteen months of ex-

tensive field and archival research. This research included 105 interviews I personally

conducted with ex-combatants and archival materials gathered from several repos-

itories in Jordan, Lebanon, and the United States. I used these original sources of

information to analyze insurgent effectiveness during the most intense period of fight-

ing in the Jordanian conflict, the Black September episode. The war, including the

Black September episode, was in the Guerrilla stage for its entirety. Examining the

three main insurgent groups that fought against the Jordanian regime during Black
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September, I showed how each group’s recruitment practices shaped its performance

during the two weeks of combat.

Fatah’s deficient recruitment practices, driven by the logic of competition with

the other Fedayeen organizations, dictated that anyone could join the group and

fight however they wanted to. These practices generated a lack of uniform shared

purpose, indiscipline, and the absence of interpersonal trust among and between the

group’s commanders, fighters, and officials. As a result of these characteristics, Fatah

failed to successfully execute any of the seven tasks during the two weeks of fighting

against Jordanian forces, taking significant losses despite its relatively massive size.

Conversely, the Popular Front for the Liberation of Palestine (PFLP) adopted its

parent organization’s recruitment procedures and adapted them to select fighters for

the group. Individuals that wanted to join the PFLP had to undergo an extensive

background investigation and induction process to prove their dedication to the orga-

nization and its cause. Subsequent military training was used to weed out would-be

fighters, and included instruction in guerrilla warfare and consistent indoctrination

in the group’s Marxist-Leninist ideological orientation. As a result of these practices,

the PFLP had uniform shared purpose, discipline, and interpersonal trust. This alto-

gether enabled the group to fight effectively and successfully execute all seven tasks

during the Black September fighting episode, while minimizing its personnel losses.

Like Fatah, the Democratic Front for the Liberation of Palestine (DFLP) decided

to take anyone that wanted to join the group out of a desire to have as many members

as possible. This openness was coupled with inchoate military training and political

indoctrination in the group’s Marxist-Leninist ideology. Consequently, the DFLP had

varied and weak shared purpose, indiscipline, and a lack of interpersonal trust among

and between the group’s members at different levels. These characteristics led to the

group failing to execute six of the seven tasks during Black September, instead using
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more of a conventional military strategy and tactics and paying dearly in terms of

losses.

The second case study of the dissertation looked at the varying effectiveness

over time of the Popular Front for the Liberation of the Occupied Arabian Gulf

(PFLOAG), the main insurgent group that fought against the Sultanate during the

Dhofar Rebellion in Oman. The rebellion was in the Guerrilla stage for its entirety,

with incumbent forces increasing in size as the conflict went on. During the first pe-

riod of the conflict (1964-September 1968), the group was essentially a coalition of

four elements of Dhofari opposition to the Sultanate, each of which brought its own

recruitment practices to the merger. Altogether, these deficient recruitment practices

meant that the organization’s fighters were selected, inducted, trained and socialized

in different ways. As a result, the group fared poorly overall during the conflict pe-

riod, failing to successfully execute nearly all of the seven tasks and taking significant

personnel losses.

At the start of the second period of the conflict (September 1968 - May 1971),

the PFLOAG underwent a radical transformation (pun intended) and was able to

shift its recruitment practices to be more robust in nature. The Marxist-Leninist con-

tingent of the group executed a full takeover, purging non-Marxist-Leninist elements

and retraining and reorienting the group’s fighters in the newly dominant ideology of

scientific socialism. The PFLOAG used these principles to guide the selection of fight-

ers, subjecting them to uniform instruction in military training and indoctrination.

As a result of these recruitment practices, the group fought well during this second

period of the rebellion, successfully executing nearly all seven tasks while exhibiting

a marked decrease in personnel losses from the first period.

The robust recruitment practices continued for about two years until September

1970, when the PFLOAG began abducting recruits en masse as civilian opposition to
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the group began to increase. This shift to deficient recruitment practices was exacer-

bated when the SOAF struck the PFLOAG’s main training camp across the border

in Hawf, South Yemen in May 1972. As a result, the group had to resort to training

recruits in its areas of operation within Dhofar in a disparate manner. Consequently,

the PFLOAG failed to execute any of the seven tasks successfully, while seeing its

personnel losses significantly increase from the previous period.

In the third case study, I investigated the effectiveness of the two main insurgent

groups, the Eritrean Liberation Front (ELF) and Eritrean People’s Liberation Front

(EPLF), during Eritrea’s thirty-year war for independence. The conflict began in the

Guerrilla stage and continued as such until September 1974, after which the insurgents

began to deploy heavy weaponry in combat and received a massive influx of recruits.

Consequently, the conflict shifted to the Conventional stage.

The ELF had deficient recruitment practices from its genesis, a product of the

external support and patronage system its initial leaders established at the group’s

founding. Subsequent ethnicization and sectarianization of the recruitment process

exacerbated these practices, as did varied military training and the lack of an overall

ideology. Despite repeated attempts to revamp its recruitment practices during the

1960s, the ELF was unable to alter the “lock-in” dynamics that took hold when the

organization was established. As a result, the group generally failed to successfully

execute any of the stage-specific tasks in either stage of the conflict.

Conversely, the EPLF had robust recruitment practices from the start. The group’s

strict Marxist-Leninist principles guided its selection of fighters, as well as its military

training in guerrilla warfare and political indoctrination for combatants. The result

of these practices was a highly combat effective insurgent organization that made the

transition from waging guerrilla warfare to engaging in positional warfare against one

of Africa’s most powerful militaries. The group’s ability to integrate heavy weaponry
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was matched by its execution of sophisticated conventional warfare tactics at a level

that few insurgent groups have ever reached in the post-WWII era.

In each of these three cases, I showed how a group’s recruitment practices shaped

its performance in combat and how the balance of forces, external support, and ideol-

ogy did not. In the Jordan case, I demonstrated how recruitment practices shaped the

relative operation of three mechanisms – uniformed shared purpose, discipline, and in-

terpersonal trust – which themselves were consequential for group-level effectiveness.

In the Oman and Eritrea cases, I demonstrated that this theoretical relationship

again held both over time and across groups, respectively. Moreover, this relation-

ship obtains across the two possible Guerrilla and Conventional stages of conflict. In

addition, the theoretical findings hold whether a group has just 200-300 fighters and

small weapons (DFLP) or over 30,000 fighters with armor, artillery, and naval forces

(EPLF). In terms of conflict-level features, the theory is able to consistently measure

and explain effectiveness across both urban and rural areas - the fighting in all three

conflicts included significant levels of combat in both environments.

Taken altogether, the findings from these three historical case studies enable us

to draw some general conclusions about the theory’s broader applicability. Most im-

mediately, it is clear that the non-tangibles of insurgent groups - specifically their

organizational procedures and practices - still occupy a primary place in shaping or-

ganizational behavior. Regardless of how many fighters a group has or the degree

of external support it is receiving from third party actors, what ultimately proves

consequential for its resulting behavior are its own organizational characteristics.

As the examples of Fatah in Jordan and the ELF in Eritrea (to an extent) illus-

trate, an insurgent group may have high “scores” vis-a-vis both balance of forces and

external support, but this ultimately may mean nothing if it cannot leverage such size

or support to augment its existing organizational capabilities. Moreover, the cases of
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the DFLP and PFLOAG indicate that for insurgent groups, merely having an ideology

is not the same as effectively exploiting it to motivate combatants. Socialization of

combatants matters if it is to serve the purpose of translating ideas into action. What

these findings show is that recruitment matters for insurgent behavior - particularly

combat effectiveness.

