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Executive Summary

In the aftermath of the 9/11 attacks, the United States embarked upon multiple

counterterrorism wars embedded within a larger frame of a global war on terror.

More than two decades on, these wars seem endless. In particular, America’s war

in Yemen against Al-Qaeda in the Arabian Peninsula (AQAP) and later, the fight

against the Islamic State in Yemen has taken on an endless character. The United

States has conducted counterterrorism strikes in Yemen for more than a decade.

Yet many continue to deny that “endless war” has meaning. Despite such denial,

the United States’ war in Yemen has trapped it in a deteriorating situation that

requires recognition and naming. The U.S. commitment to eliminating a terrorist

threat that is already quite degraded exacerbates the larger crisis in Yemen, risks

escalation, and militarizes American politics. Continuing the counterterrorism

war while denying its endlessness and the unachievable character of the

objective of defeating AQAP constrains American strategic thinking.

Some argue that the United States should abandon the binary of a decisive

victory over or defeat at the hands of AQAP, and instead establish a framework of

“sustainable counterterrorism” that includes open-ended military deployments,

and constant monitoring tied to the use of air strikes to disrupt threats.

The binary of decisive victory or defeat is dangerous and part of how the war in

Yemen became endless. However, the war’s history also reveals the dangers of

adopting a framework of sustainable counterterrorism. Endlessness in Yemen

has not been produced only by the adoption of unlimited objectives of defeating

AQAP, but also by the failure to clearly specify and analyze the achievability of

limited objectives that seek aims short of AQAP’s total defeat. Abandoning the

mirage of defeating AQAP should not mean abandoning strategic thinking

regarding ends short of decisive victory.

Rather than embracing endlessness under the name “sustainable

counterterrorism” or chasing the mirage that the United States can defeat AQAP,

the United States should build a full policy platform to end its endless wars. It is

possible that there will be situations where the American people determine that

military action is needed, but those decisions should be made with an eye to how

such wars will end. Sustainable counterterrorism—insofar as it retains an open-

ended state of war—prevents the strategic thinking that the project requires.

Key Findings

The American counterterrorism war in Yemen has taken on an

endless character in which the United States pursues objectives it

cannot achieve. Yet, at the same time, the United States is not at risk

• 
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of decisively losing the war by being defeated or denied access to

the battlefield.

The 2001 Authorization for the Use of Military Force ensures that

the state of war persists even when strikes are paused.

The history of pausing and resuming strikes in Yemen warns

against interpreting a prolonged pause as ending the war.

Unclear and shifting objectives contribute to the counterterrorism

war’s endless character.

The war in Yemen was initially covert, preventing public evaluation

of its justification and objectives.

The United States alternated between limited objectives of

degrading or disrupting AQAP’s capabilities and unlimited

objectives of destroying the group.

The United States rarely stated its limited objectives in measurable,

positive terms. It instead presented objectives other than the

destruction of AQAP as gerunds or processes without providing

details regarding the conditions under which the objective would

be achieved.

Substantial escalations and de-escalations in the pace of strikes

have occurred without public explanation, making it difficult to

evaluate the current state of the war and how tactics relate to

strategic ends.

The decision to rhetorically commit to the unlimited objective of

destroying AQAP contributed to the war’s endless character.

Unlimited objectives may not be coherent when it comes to

movements and decentralized non-state organizations.

AQAP and jihadism more broadly on the Arabian Peninsula are

characterized by a long history of activity, ties to elites and local

politics, and decentralization that make their destruction or defeat

difficult and likely impossible.

Socio-economic conditions in Yemen make it difficult to eliminate

AQAP over the long term.

◦ 

◦ 

• 

◦ 

◦ 

◦ 

◦ 

• 

◦ 

◦ 

◦ 
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Yemen’s internationalized civil war means the kind of deployment

necessary to eliminate AQAP would likely escalate regional

conflicts.

Some limited objectives in Yemen may be achievable, but the

United States has failed to analyze them in a way that would enable

effective war termination planning.

The United States has demonstrated its ability to successfully kill

key targets and to assist partners in denying AQAP territory. It has

also arguably degraded AQAP’s external attack capabilities.

Maintaining the unlimited objective of destroying AQAP, even as

pure rhetoric, obscures potential tradeoffs between limited

objectives by presenting a mirage of a future in which the

destruction of AQAP resolves all strategic tensions.

Beguiled by the unlimited objective, the United States has not fully

assessed the potential that apparent successes regarding limited

objectives may not be sustainable or are the result of factors other

than U.S. military action.

The emerging framework of “sustainable counterterrorism” risks

institutionalizing endless war rather than providing an exit. It

tends to presume that unexpected events will improve conditions

while underplaying the risk that they will result in sudden

escalations.

Sustainable counterterrorism fails to address the hole in American

doctrine and theory when it comes to strategic ends to war other

than decisive victory or defeat. In eliding the question of ends,

sustainable counterterrorism can maintain unlimited objectives

but in a more hidden fashion.

Sustainable counterterrorism mirrors the logic of “mowing the

grass,” replacing strategic thinking with a focus on tactics that are

easily overwhelmed by shifts in systemic risk. This approach risks

fueling preventive war logic.

Sustainable counterterrorism’s emphasis on enabling partners risks

over-identifying with them and losing the ability to exert pressure

for needed governance reforms.

• 

◦ 

◦ 

◦ 

• 

◦ 

◦ 

◦ 
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AQAP’s threat to the United States is limited. The war has been

conducted under conditions of extreme asymmetry of capabilities

and violence.

AQAP has failed to mount a successful campaign of repeated

attacks in the United States. Over almost two decades, al-Qaeda in

Yemen has carried out and directed at most two attacks in the

United States, killing three people.

Separated from the United States by oceans and about 8,000

miles, and unable to expand territory over the long term in Yemen

itself, AQAP’s violence against the U.S. homeland is restricted to

occasional raiding.

AQAP also struggles to target American forces in Yemen due to the

United States’ use of drones and partner forces to remove

American soldiers from the battlefield and insulate them from risk.

In contrast, the United States has killed more than 1,300 people in

Yemen, demonstrating its ability to access the battlefield.

Despite these limitations, AQAP demonstrated an ability to

conduct significant raids on the U.S. homeland, and in the absence

of military action, there is a reasonable case it would have carried

out a campaign of repeated attacks. As a result, the U.S. decision to

wage war in Yemen was made in a starker strategic context,

regarding homeland security, than the decision to wage war

against ISIS.