2 Theoretical and Empirical Contributions

2.1 Contributions to Scholarship and Research

As mentioned previously, the project is the first study to systematically measure

and analyze insurgent effectiveness during conflicts, adding to civil wars scholarship

on insurgent behavior.2 My exposition of insurgent performance also speaks to the

literatures on civil war duration/termination3 and negotiated settlements.4 As prior

scholarship has shown, insurgents may continue to fight with the aim of outcom-

peting their peer rivals rather than settle for peace,5 while incumbent elites may be

more willing to negotiate in contexts where a single insurgent group is demonstrably

powerful.6

Identifying and accounting for the factors driving insurgent effectiveness provides

a more complete understanding of these dynamics that affect the prospects for peace

and the likelihood of negotiations. For instance, my interviews with former members

of the weaker insurgent groups in the Jordanian conflict indicate that such groups

initiated clashes with the Jordanian Armed Forces with the hope of overtaking the

stronger factions, who themselves sought peaceful coexistence with the state as a

2Weinstein 2007, Staniland 2014, Cohen 2016.
3E.g. Walter 2002, Toft 2010
4Licklider 1995, Greenhill and Major 2007
5Fjelde and Nilsson 2012, Schulhofer-Wohl 2013
6Wood 2000
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result of their more powerful positions. On the other side, former Jordanian govern-

ment, military, and intelligence officials noted in interviews that they were unwilling

to commit to peaceful coexistence with the Palestinian armed groups as a result of

the divisions and lack of a cohesive negotiating partner among the armed opposition,

and so chose instead to escalate the conflict, undertaking a massive counterinsurgency

offensive to forcefully expel the groups from Jordan.

The dissertation’s theory and findings also contribute to the literature on violent

non-state actors. As these actors are considered a major threat to national security

and international order, understanding how they mobilize and recruit individuals

through primary evidence is essential for comprehending and preventing their violent

actions. Yet scholars have primarily focused on individuals’ motivations for joining

non-state actors,7 rather than how individuals join such actors. My exposition of

insurgent recruitment through interviews with former recruiters and members sheds

light on the means used by organizers to mobilize and socialize individuals to commit

violence on behalf of the group, providing knowledge that can be used to counter such

activity. This also adds to more recent scholarship examining the use of institutions

and other mechanisms to shape and control combatant behavior in non-state armed

organizations.8

Finally, this study of insurgent performance also contributes to the general litera-

ture on military effectiveness. Though I analyze insurgent groups in the dissertation,

my analysis of recruitment, induction, training, and socialization points to a new

aspect of conventional armed forces to consider when examining their military per-

formance. This adds to recent work that emphasizes the role of organizational factors

in explaining interstate military effectiveness.9

7E.g. Hegghammer 2006, Horgan 2009, Gill and Horgan 2013
8See: E. Wood 2009, Cohen 2010, Forney 2015, Oppenheim et al. 2015, Hoover Green 2011 and

2016.
9Talmadge 2015, Grauer 2016
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2.2 Historical Contributions

Besides theoretical scholarship, the fieldwork I conducted on the Jordanian Civil

War has allowed me to produce the first disaggregated study of the conflict existing

in English or Arabic. This remedies extant accounts of the Jordanian conflict, which

either examine the ten insurgent groups in a manner divorced from their participation

in the war10 or provide only an aggregated overview of the conflict’s actors, attributing

instances of violence during the conflict to the collective “Fedayeen” rather than to

the individual armed groups.11

The Black September conflict is still a very sensitive topic in Jordan for reasons

concerning both the demographic balance in the Kingdom and broader regional se-

curity situation. As a result, the conflict has received limited attention in prominent

English and Arabic language works on Jordan’s history, with some exceptions.12 The

general history of the Arab-Israeli conflict and the Middle East more broadly also

devotes little attention to the details and progression of the conflict.13 Memoirs by

individuals that were involved on both sides of the conflict generally go into little

daily- or tactical-level detail on the nature of the conflict or its fighting and con-

duct.14 Documentaries, such as Al-Jazeera’s Shahid ’ala Al‘Asr (Witness to History)

or Hikayat Al-Thawra (Stories of the Revolution), are either set at the general level

or focus on elite decisonmaking.15

Through my interviews and archival research, I was able to gather novel disaggre-

10Khurshid 1971, Sayigh 1997
11Hindi et al. 1971, Jureidini 1975, Mukhar 1978, Bailey 1984, Lalor 1992, Shemesh 1996, Abu

Odeh 1999, Al-Tal 2010.
12The latter include Mousa 1996 and Shlaim 2009.
13Exceptions include Sayigh 1997
14On the Jordanian side, see Mawaneis n.d., Rashid 2015, Abu Taleb 2015. On the Fedayeen side,

see Abu Iyad 1981, Abu Daoud 1999, Yahya 2006, Ghattas 2012. On the American side, see Raab
2007 and O’Connell 2011.

15See Lieutenant General (Ret.) Nathir Rashid’s interview on Shahid ‘ala Al‘Asr, which aired on
October 14th, 2008. The relevant episodes of Hikayat Al-Thawra are “Karameh,” “Hanoi Al‘Arab,”
and “Aylul AlAswad,”
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gated data on the war’s various actors and their organization and conduct, including

each group’s origins, recruitment, structure, and ideology. Drawing on this multi-

sourced data, I reconstructed the historical progression of the conflict and conduct

of its individual armed organizations in combat. Besides its utility for the theoretical

analysis in the Jordan case study, this research consequently fills significant gaps in

the historical record of Jordan, the Arab-Israeli conflict, and the Middle East more

broadly.

3 Policy Implications

In addition to theoretical scholarship, the dissertation’s theory and findings have

implications for policy. Most broadly, civilian and military policymakers have limited

time and resources. Thus, their ability to ascertain which of the various insurgent

factions in a civil war are more or less powerful before the conflict concludes is vital

for maximizing the efficacy of conflict management and counterinsurgency responses -

particularly when attempting to assess long-term military threats. Yet, as noted in the

Introduction, existing academic and policy research16 has failed to outline measures

of insurgent combat effectiveness that enable assessments prior to a conflict’s end or

in ways distinct from other theorized aspects of insurgent behavior (like groups’ use

of violence).

The framework outlined in this dissertation helps to begin to fill this gap. It

outlines measures that can be applied to enable real-time assessments of insurgent

effectiveness in ongoing conflicts, even using just open-source information. Moreover,

it provides a uniform scheme for assessing such effectiveness, whether insurgents are

limited to small arms or have fielded heavy weaponry in combat. Besides assessment,

the project’s findings concerning recruitment practices and insurgent effectiveness

16The latter refers to unclassified research.
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point to an aspect of violent non-state actors that can be targeted to effectively

diminish their capacity through small-scale actions such as infiltration and/or targeted

strikes on training camps and recruitment centers.

Identifying and accounting for insurgent effectiveness also has implications for the

design of negotiations and transitional frameworks for ongoing civil wars, peacebuild-

ing tasks that often fall to third-party stakeholders, as ongoing Western-led initiatives

in Syria, Libya, and Afghanistan illustrate. As these efforts aim to build inclusive and

secure post-conflict societies, they must effectively take into account the relative power

of insurgent actors and the nature of insurgent recruitment practices during conflict.

Both of these aspects of insurgent actors have been shown to shape key postwar

outcomes, such as the likelihood of a negotiated settlement’s implementation,17 post-

settlement fighting,18 the relative success of ex-combatants’ societal reintegration,19

and the degree of electoral competition after civil war.20

By utilizing the indicators of within-conflict effectiveness and the metrics for insur-

gent recruitment developed in this dissertation, practitioners can both identify who

the key actors are likely to be in postwar society and take account of how combatants

were recruited prior to a conflict’s end. Knowing which parties will likely be political

contenders in postwar society and which former combatants may oppose postwar po-

litical institutions based on how they were recruited and socialized as fighters during

the conflict can help stakeholders develop negotiating frameworks and DDR programs

for ex-combatants accordingly to ensure lasting security and peace after civil war.