In 2009, AQAP almost brought down an airliner, which would have

killed hundreds of people. AQAP followed its 2009 attack with two

further plots targeting U.S. aviation.

U.S. government statements regarding the threat from AQAP

portrayed it as posing credible, specific, and direct threats to the

U.S. homeland while statements regarding ISIS portrayed it as a

potential threat that might grow rather than an already existing

one.

The threat of AQAP and other foreign terrorist organization-

directed attacks on the U.S. homeland has declined since the

2009-2012 period. Today, AQAP relies primarily upon its ability to

inspire and advise potential attackers via the Internet. The

◦ 

◦ 

◦ 

◦ 

• 

◦ 

◦ 

• 
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degraded and decentralized threat raises doubts about the

effectiveness and legitimacy of war as a response.

Government assessments and administration statements from

2009-2012 emphasized direct, existing, and credible threats to the

United States.

More recent statements discuss potential threats and suggest a

decline in capability.

The ability of potential attackers to travel to Yemen, receive

material aid, and then enter the United States collapsed as a result

of Yemen’s civil war.

AQAP’s recent propaganda has deemphasized the importance of

travel to Yemen (an important step for directed attacks) in favor of

inspiring attackers, who often act alone and lack material ties to the

group.

In order to end its endless war in Yemen, the United States must

commit to clarifying its objectives while expanding transparency

regarding the war AND abandon the objective of destroying AQAP

or al-Qaeda more broadly.

A focus on clarifying the objectives and conduct of the war risks

diverting needed critiques of whether the stated objectives are

coherent and achievable to begin with.

An agenda that improves transparency without ensuring that U.S.

objectives are achievable is likely to collapse over the long term.

Abandoning the unlimited objective of defeating AQAP without

clarifying the United States’ other objectives risks generating an

endless series of wars for shifting purposes.

To sustainably end its counterterrorism war, the United States

should further develop its planning for war termination and

expand its set of non-militarized tools for addressing the variety of

crises in Yemen.

Even restraint-oriented policymakers cannot be trusted to refrain

from re-escalating the war in times of crisis, making efforts to

address systemic sources of risk essential.

◦ 

◦ 

◦ 

◦ 

• 

◦ 

◦ 

◦ 

• 

◦ 
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The collapse of the Yemeni government and fragmentation of

Yemeni politics poses a major challenge to efforts to end the U.S.

war and increases the risk of re-escalation and/or a renewed AQAP

threat.

Due to its prior actions and ongoing relationships in the region, the

United States cannot avoid responsibility for conditions in Yemen.

Attempts to simply wash its hands of the country, viewing Yemeni

suffering as acceptable or even beneficial in strategic terms, will

likely fuel anti-American views.

Continuing the state of war in Yemen is not low risk.

The U.S. strike on Islamic Revolutionary Guard Corps (IRGC)

personnel in Yemen in 2020 illustrates the potential for U.S. action

to become intertwined with other conflicts and escalate.

Continuing an endless state of war warps American politics, setting

the United States up as a dominating power over Yemenis and

militarizing domestic American politics—even in the absence of

ongoing strikes.

The counterterrorism war in Yemen holds severe risks for

American democracy and the moral underpinnings of American

warfare precisely because of the radical asymmetry between the

violence the U.S. carries out or is capable of carrying out in Yemen,

and the violence AQAP is capable of carrying out against

Americans.

The United States should develop a full policy platform to end its

endless counterterrorism war in Yemen. This should include:

Repealing the 2001 AUMF.

Strict oversight of counterterrorism operations.

A thorough, public review of U.S. strikes and objectives in the war

in Yemen.

A public, detailed assessment of AQAP’s structure and threat.

A presidential speech and strategy document addressing the

history of the U.S. war and abandoning unlimited objectives while

explaining how any retained limited objectives can be achieved.

◦ 

• 

◦ 

◦ 

◦ 

• 

◦ 

◦ 

◦ 

◦ 

◦ 
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Efforts to improve American war termination planning and

capabilities to respond to the multiple socio-economic,

humanitarian, and political crises facing Yemenis.
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◦ 



1. Introduction

In the wake of the September 11 attacks, the United States embarked on a global

war on terrorism. As part of this global war, the United States also initiated a

series of wars in countries across the Greater Middle East. Twenty years later,

many of these wars continue with no end in sight. Among the wars the United

States initiated as part of its larger war on terror was its war on al-Qaeda in

Yemen, which would later brand itself as Al-Qaeda in the Arabian Peninsula

(AQAP).

This report argues that “endless war” is a meaningful concept that is useful for

understanding the counterterrorism war in Yemen. It defines endless war as a

war in which a belligerent is pursuing objectives it cannot achieve but is also not

at risk of being defeated or denied access to the battlefield. The U.S. record

across three administrations suggests that the United States’ war in Yemen meets

these criteria. The United States has too often sought unlimited objectives,

seeking the complete destruction and defeat of AQAP or the al-Qaeda network

more broadly.  Even if references to defeat are mere political rhetoric, such

commitments have warped American strategy. On the other hand, when the

United States has sought objectives short of AQAP’s destruction, it has failed to

publicly describe the supposedly limited objectives in a clear and stable manner.

While there may have been a legitimate case for U.S. military action in Yemen in

2009, when AQAP almost brought down an airliner, nearly killing hundreds of

people, the threat to the United States homeland from AQAP is substantially

lower today. Continuing to wage war on AQAP in these circumstances risks

embracing a military posture increasingly driven by preventive war logic in which

war is justified based on the belief that war now is preferable to other options as a

way of preventing growth in a rival’s capabilities that would pose a greater threat

in a future war.

Meanwhile, conditions in Yemen have deteriorated precipitously since 2009.

Yemen faces an enormous humanitarian crisis while an internationalized civil

war rages. This deterioration is rooted in local Yemeni political disputes and

regional dynamics that cannot be reduced to the war on terror. However,

pursuing a preventively framed counterterrorism war in such an environment is

likely to further entangle the United States in local conflicts, constrain U.S.

strategic options, and exacerbate the ongoing crises while also militarizing

American politics.

Facing this situation, some analysts argue for greater commitment to the

unlimited objective of defeating AQAP and the movements from which it arises.