17Kirschner and Von Stein 2009
18Atlas and Licklider 1999
19Humphreys and Weinstein 2007, Daly 2011
20Dresden 2015
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4 Future Research

This dissertation suggest that future research on insurgent behavior should move

beyond structural and environmental factors, and continue to focus on the organi-

zational features of insurgent groups. In addition, the findings in this dissertation

provide the basis for further analyses using the framework across a broader set of

cases. In this regard, the project raises several topics for future research.

To begin with, the theoretical framework outlined in this dissertation is well-

suited for a broader cross-conflict quantitative test. The challenge in this context

is to collect and code the necessary data on the relevant variables of interest and

aspects of insurgent groups. Particularly hard to gather are cross-conflict data on the

organizational characteristics and tactical-level actions by insurgent groups during

combat. Nevertheless, the framework outlines clear variables of interest for which

data can be collected and analyzed across and within conflicts to probe its broader

applicability.

Another area of future research is the process by which insurgent groups form.

Little existing work has been done on this, with Staniland (2014) and Lewis (2017)

constituting notable exceptions. As noted in this dissertation, recruitment practices

are often shaped by the origins of the insurgent organization, or at the very least

established during its genesis. As the previous chapters illustrated, these include pre-

existing political parties and non-martial clandestine organizations. For instance, in

the case of Jordan, the PFLP, Saiqa, ALF, and Quwwat al-Ansar all formed from

such preexisting entities. Future work can explore how these prewar bases do or do

not map on to insurgent organizations.

On a related note, I wrote in Chapter 2 that this dissertation is concerned with

insurgent groups that have successfully made it out of the so-called “clandestine

phase” - the stage of formation that precedes the actual beginning of armed rebellion

352



by the group. Not all would-be insurgent groups make it out of this phase, however,

as Lewis’s research has shown in the case of Uganda.21 Byman has also studied this

in a theoretical manner, with brief applications to the cases of Hezbollah, Fatah, and

Egypt’s Al-Jihad group.22 Yet further research is needed to understand more generally

why some groups become viable and make it out of this stage across a broader set of

cases.

Turning to fully formed insurgent groups, one related area for future research

concerns technological innovations and their potential impact on insurgent operations

and tactics. For instance, does the advent of cyber operations change the nature of

insurgent kinetic operations, and, if so, how? Does an insurgent group’s ability to

exploit social media and other open-source intelligence lessen its need to conduct

intelligence, surveillance, and reconnaissance (ISR) prior to operations? Though these

do not seemingly bear on the theoretical framework outlined in this dissertation,

these technological changes and innovations can impact the degree of effort needed

to execute the tactical and operational tactics in the possible stages of conflict, and

therefore require future study.

Finally, we might ask about the role of recruitment practices in the effectiveness of

other organizations similar to insurgent groups, like state militaries, paramilitaries,23

criminal organizations, and even security organizations like the Transportation Secu-

rity Administration (TSA). While these entities have different standards and criteria

for what constitutes effectiveness, their main organizational activities are centered

around the production of violence and/or security. To what extent do the selection

and incorporation procedures for combatants/employees used by these organizations

and/or their constitutive units shape corresponding effectiveness? Future research

21Lewis 2017
22Byman 2007
23See Forney 2015 for an excellent exposition of how recruitment shapes the relative cohesion of

militias in Sierra Leone.
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should test the theory’s focus on recruitment practices in contexts outside those of

insurgent organizations.
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Appendix A

Measurement and Coding

1 Insurgent Effectiveness (DV)

1.1 Stages of Insurgency

I outline here the measurement and coding used to classify insurgencies into either
the Guerrilla or Conventional stages, and draw in part on the scheme used in Lock-
yer 2010/2011. As stated in Chapter 2, I distinguish these two stages based on the
relative balance of capabilities among the warring sides (incumbent and insurgents).
“Capabilities” can refer to two aspects of a belligerent: (1) its weaponry or military
technology and (2) its size in terms of full-time fighters.

The first aspect captures the means possessed by a belligerent through which harm
and destruction are inflicted on adversaries in combat and the nature in which that is
done.1 This first indicator also captures the main factor which can alter the capacity
of a warring side (especially insurgents) to undertake more aggressive and direct
operations vis-a-vis adversaries (i.e. its actual “physical ability,” as Lockyer (2010)
notes, to pursue a conventional strategy vis-a-vis its opponents). Military technology
is often disaggregated by categories that refer to weapon size and operation, such as
small arms (e.g. pistols, rifles) or light weapons (e.g. heavy machine guns, anti-aircraft
guns, RPGs, recoilless rifles) versus heavy/large weapons that are towed (e.g. artillery,
Howitzers) and armor (e.g. tanks, IFVs, APCs).2 Insurgents usually only have small
arms and/or light weapons (which in part dictates the pursuit of guerrilla warfare
strategy and tactics), and lack any heavier weapons or armor. In a context where
insurgent actors have heavier weapons such as armor or artillery, I consider whether
these have been deployed in combat by insurgents. This information can be drawn

1I note that Kalyvas and Balcells (2010) rely exclusively on this aspect in coding the particular
“technology of rebellion” in a given conflict. See their Appendix.

2Small Arms Survey, Department of the Army 2016
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from accounts of combat, declassified intelligence reports based on reconnaissance,
memoirs, and media reporting.

If insurgents do not have heavy weaponry or possess such weaponry but have not
deployed it in combat, I then consider the balance of personnel between insurgents
and incumbent forces. This measure has been used in various studies as an indicator
of military capabilities in both state and non-state contexts.3 For this second aspect,
I examine the size of the belligerents based on estimates taken from primary and
secondary sources. Information about force size for insurgent groups is notoriously
suspect, but drawing size estimates from multiple independent sources can generate,
in the worst case scenario, at least a plausible range of a group’s overall size. In
addition, group size is common to all belligerents and can be easily compared across
actors.

Keeping these two aspects in mind, I classify a conflict into either the Guerrilla
or Conventional stage using the following scheme. I first determine whether the in-
surgents deployed armor or artillery in combat. If yes, I classify the conflict as being
in the Conventional stage. If no (or if the insurgents only have artillery and no ar-
mor), I next examine the balance of forces on the insurgent and government sides.
If the numerical capabilities of the insurgent side (whether a single group or multi-
ple groups collectively) are less than 2/3 those of the incumbent side, I classify the
conflict as being in the Guerrilla stage. This “2/3” threshold is the point at which
the impact of numbers begins to be felt in individual operations and engagements
- in this situation, insurgents are no longer as physically constrained in force size
vis-a-vis the government, and so can begin to concentrate forces to engage in direct
confrontations.4

1.2 Guerrilla Stage

1.2.1 Task Execution

In Section 2 of Chapter 2, I outlined the following seven questions to be used as
qualitative indicators of effectiveness in the Guerrilla stage:

• Can fighters operate their weapons? Is marksmanship good?
• Do fighters make use of terrain for cover and concealment when fighting?
• Do fighters make use of dispersion when fighting?
• Can the unit successfully execute an ambush?
• Do fighters avoid undertaking concentrated frontal assaults?
• Do fighters withdraw from an engagement when the local balance of forces

becomes unfavorable (whether in an offensive or defensive context)?

3E.g. Mearsheimer 2001, Valentino et al. 2004, Cunningham et al. 2009, Christia 2012, Lockyer
2010 and 2011

4Whether such confrontations without armor are a smart decision is another matter - I leave
discussion of this for the following sections.
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• Does the unit demonstrate the capacity for low-level initiative?

In their evaluation of Biddle’s theoretical framework, Grauer and Horowitz (2012)
code a given military’s force employment vis-a-vis the modern system based on
whether it adheres to the tenets of that system as opposed to using a more concen-
trated, frontal assault-based approach relying on centralized command. In the same
vein, I evaluate a given insurgent group’s successful execution of these tasks based on
the degree to which it exhibits affirmative practices for each task (and therefore fights
effectively as a guerrilla force) or pursues more conventional tactics, such as frontal
assaults and the use of fixed defenses, etc. This indeed simplifies reality, as insurgent
groups may (and do) use a mix of irregular and conventional tactics when fighting.
However, I argue that the nature of the Guerrilla stage specifically prescribes the
use of guerrilla tactics as a result of the imbalance of capabilities between incumbent
and insurgent forces, and so it is fair to assess a group on this basis when analyzing
insurgent performance in this particular stage of a conflict.

I use the following coding scheme to assess the degree to which a given group was
effective during a specific period of the conflict.5 As evidence, I rely on information on
the nature of a group’s conduct in combat gleaned from conflict accounts, interviews,
primary and secondary historical sources, and media sources to evaluate each of the
seven questions:

1. To evaluate whether a unit’s fighters could successfully operate their weapons
and gauge marksmanship, I focus on descriptions of relative firepower accuracy
and discipline in using ammunition and weaponry ranges. Specifically, I con-
sider all weapons that a group used during the given time period, and evaluate
fighters’ abilities to operate the weapons and discipline in terms of ammunition
usage. I then make an assessment based on such descriptions and code Yes or
No according to the general trend exhibited by the group based on all available
and recorded combat engagements and sources of information.

2. To evaluate whether fighters make use of terrain for cover and concealment, I
use primary and secondary sources to determine whether a unit was on offense
or defense in an engagement (i.e. attacking or defending). If on offense, I deter-
mine whether a unit’s combatants made intentional use of terrain for cover and
concealment to protect against adversary fire when undertaking the attack. If
they did, I code Yes; if not, I code No. The most extreme converse would be
a direct frontal assault on an adversary’s position. If on defense, I determine
whether a unit established defensive positions in a way that sought to use cover
and concealment to protect their positions against attacking adversarial fire. If

5The following coding scheme is original, but some parts are adapted from the schemes used in
Talmadge 2015 and Grauer and Horowitz 2012. To ensure that I reduce potential bias stemming
from relying on historical sources that may have omitted information about a given group’s conduct
in combat, I require that at least three different independent sources cover two separate geographic
areas of operations when assessing a group’s performance on each task during a given period of a
conflict.
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they did, I code Yes; if not, I code No. If the record indicates variation in the
use of cover and concealment during a given time period of the conflict, I code
Mixed.

3. To evaluate whether a unit could successfully use dispersion when fighting, I
examine their formations to determine whether they are deployed in a way
that aims to diminish the adversary’s capability to “destroy friendly formations
through mass fires and maintain such formations” during the engagement.6 This
is indicated by whether or not units are dispersed or concentrated. I code Yes if
the former is the case. If units bunch up under fire or no attempt is made to use
dispersion, I code No. If the record indicates variation in the use of dispersion
by a group during a given time period of the conflict, I code as Mixed.

4. To evaluate whether a unit could successfully execute an ambush, I examine
all observed engagements in which the said group participated and look for
evidence that it indeed could do so. In this particular example, I consider a
successful ambush one in which adversary combatants are killed by the group’s
fire and/or are forced to withdraw while the group itself suffers no losses, in
which case I code Yes; if not, I code No. If the record indicates variation in the
relative success of ambushes, I code Mixed.

5. To evaluate whether fighters avoid undertaking concentrated frontal assaults, I
examine all engagements participated in by a given group based on available
conflict accounts and sources. If any included concentrated frontal assaults, I
code No. If not, I code Yes.

6. To evaluate whether fighters dispersed and withdrew when the local balance
of forces became unfavorable, I examine all engagements participated in by a
given unit and determine whether there were any in which the local balance
of forces favored the adversary in terms of manpower and weaponry. In such
engagements, if the unit dispersed and withdrew from such fights, I code Yes.
If the unit did not withdraw, I code No.

7. To evaluate whether a unit had the demonstrated capacity for low-level initia-
tive, I determine whether military and tactical decision-making was successfully
decentralized without actions that harmed the group’s overall unity of effort or
progress towards its strategic goal. This first entails determining whether the
authority for such decision-making rested with group leadership and/or regional
leadership, or at the level of the smallest unit. If with the former, I code No. If
with the latter, I determine whether field commanders undertook any actions
that significantly harmed the group’s overall unity of effort, such as fighting with
another unit or breaking off from the group. If command was decentralized and
such instances did not occur, I code Yes. If command was decentralized and
such instances did occur, I code No.

In this Guerrilla stage, to be considered effective, a unit must have the highest
affirmative responses on all seven indicators. Otherwise, units are considered as inef-

6Grauer and Horowitz 2012, Appendix.
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fective. In practice, units and groups that typically fail to use cover and concealment
and dispersion and execute ambushes likely also fail to avoid concentrated frontal
assaults and withdraw when faced with an unfavorable balance of forces. Consider-
ing effectiveness as somewhat of a dichotomy is therefore empirically justified when
evaluating effectiveness in the Guerrilla stage.

1.2.2 Losses Inflicted/Incurred

In addition to relative task execution, I wrote in Section 2 that two additional
measures could be used to confirm a given group’s effectiveness in combat: (1) the
number of casualties inflicted on incumbent forces by a given insurgent group and (2)
the number of casualties/defections/captures incurred by a given insurgent group.
Both measures have precedent from similar indicators used in the military effective-
ness literature vis-a-vis state armed forces (e.g. Biddle 1996, Biddle and Long 2004,
Lyall n.d.). Data on both measures is not easy to come by in the context of civil wars,
particularly for the second measure (Lacina and Gleditsch 2005, Lacina 2006). Basic
data on the number of casualties inflicted by particular armed actors is relatively
more challenging to find, as it requires detailed knowledge on the identity of partic-
ipants in individual engagements during civil war. As a result, I employ casualties
incurred when possible and and position it as a secondary indicator of effectiveness
in the Guerrilla stage.

For data, I draw on the records of insurgent groups themselves (many of whom
have a tradition of recording the deaths of individual fighters) and from other pri-
mary and secondary sources such as newspaper articles and firsthand accounts of
the conflict. Using this measure requires providing the context of fighter deaths and
demonstrating that they were indeed the result of fighting and not, for example, the
outcome of training. In addition, using this measure requires that one demonstrate
that all groups under study participated relatively equally in the fighting and that
incumbent forces did not distinguish among the groups in their operations. I gather
such information from primary and secondary sources, particularly through interviews
with former combatants and accounts of conflicts.