Others argue for the development of a sustainable counterterrorism strategy that

acknowledges the problems with the objective of defeating AQAP but which

seeks to maintain the ability to use military force for limited objectives in an

1

2

3
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open-ended manner.  Both of these approaches are likely to backfire. Instead, the

United States should define achievable limited objectives, where the

accomplishment of an objective means an end to the war footing.

The U.S. counterterrorism war in Yemen has a long history. On November 3,

2002, the United States conducted its first drone strike in Yemen, killing six

people as they drove across the desert of Yemen’s Marib province. The strike

killed its target, Qaed Salim Sinan Al-Harithi, who was believed to have devised

the 2000 attack on the USS Cole.  It also killed an American citizen, Kamal

Derwish, who allegedly recruited a group of Yemeni-Americans to train in camps

in Afghanistan, where they met Osama bin Laden.

The strike demonstrated that Yemen would, at times, be a battlefield in the larger

global war on terror. However, facing backlash over the strike, the Bush

administration tended to treat Yemen not as a battlefield but as a partner in the

war on terror, focusing on advising and cooperating with the Yemeni government

rather than directly carrying out strikes.  The 2002 strike is the only one Bush is

known to have conducted in Yemen.

In 2009, the Obama administration perceived an increasing threat from al-

Qaeda in Yemen. As Obama took office, AQAP announced its formation via a

merger of previously existing networks in Saudi Arabia and Yemen.  Over the

course of that year, Americans inspired in part, but not directed, by AQAP or by

the propaganda of Anwar Awlaki, an American involved in AQAP’s attack

plotting, killed 14 people in two attacks inside the United States.  AQAP also

conducted attacks in Yemen and Saudi Arabia. Over this same period, the United

States prepared to carry out a campaign of direct, unilateral strikes against AQAP

and to encourage the Yemeni government to escalate its own actions.

The United States began carrying out a small number of strikes in December

2009 and early 2010. On December 25, 2009, Umar Farouk Abdulmuttalab, a

Nigerian trained and directed by AQAP and Awlaki, attempted but failed to bring

down a civilian flight over Detroit, using an innovative bomb designed to

circumvent airport security. The attack sparked significant concern about AQAP

as a global threat.  Over the next three years, that concern was amplified by two

other, foiled plots to attack American aviation.

As a result, Yemen increasingly became the site of its own specific war between

the United States and AQAP.  The war was embedded within the war against al-

Qaeda, but also had its own identity. It combined direct U.S. air strikes with

ramped-up efforts to train and equip the Yemeni government’s forces as well as

other assistance. In 2011, the pace of U.S. strikes increased, reaching its peak

under the Obama administration in 2012 amid AQAP’s territorial gains in the

aftermath of the Arab Spring.

4
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In 2014 and 2015, conditions in Yemen worsened as a civil war between Yemen’s

Houthi rebels and the Yemeni government broke out, leading to the functional

collapse of the Yemeni government, and a Saudi and Emirati intervention backed

by the United States. Initially, AQAP appeared to benefit from this instability,

once again seizing territory.  The Obama administration continued its strikes

during this period. The Trump administration further escalated the pace of

strikes to an unprecedented extent in 2017. Even as it escalated its own strikes,

the United States sought to enable the counterterrorism efforts of its Saudi and

Emirati partners.

In the final years of the Trump administration, and as the Biden administration

took office, the pace of strikes substantially declined and potentially halted.

United States Central Command has not acknowledged conducting any strikes in

Yemen in 2020 or 2021.  However, that does not rule out covert strikes, and the

U.S. government has more broadly acknowledged conducting strikes in Yemen in

2020.  Reporting regarding the Biden administration’s review of

counterterrorism strikes suggests a near total pause in 2021, although there are

contested reports of U.S. strikes.  Even with a possible pause, the U.S.

counterterrorism war in Yemen has taken on an endless character rooted in a lack

of clear and stable American objectives and the United States’ long-standing

maintenance of an unlimited and likely impossible objective of destroying al-

Qaeda. While the United States may have halted its strikes in Yemen, the state of

war against AQAP continues. The United States has neither abandoned nor fully

achieved its objectives. Nor has any administration declared the

counterterrorism war in Yemen over.

The Biden administration’s move towards a vision of sustainable

counterterrorism further institutionalizes this situation.  Even though the Biden

administration appears to have abandoned unlimited objectives, it has not

replaced them with clear statements of alternative achievable ends. The

unlimited objectives that defined prior strategies can come to fill in as a projected

end point, even if the administration remains largely silent about them.

As the United States claims to be adopting sustainable counterterrorism, the

broader situation in Yemen remains a political and humanitarian disaster. The

war has shown signs that it could escalate with the U.S. strike on an IRGC official

in Yemen in 2020, and Houthi rebels firing ballistic missiles at the UAE in 2022,

implicating American forces, being two examples.  At the same time, the posture

of endless war for rationales rooted in the futurology of preventive war logic

undermines American democracy and the traditional moral restraints on

warfare. Promulgating a vision of sustainable counterterrorism that retains the

state of war underrates the potential for crises to collapse such a strategy and

prevents the kind of strategic analysis of ends needed to navigate these

treacherous conditions. Instead, the United States should develop a full policy

platform aimed at ending its endless counterterrorism war—not sustaining it.
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This report is divided into seven sections, including this introduction. The next

section defines endless war and describes the dynamics that have made the U.S.

war in Yemen endless. The third section assesses the threat that AQAP poses.

The fourth section identifies the objectives the United States pursued in its war in

Yemen and examines how a combination of expansive and unclear objectives

helped generate the war’s endlessness. The fifth section analyzes whether U.S.

objectives in Yemen are achievable. The sixth section analyzes the level of war

termination planning. The concluding section discusses what it would take to

sustainably end the war.
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2. A Theory of Endless War and its Applicability in
Yemen

Labeling the counterterrorism war in Yemen an endless war requires defining

endlessness. This section defines “endless war” and presents a framework for the

analysis that follows. It defines key terms used throughout this report and

explains why the combination of jihadist weakness, expansive and/or unclear

American objectives, and poor war termination planning promoted endlessness

in the war in Yemen and America’s counterterrorism wars more broadly. The

definitions and framework used here were first presented and are described in

greater detail in the author’s prior report, Defining Endless Wars. 