In terms of analysis, I examine this measure over the course of fixed temporal
engagements, such as a clearly delineated counterinsurgency offensive. To make ca-
sualties incurred comparable both across and within groups over time, the ratio of
casualties incurred over estimated force size is used. For example, in the Jordanian
case, I examine the performance of the three main Fedayeen groups during the Black
September fighting episode of the civil war, which occurred from September 17th
- October 1st, 1970. In assessing each group’s performance, I look at the ratio of
individual group casualties incurred over group size estimates from the start of the
fighting episode.
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1.3 Conventional Stage

1.3.1 Task Execution

In Section 2 of Chapter 2, I outlined the following seven questions to be used as
qualitative indicators of effectiveness in the Conventional stage:

• Can fighters operate their weapons? Is marksmanship good?
• Do fighters make use of terrain for cover and concealment when fighting?
• Do fighters make use of dispersion when fighting?
• Can the unit successfully execute basic conventional warfare tactics such as an

ambush, concentrated frontal assault, static defense, and orderly retreat?
• Can the group conduct combined arms operations that integrate at least two

types?
• On defense, can the unit successfully execute complex tactics such as a defense

in depth, fighting withdrawal, or counterattack?
• On offense, can the unit successfully use complex tactics such as maneuver, fire

and movement, and small-unit special forces operations?
• Does the unit demonstrate the capacity for low-level initiative and high-level

coordination across units?

I evaluate a given insurgent group’s successful execution of these tasks based on
the degree to which it exhibits affirmative practices for each task according to stan-
dard operating procedures of conventional infantry fighting forces. I draw on several
field manuals published by the United States Army to determine what constitutes
successful execution of the various tasks, as well as the work of Caitlin Talmadge
(2011, 2015). I consider the relative complexity of actions and their execution by an
insurgent unit, and the following scheme reflects this. For instance, drawing directly
on Talmadge 2015, I evaluate a unit’s ability to conduct basic elements of offense and
defense as exemplified in concentrated frontal assaults, static defenses, and orderly
retreats.7 These actions are the most basic elements of conventional offensive and
defensive tactics.

I use the following coding scheme to assess the degree to which a given group
was effective during a specific period of the conflict in the Conventional stage.8 As
evidence, I rely on information on the nature of a group’s conduct in combat gleaned
from conflict accounts, interviews, primary and secondary historical sources, and me-
dia sources to evaluate each of the eight questions:

1. To evaluate whether a unit’s fighters could successfully operate their weapons
and gauge their marksmanship, I focus on descriptions of relative firepower ac-

7Talmadge 2015, 34
8To ensure that I reduce potential bias stemming from relying on historical sources that may

have omitted information about a given group’s conduct in combat, I require at least three different
independent sources covering at least two separate geographic areas for this information when making
a general decision about a group’s execution of a task in the Conventional stage.
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curacy and discipline in using ammunition and weaponry ranges. Specifically,
I consider all weapons that a group used during the given time period, and
evaluate fighters’ abilities to operate the weapons and discipline in terms of
ammunition usage. I then make an assessment based on such descriptions and
code Yes, No, or Mixed according to the general trend exhibited by the group
based on all available and recorded combat engagements and sources of infor-
mation.

2. To evaluate whether fighters make use of terrain for cover and concealment, I
use primary and secondary sources to determine whether a unit was on offense
or defense in engagements (i.e. attacking or defending). If on offense, I deter-
mine whether a unit’s combatants made intentional use of terrain for cover and
concealment to protect against adversary fire when undertaking the attack. If
they did, I code Yes; if not, I code No. If on defense, I determine whether a unit
established defensive positions in a way that sought to use cover and conceal-
ment to protect their positions against attacking adversarial fire. If they did, I
code Yes; if not, I code No. If the record indicates variation in the use of cover
and concealment during a given time period of the conflict, I code as Mixed.

3. To evaluate whether a unit could successfully use dispersion when fighting, I
examine their formations to determine whether they are deployed in a way
that aims to diminish the adversary’s capability to “destroy friendly formations
through mass fires and maintain such formations” during the engagement.9 This
is indicated by whether or not units are dispersed or concentrated. I code Yes if
the former is the case. If units bunch up under fire or no attempt is made to use
dispersion, I code No. If the record indicates variation in the use of dispersion
by a group during a given time period of the conflict, I code as Mixed.

4. To evaluate whether a unit could successfully execute basic conventional tactics
such as ambushes, concentrated frontal assaults, static defenses, and orderly
retreats, I examine the historical record of engagements for the given time period
of analysis in the conflict and assess the general degree to which a participating
unit was able to successfully execute these three tactical actions.

• To evaluate whether a unit could successfully execute an ambush, I examine
all observed engagements in which the said group participated and look for
evidence that it indeed could do so. In this particular example, I consider
a successful ambush one in which adversary combatants are killed by the
group’s fire and/or are forced to withdraw while the group itself suffers no
losses, in which case I code Yes; if not, I code No. If the record indicates
variation in the relative success of ambushes, I code Mixed.

• I consider a successful concentrated frontal assault one in which the unit
has a local favorable balance of forces, establishes an assault position,10

9Grauer and Horowitz 2012, Appendix.
10An “assault position” is a “covered and concealed position short of the objective from which

final preparations are made to assault the objective” (FM 3-90, 3-4).
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advances on an adversary’s fixed position in concentrated formations with
the aim of overrunning the latter’s position, and captures it.11 If the at-
tacking unit captures the position, I code Yes; if the unit fails to capture
the position, I code No. If the record exhibits variation, I code Mixed.

• For a static defense, I determine whether a unit prepared fixed firepower
positions in a given area, is able to successfully defend the position against
adversary attempts to capture it, and has designated forces for reinforce-
ments.12 Depending on the unit’s record during the time period of study,
I code Yes, No, or Mixed.

• For an orderly retreat, I consider whether a unit is able to successfully
withdraw its fighters from an area of engagement without defections or
insubordination. Depending on the unit’s record during the time period of
study in executing orderly retreats, I code Yes, No, or Mixed.

5. To evaluate whether a unit could successfully conduct combined arms opera-
tions integrating at least two types (e.g. infantry, artillery, armor, airpower),
I determine whether such types were integrated during combat by the group’s
units in the set of engagements during the period of study. Evidence of this
would include close coordination of infantry and armored forces in moving to
take territory; the use of ground forces to halt the advance of enemy forces which
could then be targeted using airpower; and/or the use of armor and/or artillery
to suppress enemy fire so that friendly infantry can advance. If the types were
integrated along the lines of these examples, I code Yes; if not or if conducted
very poorly according to historical accounts, I code No. If success varied, I code
Mixed.

6. To evaluate whether a unit could employ complex defensive tactics, I examine
the record of engagements and assess the degree to which a unit successfully
used more complex defensive actions like a defense in depth, counterattack,
and fighting withdrawal. For each of the three tactical actions that constitute
complex defensive operations, I examine all engagements during the time period
of study.

• For a defense in depth, I examine the setup of the unit’s defenses in the
context of engagements and determine whether there were several spaced
layers of fighters deployed throughout the area being defended that enable
multiple engagement areas; trenches dug (if appropriate to the terrain)
and/or other forms of cover and concealment used in ways that provide
the defending unit the ability to maneuver and engage in counterattacks;
and direct and indirect fire positions. If these elements are present and a
unit generally is able to successfully defend areas using this tactic, I code
Yes. If generally not and/or if simpler single line defenses are used instead,
I code No. If the record is varied, I code Mixed.

11See FM 3-90, 3-30
12FM 3-90, Chapter 9
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• For a counterattack, I determine whether there was a dedicated counter-
attack force prior to the engagement, and subsequently if the said reserve
forces were employed in an attack undertaken after the adversary begins
their attack.13 In terms of a successful counterattack, I assess whether the
action was able to halt the progress of the attacking enemy; isolate, inflict
losses and/or destroy the attacking enemy forces; and/or regain territory
previously lost in the attack. If the preparatory actions were taken and the
counterattack resulted in at least one of these three outcomes, I code Yes;
if not, I code No. If there was variation across the engagements, I code
Mixed.

• For a fighting withdrawal, I consider whether a unit’s forces have a rear-
guard defensive component and a detachment left in contact14; the unit
attempts to withdraw only when adversary view of the attempt is non-
existent or minimal; the use of firepower during the withdrawal (particu-
larly the advantageous use of heavy forces such as armor or mechanized
infantry, as well as artillery and mortar fire); and the prepared use of de-
lay obstacles and techniques (such as burning bridges, barriers/roadblocks,
and ambushes). I also consider the degree of casualties incurred in the con-
text of the withdrawal, the extent of friendly defections, and the successful
movement of combat power away from the enemy (i.e. not leaving weaponry
behind). If these elements of the withdrawal are present and casualties, de-
fections, and materiel left behind are zero or reasonably small, I code Yes;
if not, I code No. If the record indicates variation, such as some instances
of withdrawals that lead to high levels of casualties and others that do not,
I code Mixed.

7. To evaluate whether a unit could employ complex offensive tactics, I examine
the record of assessments and assess the degree to which a unit used maneuver,
fire and movement, and small-unit special operations forces.

• Maneuver is the primary essential element of modern conventional war-
fare,15 and is more complex than attritional actions like a concentrated
frontal assault. In this regard, I consider accounts of its movement towards
and around areas of engagement, rather than attempting to confront en-
emy forces head-on in concentrated formations. Key forms of maneuver
include envelopments, turning movements, infiltrations, penetration, flank
attacks, breakthrough and exploitation actions, and encirclements.16 To

13This is drawn from the discussion of counterattacks in FM 3-90, 5-15.
14This is “an element left in contact as part of the previously designated (usually rear) security

force while the main body conducts its withdrawal” - it is meant to deceive the adversary into
believing that the force is still in place (FM 3-90, 11-72).

15See Biddle 2004, Leonhard 1991
16FM 3-90, 3-25; FM 3-90-1, Chapter 1; Jordan et al. 2016; Biddle 2004. Frontal attacks are also

considered a form of maneuver, but to be most effective should be used in conjunction with other
forms of maneuver (FM 3-90-1, 1-84).
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assess whether a unit can maneuver, I look for evidence concerning the
degree to which it uses the aforementioned forms of maneuver versus con-
centrated attritional formations when operating in combat. If the former,
I code Yes; if the latter, I code No; if varied, I code Mixed.

• For fire and movement, I first determine whether a unit has dedicated
sub-units for both supporting fire and movement and is able to use it to
gain ground and/or an objective. If these criteria are met with minimal
casualties, I code Yes; if not and/or if there are friendly casualties, I code
No. If the general record indicates variation, I code Mixed.

• For small-unit special operations forces, I consider whether a unit attempts
to conduct special forces operations,17 such as direct action or special re-
connaissance missions, and the relative success of such operations (given
by whether the objective was achieved without casualties). If such missions
were undertaken successfully, I code Yes; if not, I code No. If varied, I code
Mixed.

8. To evaluate whether a unit had the demonstrated capacity for both low-level ini-
tiative and high-level coordination, I first determine whether military and tacti-
cal decision-making was successfully decentralized without actions that harmed
the group’s overall unity of effort or progress towards its strategic goal, as well
as the degree of coordination across high-level units (e.g. those beyond a battal-
ion). To address the first aspect, I determine whether the authority for military
decision-making rested with group leadership and/or regional leadership, or at
the level of smaller units. If with the former, I code No. If with the latter, I
determine whether field commanders undertook any actions that significantly
harmed the group’s overall unity of effort, such as fighting with another unit or
breaking off from the group. If command was decentralized and such instances
did not occur, I code Yes. If command was decentralized and such instances did
occur, I code No. For high-level coordination, I consider whether a plan existed
at higher levels of units (such as divisions or corps) and the degree to which that
was executed with low-level initiative in responding to developments during a
given engagement. If this was affirmative and to a high degree, I code Yes; if
not, I code No. For a positive coding on this task, a unit must receive Yes for
both sub-tasks.

In the Conventional stage, to be considered effective, a unit and/or group must
have the highest affirmative responses on all seven indicators. Units or groups that
are able to operate their weaponry and have good marksmanship, use cover and
concealment and dispersion, execute basic conventional tactics, and have capacity for
low-level initiative are considered adequate. Those units and groups that are unable
to do these more basic elements of conventional warfare are considered ineffective. I
use this multi-tier classification scheme for the Conventional stage because the task

17Drawn from FM 3-05
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space magnitude is much wider for armed forces than in the Guerrilla stage. Using
a dichotomous scheme would lead to a loss of information and oversimplify general
empirical variations exhibited by insurgent forces that participate in the Conventional
stage.

2 Insurgent Recruitment Practices (IV)

2.1 Mobilizing Resources

To measure the independent variable (insurgent recruitment practices), I begin
by coding mobilizing resources. Mobilizing resources refer to resources or pre-existing
structures that can be used to construct and maintain an insurgent organization (see
Weinstein 2007, Lewis 2012, Staniland 2014). More specifically, these are the particu-
lar resources used as the basis of building a group’s membership during its formative
period as an insurgent organization. Mobilizing resources include pecuniary incentives
appeals based on shared social features (such as ethnic affinity or ideological princi-
ples). Besides resources, would-be insurgent leaders can also use pre-war structures
(such as political parties or clandestine organizations) to serve as the mobilizing basis
for building an insurgent group.18 As stated in Section 2.3, I argue that a group’s
particular mobilizing resources shapes its recruitment strategy. To code for the rela-
tive intensity of particular mobilizing resources, I examine the formative period of an
insurgent group, focusing on the initial appeals and actions undertaken by leaders to
organize the group and the tactics used to attract the first set of individuals outside
its leadership.

The relevant indicators for coding mobilizing resources are provided in Table A.1.
I rely on primary and secondary sources to code this information, including internal
group documents, interviews with group members, group publications and propa-
ganda; secondary sources that contain descriptive information on these aspects of the
group from either firsthand research and/or media/policy reports; and declassified
diplomatic and intelligence documents. With each of the three types of mobilizing
resources, I rely on the existence of the particular mobilizing resource and its role in
appealing to the first set of recruits to the group. By “first set of recruits,” I mean
the individuals that form the initial influx of rank-and-file fighters into the group, or
the first cohort of individuals outside the leadership that join the group.19 Though it

18Such structures may themselves have been built using particular mobilizing resources, but what
is more important in this context are the existing prewar structures themselves.

19Though this verges on having the coding for mobilizing resources overlap with coding for re-
cruitment strategies, I emphasize that my focus in the context of mobilizing resources is only on
the appeals made to initial recruits, and not on the criteria and procedures that the groups seek to
use based on internal instructions provided to recruiters (e.g. the focus of recruitment strategies, as
discussed next). In this way, there still remains an empirical distinction between what I focus on in
coding mobilizing resources versus what I focus on in coding recruitment strategies.
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is theoretically possible for groups as a whole to appeal to would-be fighters based on
all three types of mobilizing resources at the same time, this is empirically very rare
among nascent insurgent organizations (Staniland 2014).

I code an insurgent group’s mobilizing resource as pecuniary if (1) the group
has financial support from a third-party government, diaspora population, or private
financiers at the time of its formation and (2) these resources are used to make the first
set of appeals to recruits. For example, if a group makes initial appeals through the
offer of salaries to would-be fighters, I would code the group’s mobilizing resource as
pecuniary. These two criteria are usually well-documented in even secondary sources
on conflicts, as they are often a key point of analytical focus for both scholars and
others (e.g. policymakers, intelligence analysts, counterinsurgents) alike.