The Counterterrorism War in Yemen as an Endless War

Some commentators argue that “endless war” is a meaningless political talking

point, a conclusion this report rejects.  This report defines war as having an

endless character when two conditions exist: The first condition is that a

belligerent adopts objectives that it lacks the capability to achieve; the second

condition is that despite the inability to achieve its objectives, the belligerent is

also not at risk of being defeated or otherwise denied access to the battlefield and

thus the ability to pursue its objectives remains.

Endlessness is best assessed by evaluating objectives and the balance of power in

a war—the two core facets of its definition. However, other, more easily

compared markers can inform assessments of whether a war has taken on an

endless character. War duration is a particularly useful marker. But because

duration is not dispositive as to whether a war is an endless war, it must be

followed up with further analysis to determine whether a war has an endless

character or is simply lengthy in duration.

The counterterrorism war in Yemen has taken on an endless character. While the

United States’ objectives have varied over time, the United States has sought

objectives like the defeat and destruction of al-Qaeda in Yemen, eventually

known as Al-Qaeda in the Arabian Peninsula, that appear to be beyond the

capability of the United States to achieve. At the same time, AQAP is not capable

of defeating the United States. Nor can AQAP deny the United States the

capability to conduct strikes inside Yemen. There is little evidence that these

conditions will soon change.

When not pursuing unlimited objectives of defeating and destroying AQAP, the

United States has sought to degrade and disrupt AQAP’s activities, particularly,

to deny it territory, but it has rarely framed its limited objectives in a way that

22

23
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envisions and prepares for an end to the war. As a result, objectives that might

have been achievable, have also proven beyond the United States’ capabilities.

The war’s long duration bolsters the claim that it has taken on an endless

character. The United States has waged its counterterrorism war in Yemen for

more than 12 years; more than 19 years, if one begins counting with the first strike

in 2002.  This means the war has gone on for about as long as the U.S. war in

Vietnam, a case that was described as endless in contemporaneous discussions.

While there has been some discussion of the war in Yemen as an endless or

forever war, debate has focused primarily upon the U.S. support for the Saudi-led

war against the Houthis and not the counterterrorism war. Legislative efforts to

end U.S. support for the Saudi-led coalition’s war against Houthi rebels in Yemen

have tended to exclude America’s counterterrorism strikes from their purview.

Although the two wars are intertwined, this report focuses upon the U.S.

counterterrorism war on AQAP and other jihadist groups.

What Drives Endlessness in American Counterterrorism Warfare?

Four factors have been particularly important in generating endlessness in the

United States’ counterterrorism wars.  They are:

1. The weakness of jihadist groups. Jihadist groups are incapable of militarily

defeating the United States, either by destroying it, or by denying it access to the

battlefield. Were jihadists capable of posing such a threat, America’s wars might

end with jihadists achieving victory against American wishes.  As the United

States’ jihadist enemies lack such capabilities, the United States is the primary

power capable of determining the location and character of its wars. Jihadists can

use violence to influence and coerce that decision process but cannot militarily

defeat the United States.

Moreover, most jihadist groups do not pose threats that force stark choices for the

United States.  Instead, the threat has tended to be similar to such accepted risks

as industrial accidents or people dying in bathtubs.  Even on the battlefield far

from the United States, the U.S. way of war insulates the American military from

violence, imposing a radical asymmetry.  The level of threat that jihadist groups

pose to the U.S. homeland can be placed on a spectrum ranging from a very high

level of an existential threat through a medium level of a group incapable of

taking territory but capable of highly disruptive campaigns of repeated attacks to

a very low level where a group has not demonstrated a capability to direct attacks

inside the United States (See Table 1).

2. The United States’ expansive and often unlimited objectives. The

United States has tended to select expansive objectives—most notably, unlimited

objectives (objectives that seek the total destruction and defeat of the enemy).
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Even where the United States has chosen limited objectives (objectives that

pursue something other than total defeat), it has often selected difficult-to-

achieve objectives that still involve expansive visions of transforming

governance. Where the United States has selected limited and disruptive

objectives regarding specific threats, it has often found its objectives achievable

but unsatisfying, revealing the continued existence of limited but transformative

or unlimited objectives. In evaluating the existence of this factor, it is useful to

identify whether a war’s objectives are unlimited, limited and transformative, or

limited and disruptive, which tend to vary in their difficulty (See Table 2).

3. The United States’ pursuit of unclear or unstable objectives. The United

States has failed to maintain stable and clear objectives in its wars. It is difficult to

end a war if one cannot determine whether one’s objectives were accomplished

because they were never clearly stated or because new objectives emerge as older

objectives are accomplished.  One way to measure the extent to which a war’s

objectives are clear and stable is to look at whether the government provides a

consistent public explanation of what it desires the war to produce, which can be

evaluated on a spectrum from Very Clear to Very Unclear (See Table 3).

4. The United States’ lack of preparation and planning for war

termination. The United States has also often failed to plan for war termination.

 As a result, the U.S. may appear to have achieved its objectives, but only insofar

as the U.S. continues to apply military force. A failure to adequately develop plans

for war termination can result in the U.S. failing to exit or exiting only to return

later.

Efforts to terminate the United States’ counterterrorism wars pose a particular

set of challenges. A belief in the importance of achieving unlimited or decisive

military defeat of enemies has stunted planning for war termination.

Christopher Kolenda argues that the Department of Defense “has no definition

or doctrine for this seemingly critical aspect of war. Options other than decisive

victory do not exist in the national security lexicon.”  Traditionally, a peace

agreement is the gold-standard of war termination whether achieved after a

decisive military triumph or as a result of negotiation.  This is for good reason,

and the United States should not automatically dismiss negotiation with even its

most radical terrorist enemies.

However, governments are loathe to negotiate peace agreements with groups

that embrace terrorism as a tactic, in part because the tactic contributes to a

perception—one that is not necessarily false—that such groups have maximal

aims and won’t actually end their use of violence.  Moreover, the decentralized

character of many of the United States’ current rivals means that, even if a deal

were struck, it might not be enforceable. War termination via a peace deal

between the United States and al-Qaeda is thus unlikely.
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This does not mean war termination is impossible. The extensive focus on a

peace agreement as the only way to terminate a war reflects the peculiar role that

wars between continental European states, who could not effectively deny their

rivals access to the battlefield, played in generating conceptions of war

termination.  In contrast, the United States, like many other maritime powers, is

capable of effectively denying an enemy the ability to turn its own territory into a

battlefield. Kolenda terms such an approach transition as contraposed to decisive

victory, in which the enemy is either militarily annihilated or surrenders, and 

negotiated outcome, in which no power surrenders but both come to an agreement

to end the war (or at least direct hostilities).  In the absence of a peace

agreement, the United States can terminate a war by handing responsibility for

security over to a partner or other authority.

Some contend that such a handover is not a true end to the war, arguing that al-

Qaeda will continue to pursue its “endless jihad” regardless of U.S. action.  This,

however, is a misreading of what war is. War, at least in most Western

philosophical traditions, requires some level of reciprocal threat or implied

agreement to combat in the form of war.  If one side does not fight and another

does, that is traditionally viewed as murder, massacre, or other forms of one-

sided violence.  The United States can also bolster its war termination

capabilities by improving its already strong defensive measures, including law

enforcement and intelligence work, and its efforts to address the systemic crises

and grievances that empower jihadist groups.

A handover of responsibility combined with clear renunciation of a war footing is

likely to be the nature of war termination in the United States’ counterterrorism

wars. The extent of development of war termination plans can thus be assessed

as being at a low, medium, or high level depending on the amount of preparation

for such a handover and the ability of the newly responsible actor to maintain a

level of security that does not depend on the continued use of direct American

force or a continued war-footing that enables rapid re-escalation without

renewed debate and the authorization of a new war (See Table 4).
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Four Types of Endless War: Why the Factors Driving Endlessness
Matter

By focusing on the interaction between achievability and clarity of objectives

while assuming a context in which the enemy is incapable of ending the war on

its own terms, we can identify four distinct types of endless war (See Table 5). No

war is likely to fall entirely within any of these types. However, positing these

types warns against an overemphasis on any single policy approach that might be

useful in ending some wars but not others.

Type 1: The first type are wars that take on an endless character because the

government does not set stable and clear objectives and is also not capable of

achieving the objectives it sets out because they are so expansive. Efforts to bring

such wars to an end require both clarifying the objectives and ensuring that the

newly clarified objectives are achievable. Efforts that prioritize only one strand of

policy will simply move the war into a different type of endlessness.

Type 2: The second type are wars where the government is clear about what

objective it seeks but has selected an objective that is so expansive as to be

unachievable. In these wars, endlessness is primarily driven by expansive

objectives, requiring the government to limit what it seeks in order to end the

war. In contrast, efforts to improve the clarity of objectives, for example by

expanding transparency, will have little success as a tool for bringing such wars to

an end because their endlessness is not rooted in unclear or opaque objectives

but in the willful decision to pursue difficult-to-achieve objectives. A focus on

increasing transparency and clarity as the leverage point in such wars risks

undermining efforts to end the war by deemphasizing questions about the

political objective in favor of legalistic criticism.

Type 3: The third type are wars where the government does not know what its

objectives are and often shifts objectives, but those shifting objectives are

achievable. In such a war, the key leverage point for ending the war is clarifying

what the United States’ true objectives are. Whereas in a Type 2 endless war, a

focus on transparency is unlikely to bring an end to war and can risk prolonging

it, in this kind of endless war, it is essential while focusing criticism on the

achievability of specific ends is likely to lead to poor analysis.

Type 4: The fourth type occurs when the government has achievable and clear

objectives. Under such conditions, endless war should be rare. However,

endlessness may still emerge for other reasons. For example, the war might take

on an endless character if the government fails to adequately prepare for and

develop war termination plans.
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What Type of Endless War is the War in Yemen?

This report assesses the Yemen war to be somewhere between a Type 1 endless

war (with endlessness driven both by a failure to clearly define objectives and by

the presence of unachievable expansive objectives) and a Type 3 endless war

(with endlessness driven by a lack of clear and stable objectives but where

objectives—when stated—tend to be achievable).

The character of endlessness in Yemen can be illuminated by comparison with

the counter-ISIS war (See Table 6). The counter-ISIS war is best understood as

Type 2 endless war driven by the pursuit of an unlimited and unachievable

objective that was stated very clearly.

For most of the counter-ISIS war, the United States clearly and publicly explained

its objective. For example, on September 10, 2014, Obama described the

objective in the counter-ISIS war, saying: “Our objective is clear: We will degrade,

and ultimately destroy, ISIL through a comprehensive and sustained

counterterrorism strategy.”

In contrast, the counterterrorism war in Yemen was born in secrecy. The United

States denied it was even waging a war. Once the United States acknowledged it

was waging a war in Yemen, it did not provide a specific explanation of the
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objective in the way that Obama did as he initiated the war against ISIS. Instead,

the United States alternated between a range of objectives.

In the counter-ISIS war, the unlimited objective of destroying ISIS has proven

unachievable. The United States destroyed ISIS’s territorial expression in Syria

and Iraq (best understood as a limited but transformative objective of denying

ISIS territory), but the group continues to operate.

In contrast, the United States often embraced limited objectives in its

counterterrorism war in Yemen, including killing specific AQAP operatives and

disrupting external attack plotting. The United States at times, has contended

that it is not pursuing a larger military campaign to transform governance in

Yemen or destroy AQAP. Many of the limited objectives in Yemen were, at least

theoretically, achievable. Some, like killing Anwar Awlaki, were achieved. Yet the

United States also maintained a broader and unstable definition of what else it

was pursuing, including an unlimited objective of destroying AQAP.

The distinction between the two wars’ objectives is not a bright line. As the

United States finds itself stuck in Syria and Iraq unable to fully destroy ISIS as a

movement or group, the counter-ISIS war may be moving towards a confused

jumble of re-defined objectives that may be more limited but that are not as

clearly stated.  This is a shift from a Type 2 endless war to a Type 1 or 3 endless

war, depending on the extent to which “defeat” remains an objective. In essence,

it has come to look more like the war in Yemen.

Regarding the level of threat, the counter-ISIS war and the war in Yemen also had

important similarities. Neither ISIS nor AQAP held the capability to defeat the

United States or deny it military access to the battlefield. Thus, both wars held

the potential for endlessness, assuming the United States did not carefully define

achievable objectives.

However, unlike ISIS, whose threat to the homeland was very low and framed in

terms of preventive war logic, AQAP demonstrated an existing capability to

directly attack the United States. The strategic context of U.S. choices—in terms

of homeland security—was thus starker than it was during the initiation of the

war against ISIS.