I code an insurgent group’s mobilizing resource as shared social features if there is
(1) evidence of a shared ideological platform or ethnic affinity and (2) this platform
provides the basis for appeals to the first set of recruits. For example, if a group forms
around a shared ethnic affiliation and only selects individuals with natural member-
ship in that category, I would code the group’s mobilizing resource as shared social
features. Evidence for these two criterion can be found in internal group documents,
minutes of group conferences/meetings, interviews with group leadership and com-
batants (whether firsthand or from existing works), and secondary studies of conflicts.

I code an insurgent group’s mobilizing resource as prewar structures if they rely
on an existing pre-war structure, such as a political party or non-martial clandestine
organization, to serve as the basis for staffing the group with initial fighters. Evidence
of members of these structures automatically becoming fighters in the group and/or
the use of preexisting recruitment criteria indicate the use of this type of mobilizing
resource to build the insurgent group. For example, if a preexisting political party
is transformed into an insurgent organization and all of its civilian members become
would-be fighters in the group and subsequent members are recruited on the basis of
the party’s original membership criteria, I would code the group’s mobilizing resource
as prewar structures. Information on this aspect of insurgent groups and their relation
to pre-war structures is also often found in the same types of conflict-specific works
just discussed.
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Table A.1. Coding Types of Mobilizing Resources

Pecuniary:
-Presence of financial support from a third-party government/diaspora/private financiers or natural
resource extraction at the time of group formation
-Appeals to initial recruits based on material incentives

Shared Social Features:
-Existence of a shared ideological platform among group leadership
-Appeals to initial recruits based on ideological principles

Prewar Structures:
-Reliance on existing pre-war structures, such as political party or non-martial clandestine organization
-Appeals to initial recruits based on recruitment tactics used for prewar structure

2.2 Insurgent Recruitment Strategies

To code insurgent recruitment strategies, I rely on the questions listed in Table
A.2. As the questions in the table indicate, I seek to understand the specific desired
criteria for membership in the group and the nature of the induction, training, and
socialization procedures (if any) proposed by organizers to be used in incorporating
members as full-fledged fighters. In addition to these aspects of the recruitment strat-
egy, I also seek to determine why particular criteria and/or incorporation procedures
were (or were not) present.20 As with the coding of mobilizing resources, I evaluate
these questions using primary and secondary sources, in particular focusing on the
instructions for selection and incorporation provided to recruiters.

Table A.2. Coding Insurgent Recruitment Strategies

Selection Criteria:
-Did the group have instructions for specific selection criteria for recruits? If so, what were they?
-What was the basis of these criteria?

Incorporation Procedures:
-Did the group have induction/training/socialization procedures?
What were the components of these procedures supposed to entail?
-What was the basis of these criteria?

2.3 Insurgent Recruitment Practices

To measure and code insurgent recruitment practices, I rely on the questions listed
in Table A.3. The aim here is to understand the degree to which recruitment strate-

20This line of inquiry allows me to evaluate the theoretical link between particular mobilizing
resource and recruitment strategies.
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gies were successfully implemented in practice, and if not, the reasons for the failure
and the actual nature of recruitment practices. To recall, my theory argues that re-
cruitment strategies interact with wartime circumstances to shape actual recruitment
practices, and that wartime circumstances can and often do disrupt insurgent re-
cruitment in ways unintended by the group. As such, the questions inquire about the
relative consistency and comprehensiveness of recruitment strategies as implemented
in practice, as well as the reasons for any variation in these two dimensions.

I first seek to determine the specific criteria and procedures used in selecting and
incorporating members into the group. The focus here is on the exact membership cri-
teria recruits employed by recruiters to choose from among the pool of potential fight-
ers. I then seek to determine to whether procedures like induction processes or trial pe-
riods were used before individuals could become full-fledged members. Finally, I asses
the comprehensiveness of any military training and/or indoctrination/education re-
cruits received. To the extent that any of these incorporation procedures are present,
I focus on the relative consistency with which they were implemented within the
group’s areas of operation.

Table A.3. Coding Insurgent Recruitment Practices

Selection
-How were individuals selected as fighters in the group’s areas of operation?
-Did this selection process differ from the criteria specified
by the group’s overall recruitment strategy? If so, how and why?
-Was this selection criteria/process implemented consistently across the group?
Did it change at all over the course of the conflict?

Trial Period/Induction
-Was there a trial or induction period before individuals could become members/fighters?
-If any, what did it consist of and how long was it?
-Was there investigation of would-be fighters?

Military Training
-Was military training provided/required? How long was it?
-What were the components of military training? (e.g. overall operational aims, tactics to be used)

Indoctrination
-Was political indoctrination provided to would-be fighters? If so, was it required?
-What were the components of indoctrination? Was it a formal program?
Did they include instruction in the reason for fighting, the aims of the group,
its history, and/or the ideological principles relied on by the group?
-Was there a specific widely used/distributed set of materials for indoctrination?

Incorporation Procedures (in general)
-Were the incorporation procedures consistent across the group?
Did they change at all over the course of the conflict?
-Did the incorporation procedures differ from the criteria specified
by the group’s overall recruitment strategy? If so, how and why?
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I evaluate these questions using primary and secondary sources, in particular
focusing on the reality of recruitment as it played out before (if applicable) and
during a given conflict. This information on recruitment practices should be relatively
easier to obtain than information on recruitment strategies, as it is based on how the
insurgent group existed and operated in reality rather than as desired by the group’s
leaders and organizers.

I code an insurgent group as having robust recruitment practices if the follow-
ing two conditions are met: (1) recruits are chosen according to a set of specified,
consistently used selection criteria and undergo the same incorporation procedures,
regardless of where or by whom they are initially recruited and (2) such incorpora-
tion procedures include both investigation of and a trial/induction period for would-be
fighters; formal military training in guerrilla warfare aims and tactics; and political
indoctrination in the group’s overall aims.

If recruits are selected on varying criteria, whether as a result of where or by
whom they are recruited or as a result of the group’s recruitment strategy lacking
any specific selection criteria, I code recruitment practices as deficient. If recruits
are selected on the same criteria yet are subject to varying incorporation procedures
(such as some recruits undergoing indoctrination and others not), I code recruitment
practices as deficient. If recruits are selected on the same criteria yet undergo no
incorporation procedures, I code recruitment practices as deficient.

3 Mechanisms

3.1 Uniform Shared Purpose

To code for uniform shared purpose, I focus on the nature of military training
and indoctrination carried out by insurgent groups vis-a-vis recruits. I first look back
to how consistent and comprehensive military training and political indoctrination
are for recruits. To confirm that the military and non-military training does indeed
motivate combatants in the way theorized, I then rely on firsthand testimonies from
combatants on their experience with such training and its relationship to any feelings
of shared purpose they had with fellow fighters and their degree of understanding of
for what and why they fight. This information will be drawn from my own interviews
with combatants or secondary works or reports that use interviews covering the topic
of fighter training and indoctrination. I code an insurgent group as having successfully
motivated its combatants if two conditions are met: (1) recruits undergo the same
training and political education/indoctrination concerning the aims of the insurgent
group and its ideological principles; and (2) recruits have an expressed sense of shared
purpose and an understanding of for what and why they are fighting as a result of
such training.
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3.2 Discipline

To code an insurgent group’s degree of discipline, I rely on indicators concerning
both the relative existence and enforcement of rules regulating combatant behavior.
I first examine whether there was an existing code of conduct to regulate members
of a given insurgent group. The existence of such codes can be gleaned from group
publications, interviews with multiple members, declassified intelligence documents
on the group, and secondary works containing primary sources. Besides the existence
of codes of conduct, I also seek to determine if recruits were instructed in the rules
in the code of conduct and if they were enforced in practice. For this determination,
I assess what the most important rules in the group were, what (if any) were the
primary responses/punishments to such violations, and a general assessment of how
often such major violations were punished.