In both wars the United States also showed a low level of preparation and

planning for war termination. In the counter-ISIS war, the United States

eventually developed effective partnerships with the Iraqi government and the

largely Kurdish Syrian Democratic Forces (SDF) while mitigating many of the

technical challenges of these partnerships.  Yet these mitigation strategies often

relied on close U.S. involvement. In particular, the United States has struggled to

develop a clear vision of how the SDF will fit into Syrian politics in the absence of

a protective U.S. shield.
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In Yemen, the United States has had little success managing tensions with and

among its partners, saw its Yemeni-government partner collapse, and today

relies largely upon the Saudis and Emiratis, whose efforts face substantial

limitations. In both wars, the United States demonstrated only limited efforts and

capability to resolve underlying systemic socio-economic crises that hold the

potential to fuel resurgences in the threat to U.S. interests that could shift

policymaker and public perceptions and motivate a return to war.

It is important to identify the roots of the Yemen war’s endlessness because it

involves more than just the adoption of expansive objectives. In addition to

abandoning the mirage of destroying AQAP, the United States will also need to

clarify its limited objectives and improve war termination planning processes.

Restraint-oriented policymakers should take heed that only embracing parts of

this agenda could merely shift the war in Yemen into a different type of

endlessness.
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3. Evaluating the Threat from AQAP

When the United States re-initiated direct U.S. strikes in Yemen in December

2009, AQAP posed a low-to-medium level of threat to the United States. It

proved capable of conducting a major attack inside the United States and there’s

a case that it would have successfully mounted a campaign of repeated attacks in

the absence of the U.S. war.

Yet, even in 2009, AQAP never threatened to destroy the United States or seize

its territory. Nor has AQAP ever proven capable of denying the U.S. military

access to the battlefield. Thus, the stage was set for the war to take on an endless

character if the United States did not carefully define and limit its objectives.

Today, in 2022, the threat from AQAP has been substantially diminished, yet the

U.S. war continues. Whatever justifications for war might have existed in 2009

are increasingly being replaced by preventive war logic. Continuing the war

under these conditions raises substantial moral and strategic issues.

AQAP’s Inability to Militarily Defeat the United States

AQAP is incapable of destroying the United States or denying it access to the

battlefield. As Helen Lackner emphasizes, “While AQAP is widely described as a

major threat to civilization as we know it, however awful, occasional terrorist

incidents do not constitute an existential threat.”  Located some 8,000 miles

away from the United States, al-Qaeda in Yemen has carried out or coordinated

two attacks in the United States over the span of almost two decades, only one of

which was deadly—the attack in Pensacola that killed three people. AQAP has

never managed to send more than a single individual at a time to conduct an

attack inside the United States. AQAP has even struggled to exert territorial

control within Yemen itself, let alone extend such power thousands of miles

across oceans.

The United States conducted strikes in Yemen every year between 2009 and

2020, killing more than 1,300 people.  While it is possible that it conducted no

strikes in 2021, that should not be interpreted as a sign the United States could

not conduct a strike if it chose to.

When AQAP succeeded in taking territory, rather than enhancing its ability to

deny the United States access to the battlefield, it opened itself up to deadly

strikes that ripped holes in its leadership.  AQAP eventually withdrew from its

territorial gains in Yemen.  The Islamic State in Yemen had even less success in

establishing a strong presence in Yemen.
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AQAP’s violence may be able to raise the cost of U.S. warfare with the aim of

coercing the United States to exit the war. However, such an outcome does not

constitute a decisive military defeat. Moreover, the United States’ adoption of

drone warfare limits AQAP’s coercive power by removing the Americans who it

could target from the battlefield.

AQAP’s Low-to-Medium Level of Threat at the War’s Initiation

AQAP did prove itself capable of conducting occasional attacks inside the United

States in 2009. It therefore posed at least a low-level threat and arguably could

have posed a medium-level threat capable of maintaining a campaign of repeated

attacks inside the United States in the absence of military action.

On Christmas Day 2009, Umar Farouk Abdulmuttalab detonated a bomb he was

carrying aboard a flight over Detroit; luckily the bomb did not explode properly,

so the attack did not kill anyone. If it had succeeded, it would have killed more

than 200 people. Abdulmuttalab had been radicalized in Nigeria and Britain but

had spent time in Yemen in 2004 and 2005. In late 2009, he again traveled to

Yemen where he sought out Anwar Awlaki, a Yemeni-American cleric who had

returned to Yemen and joined with AQAP. Awlaki helped prepare him to conduct

the attack and connected him to others in AQAP’s external attack apparatus.

In the wake of the Christmas Day attack, AQAP mounted two similar attempts to

attack the United States. In October 2010, AQAP placed bombs hidden in printer

cartridges on flights with the packages addressed to locations in Chicago.  Saudi

intelligence reportedly learned of the plot as it went into motion and provided the

tracking numbers of the packages to the United States a day after they shipped,

leading to a scramble to locate and retrieve the bombs.

The administration perceived the plot as a close call.  On October 29, 2010, the

day after the Saudi tip, Obama gave a press briefing in which he provided an

update on what he called “a credible terrorist threat against our country,” a

phrasing that Obama, Trump, and Biden have not used to describe ISIS plotting

against the United States.  Obama’s counterterrorism adviser John Brennan

wrote that the Saudis described the October intelligence as “100 percent reliable

about an imminent attack against America.”

In 2012, AQAP plotted to replicate the Christmas Day bombing, but the selected

bomber was a Saudi informant.

U.S. government assessments suggest that AQAP posed a direct, imminent threat

to the U.S. homeland in a way that ISIS did not. For example, as the counter-ISIS

war began in August 2014, then-Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff General

Martin E. Dempsey, stated that there had not yet been evidence that ISIS was

engaged in “active plotting against the homeland, so it’s different than that which
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we see in Yemen.”  The U.S. government repeatedly asserted it had no specific

evidence of credible ISIS plots against the U.S. homeland.

In contrast, in a September 2010 statement on U.S. strategy in Yemen, Aaron W.