To examine these two aspects of conduct, I use information on combatant be-
havior both on an individual level and towards civilian populations collected through
interviews with group members and non-combatants/observers or taken from conflict-
specific reports (e.g. NGOs and IOs). I then juxtapose the rules and information on
behavior to determine whether violations of the most important rules were sanc-
tioned. I focus on violations of the most important rules rather than violations of
all rules for reasons of limited data availability. This more narrow focus still allows
me to gauge the relative degree of discipline in a given insurgent group: if comman-
ders do not punish violations of the most important rules in the code of conduct, it
is not unreasonable to conclude that the group lacks the ability to maintain overall
fighter discipline. Based on this information, I code an insurgent group as successfully
maintaining discipline if three conditions are met: (1) a clear code of conduct existed;
(2) fighters received instruction in the said code of conduct; and (3) punishments for
violating the most important rules of the code of conduct were consistently meted
out.

3.3 Interpersonal Trust

To code the relative presence of interpersonal trust generated by the insurgent
group itself, I look in part at the degree of comprehensiveness of training, indoctrina-
tion, and conduct procedures within the organization. In addition, I examine whether
individuals in a given unit knew each other personally (at least by name), as well
as drawing on interviews with individuals to gauge their sense of interpersonal trust,
loyalty, and competence vis-a-vis others in the group.
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Appendix B

Group-Specific Casualties in
Jordan
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1 PFLP

No. Name Date of Death Location of Death
1 Farouq Qandil 9/17/70 AlHashemi Camp
2 Azzat AlBaghdadi 9/17/70 Amman
3 Abdelreda Shaker 9/17/70 Amman
4 Jamal Ahmad 9/17/70 Amman
5 Mahmoud Shawr 9/17/70 Hussein Camp
6 Ragheb Abdulrahman 9/17/70 Hussein Camp
7 Azzat Allodawi 9/17/70 Jebel Hussein
8 Majid AlHimuni 9/17/70 Jebel Joufa
9 Salim AlToutnaji 9/17/70 Jebel Joufa
10 Ismail Tabaja 9/17/70 Mahatta
11 Mousa Abdulrazzaq Na’na’ 9/17/70 Wehdat Camp
12 Nabil Mousa Samarah AlAsmar 9/17/70 Wehdat Camp
13 Yusef Ziadeh 9/17/70 Wehdat Camp
14 Nidal Ahmad 9/17/70 Wehdat Camp
15 Ibrahim Nimr 9/17/70 Wehdat Camp
16 Muhammad Abu Shanb 9/17/70 Wehdat Camp
17 Salim Muhammad Rashid AlSalamiyya 9/17/70 Zarqa
18 Hassan Ghousheh 9/17/70 Zarqa
19 Abdullah Salim 9/17/70 Zarqa
20 Muhammad Abu Sharar 9/17/70 Zarqa
21 Nayef ‘Afouneh 9/17/70 Zeezna Camp
22 Ahmad Shaker AlKhawaja 9/17/70
23 Shakeib Aliyan AlUwaidi 9/17/70
24 Mohammad Abdulrahman Hassan Alaqm 9/17/70
25 Ibrahim Abduljabbar 9/17/70
26 Ahmad Awad 9/17/70
27 Nabil AlHashash 9/17/70
28 Fahim ‘Anizan 9/18/70 Irbid Camp
29 Mikhael Qaleit 9/18/70 Jebel Ashrafiyeh
30 Mahmoud Jaber 9/18/70 Jisr AlHamam
31 Mustafa Zain 9/18/70 Wehdat Camp
32 Muharab Abu Jabal 9/19/70 Amman
33 Atta Nazal 9/19/70 Amman
34 Mahmoud Mahmoud 9/19/70 Ruseifa
35 Ali Kaf 9/19/70 Zarqa
36 Abdullah AlHelo 9/20/70 Wehdat Camp
37 Ahmad Eid 9/20/70 Wehdat Camp
38 Abdulrazzaq Bakr 9/20/70
39 Maher Abu Assab 9/21/70 AlMasadar (Amman)
40 Salah Khadar 9/21/70 Amman
41 Ref’at Odeh 9/23/70 Hussein Camp
42 Samir AlBaitar 9/23/70
43 Salim Abu Zeina 9/25/70 Jebel Taj
44 Ziad AlRamhi 9/26/70 Jebel Ashrafiyeh
45 Ahmad Bakir 9/26/70
46 Mahmoud Suleiman 9/27/70 Wehdat Camp
47 Fathi Dahbour 9/28/70 Jebel Amman

Source: PFLP website (http://pflp.ps/ar/martyrs/), which is taken from the
group’s book Sijl AlKhalidin (Register of the Immortals). Accessed April 5th, 2017.
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2 DFLP

No. Name Date of Death Location of Death
1 Atwal AlKurdi 9/17/70 Amman
2 Ahmad AlJaleel 9/17/70 Jebel Qala’a - Amman
3 Abdelmunim AlHadidi 9/17/70 Zarqa
4 Hameedu 9/17/70
5 Waleed AlDa’da’ 9/18/70 Mahatta
6 Muhammad AlHamamra 9/18/70 Zarqa
7 Ibrahim Abbas 9/19/70 Amman
8 Amal AlKarmi 9/19/70 Jebel Amman
9 Adeeb AlAmri 9/19/70 Jebel Amman
10 Waleed Dabiyan 9/19/70 Amman
11 Hani AlRimawi 9/19/70 Amman
12 Salameh Abu Shteiwi 9/21/70 Amman
13 Hashem Hashish 9/21/70 Amman
14 Ramadan Abu Asba’ 9/21/70 Amman
15 Aissa AlSawabini 9/21/70 Amman
16 Abdhalloum Ghaniam 9/21/70 Jabal AlQusour
17 Raja Irqawi 9/21/70 Amman
18 Jameel Said 9/21/70 Hay AlMasarweh - Jebel Amman
19 Zaki AlSardi 9/21/70 Wehdat Camp
20 Jihad Hashem 9/21/70 Hussein Camp
21 Abdullah Abdfattoul 9/21/70 Jebel Amman
22 Sharif AlSa’adi 9/22/70 Zarqa
23 Tawfiq Abu Shehab 9/22/70 Jerash
24 Hossam Jaber 9/22/70 Zarqa
25 Sami Abboudi 9/22/70 Hay AlMasarweh - Jebel Amman
26 Khalil AlAMaghrabi 9/22/70 Amman
27 Harbi Hadidi 9/22/70 Amman
28 Nayef Sha’ban 9/23/70 Hussein Camp
29 Bassam Awad 9/23/70 Ahadath Kufra - Irbid
30 Khalid Abu Shaneb 9/24/70
31 Nimr As’ad 9/25/70 Amman
32 Ali Mustafa 9/25/70 Amman
33 Samer Aoud 9/25/70 Amman
34 Nayef Abu Haweej 9/26/70 Amman
35 Faysal Hmeedi 9/26/70 Amman
36 Muhammad Safi 9/26/70 Northern Marka
37 Talal AlKurdi 9/26/70 Amman
38 Khalil Khalil 9/26/70 Amman/Ruseifa
39 Muhammad Afaneh 9/26/70 Amman
40 Mahmoud Sakhra 9/26/70 Wehdat Camp
41 Samir Hussein 9/27/70 Amman
42 Khalid Abu Snina 9/28/70 Hussein Camp
43 Taha Abu Hanish 9/28/70 Jebel Hussein
44 Muhammad Ja’afar 9/30/70 Amman - Jebel Joufa

Source: Suleiman and Hammadeh 2012
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