Jost, director for Arabian Peninsula Affairs for the National Security Council,

stated, “There is no doubt AQAP is a serious threat to Yemen, the United States,

and our allies. This was vividly demonstrated by the attempted bombing of

Northwest Airlines Flight 253 on December 25, 2009,” adding that the group

“continues to plot additional attacks against the United States.”  In October

2010, Obama gave his briefing on the “credible” October 2010 plot.  In 2011,

then-FBI Director Robert Mueller stated, “AQAP has proven its capability to

direct attacks into the United States, and a strike against its leadership, even a

significant one, does not eliminate the potential for retaliation or other action by

AQAP.”  Also in 2011, John Brennan, Obama’s counterterrorism adviser, stated,

“AQAP remains the most operationally active affiliate in the network and poses a

direct threat to the United States.”

The intelligence community’s Worldwide Threat Assessment testimony reveals

the extent to which the United States perceived AQAP to be a major threat,

particularly in the 2009-2012 period (See Appendix 1) and shows that the above

remarks are not comparable to the occasional overheated remark in media

interviews by administration figures about the threat posed by ISIS. Already in

early 2009 before the Christmas Day attack, the intelligence community

assessed that “Yemen is reemerging as a jihadist battleground and potential base

of operations for al Qa’ida to plan internal and external attacks.”  In 2010, the

assessment called AQAP the “foremost concern,” discussed the need to

“monitor the group’s capabilities, intentions, and recruitment of Westerners or

other individuals with access to the US homeland.”  In 2011, the assessment

discussed AQAP as “energized,” “increasingly devoted to directing and inspiring

attacks on the US homeland,” and likely to grow in strength without disruption

while also mentioning specific past attack plots.

The United States also perceived a direct threat from al-Qaeda in South Asia that

heightened the concern regarding AQAP. In 2009, the intelligence community

assessed that “al-Qa’ida continues to pursue plans for homeland attacks.”  In

2010, it stated, “al-Qa’ida also retains the capability to recruit, train, and deploy

operatives to mount some kind of an attack against the Homeland.”

In a December 2009 speech, Obama called Afghanistan and Pakistan, “the

epicenter of violent extremism practiced by al-Qaeda,” adding, “new attacks are

being plotted as I speak. This is no idle danger; no hypothetical threat. In the last

few months alone, we have apprehended extremists within our borders who were

sent here from the border region of Afghanistan and Pakistan to commit new acts

of terror.”
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In addition to the known attack plots for which there is no ISIS equivalent, a letter

addressed to al-Qaeda figures in Yemen and recovered during the raid that killed

Bin Laden suggests al-Qaeda core was in communication with AQAP about

further developing direct plots against the U.S. homeland. The letter notes, “If

the government does not agree on a truce, concentrate on the Yemeni emigrants

who come back to visit Yemen and have American visas or citizenship and would

be able to conduct operations inside America as long as they have not given their

promises not to harm America. We need to extend and develop our operations in

America and not keep it limited to blowing up airplanes.”

Court cases suggest that AQAP was working on developing such a capability.

Lawal Babafemi, a 35-year-old Nigerian, was sentenced to 22 years in prison in

August 2015 after pleading guilty to providing material support to AQAP.

According to the court records, between January 2010 and August 2011, Babafemi

made two trips to Yemen, during which he trained with AQAP and worked with

its English language media operatives, including Samir Khan, an American

citizen, and received money and directions from Awlaki to recruit more English-

speaking Nigerians.  The government’s sentencing letter contended:

It is difficult to imagine that Awlaki saw Babafemi as nothing other than

a useful recruiter for the group, since the last Nigerian citizen

committed to jihad who had traveled to Yemen and joined AQAP had

successfully—per Awlaki’s direction—obtained a visa to travel to the

United States and boarded an airliner bound for Detroit with a bomb

sewn into his underwear. Awlaki was well aware of the fact that

Nigerian citizens have more connections in, and readier access to, the

United States than non-English speaking citizens of various Middle

Eastern countries.

The letter notes that Babafemi met Minh Quang Pham, a British citizen who had

joined AQAP, in Yemen in 2010.  Pham was arrested after returning to the

United Kingdom, in part, as a result of informants in AQAP’s networks.  Pham

pled guilty in January 2016 to providing material support to AQAP.  The

Department of Justice press release on the plea states that “Aulaqi personally

taught Pham how to create a lethal explosive device using household chemicals

and directed Pham to detonate such an explosive device at the arrivals area of

London’s Heathrow International Airport following Pham’s return to the United

Kingdom in 2011.”  During the sentencing process, Pham contested parts of

these claims, and his plea was vacated on constitutional grounds. His trial is

ongoing as of this writing.

The January 2015 attack on the offices of the satirical newspaper Charlie Hebdo in

France provides another warning against viewing Abdulmuttalab’s attack as a

rare exception. Chérif Kouachi, one of the perpetrators of the attack, reportedly
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traveled to Yemen in the summer of 2011, and received training and money from

AQAP.  During the attack, Chérif Kouachi told a news station, “I was sent, me,

Cherif Kouachi, by Al Qaeda of Yemen. I went over there and it was Anwar al

Awlaki who financed me.”  AQAP claimed the attack, saying it financed and

directed it and cited Awlaki as having a role in its preparation.

According to Pro-Publica reporter Sebastian Rotella, French and U.S. intelligence

sources believe that Kouachi met with Peter Cherif, another French militant

active in AQAP, whom the Kouachis were previously connected to through a

larger French jihadist network.  They contend that Peter Cherif provided

Kouachi with funding from AQAP, general instructions to carry out attacks in

France focused on retaliating for the alleged desecration of the Prophet, and

arranged for him to receive “brief ” training from AQAP.  While Peter Cherif was

later captured and extradited to face terrorism charges in France, he was not

charged in relation to the Charlie Hebdo attack.

An examination of U.S. terrorism cases also confirms the government’s

assessment that al-Qaeda core posed a direct threat. On September 9, 2009,

Najibullah Zazi, an American citizen, who received training from al-Qaeda in

Pakistan alongside two others, began a drive from Colorado to New York where

he planned to bomb the New York subway; luckily, Zazi’s communications with

his al-Qaeda handlers were intercepted, leading to his arrest.

Why the Distinction Between Threat Levels Matters

Whether AQAP demonstrated a sustainable capability to plot and attempt major

attacks inside the United States is a key question. As a Congressional Research

Service report put it in January 2010, less than a month after the Christmas Day

bombing, “Many analysts suggest that policymakers focus on whether or not

terrorist groups in Yemen, such as Al Qaeda in the Arabian Peninsula (AQAP),

have a sustainable ability to directly threaten U.S. homeland security. Such a

determination, some argue, should dictate the extent of U.S. resources

committed to counterterrorism and stabilization efforts there.”

Pursuing war as a response to low- or very low-level threats is likely to lead to the

adoption of preventive war logic in which war is motivated by a desire to keep a

rival from growing its capabilities. In the case of a very low threat level, where the

enemy lacks the capability to conduct attacks in the United States, preventive war

logic is already present. Where a group can conduct occasional attacks but lacks

the capability to mount a sustained campaign, military action is likely to quickly

lead to a situation with a lack of targets posing imminent threats and then

devolve into preventive war logic.

It is difficult to establish clear limits and markers of when a preventively framed

objective might be achieved.  In addition, rationales for military action that are
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preventive or only loosely tied to imminent threats generate security dilemmas

regarding powers other than those initially targeted by suggesting that the United

States may have aggressive motives beyond self-defense. This “preventive war

paradox” tends to increase threats, missing the forest of the broader socio-

political environment that it undermines for the trees of specific capabilities that

might be eliminated or reduced.

On the other hand, downplaying the importance of threats that are short of

existential brings its own risks for those who wish to end endless war. If AQAP’s

external attack capability was sustainable, representing not just a failure of U.S.

protective measures but an adaptable enemy with the capability to repeatedly

exploit and create vulnerabilities in the U.S. defense system, failing to disrupt the

capability would eventually result in successful, deadly attacks on the homeland.

Analysts and advocates should be wary of presuming that stated commitments to

end endless war would survive a campaign of attacks.

Waging war when the threat level is low or very low also raises moral issues. The

United States’ current way of warfare—waged primarily by drones and proxy

forces—has radically insulated the U.S. military from danger (at least from non-

state groups like AQAP).  The death of Chief Petty Officer William Ryan Owens

in the botched January 2017 ground raid in the Yakla area of Yemen’s centrally

located al Bayda governorate is the exception that proves the rule regarding the

isolation of American forces from battlefield risk.

The asymmetry on the battlefield combines with the asymmetry that arises when

the United States can choose the location of the battlefield because its enemies

are unable to project power into the United States on more than an occasional

basis. American use of military force in such a context begins to look like one-

sided forms of violence rather than war. This does not mean U.S. strikes are

necessarily unjustifiable, but it raises moral concerns regarding the permissibility

of targeting even those who belong to an enemy force.

Had the Christmas Day attack succeeded, it would have killed hundreds of

people and there is a case it was part of a larger set of attack plots that were

disrupted through the use of military force. However, the presence of occasional

attacks does not eliminate the moral problem. As Neil Renic argues, “one of the

most important tasks of the Just War Tradition is the creation and maintenance

of a stark demarcation between the zone of war and zone of peace.”  Equating a

low level of violence of the sort that AQAP or the al-Qaeda network as a whole

has managed to carry out in the United States in recent years with the level of

violence that is traditionally seen in war undermines that separation.  Given

that U.S. counterterrorism is partially a response to groups that seek to eliminate

that demarcation, this is a strategic as well as moral problem.

Military action may have been justifiable in 2009. But in 2022, the

counterterrorism war in Yemen—insofar as it is pursued based on American
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homeland security—looks ever more like the application of one-sided violence

grounded in preventive war logic. The roots of that moral problem lie not merely

with today’s decisions regarding how to wage the war, but also with the failure to

define and limit the objectives of military action at the initiation of the war in

order to account for the level of threat and how it might decline in the future.

Is There a Sustainable AQAP Threat to the Homeland Today?

This report assesses that there was a reasonable case that AQAP posed a medium

level threat to the U.S. homeland between 2009 and 2012. However, the further

one moves from the 2009-2012 period, the weaker the case becomes, even when

accounting for the deadly 2019 attack in Pensacola, Florida.

A full assessment of the extent of AQAP’s threat to the U.S. homeland requires

more information regarding the group’s activities than is publicly available. The

United States should make increasing transparency regarding its assessment of

that threat and what it knows about AQAP external attack structures a priority.

The Pensacola Attack: Evidence for a Continued Threat?

AQAP’s actions and propaganda suggest it has not abandoned its desire to

promote attacks on the United States and other Western states.  On December

6, 2019, Mohammed al-Shamrani shot and killed three people at Naval Air

Station Pensacola in Florida. The attack was coordinated and potentially directed

by AQAP.

Yet, there is no public evidence that AQAP provided any form of material

assistance to the perpetrator or actually contributed to the plot beyond branding

it as an AQAP attack by communicating with the plotter and providing evidence

of that communication. In addition, the plot was not particularly sophisticated,

despite the involvement of a foreign terrorist organization.  The attack involved

a single individual who infiltrated the United States, and that individual killed

three people in an attack not dissimilar from the attacks that Americans inspired

by jihadist ideology—or other ideologies—have conducted without foreign

terrorist organization support.

If the Pensacola attack does not represent evidence of a sustained AQAP external

attack capability, and did not require a material contribution from AQAP, citing

the prevention of such an attack as a military objective is a recipe for endless war.

There is little reason to believe such an attack would not be resilient to AQAP’s

loss of territory—it appears to have taken shape while AQAP was struggling to

hold its own in Yemen’s complex civil war.  Nor is it clear why the plot would

not be resilient to the killing of specific operational figures in AQAP. The attacker

could have connected with another operative inside Yemen or even outside

Yemen. Moreover, it is difficult to see how a vision that justifies war against a
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group as a response to an enabled attack that killed three people can

meaningfully separate conditions of peace from conditions of war given a death

toll that was similar to any number of criminal acts of violence.

This would mean that, in the absence of the total and complete defeat of not just

AQAP but the jihadist movement it emerges from in Yemen and outside of it,

which is an implausible objective, preventing similar attacks over the long term is

not an achievable objective (see Table 7). If the plot is shown to not be resilient to

these factors, achievable limited objectives might be available.

The three deaths in Pensacola are a tragedy and the role of AQAP in the attack

requires close study. However, the attack should not overshadow the evidence

that the AQAP threat to the homeland has declined since 2009.

Drone Strikes and Skilled Operative Losses as Evidence of a Reduced Threat

That evidence includes how U.S. strikes have killed many of the skilled operatives

that staffed the external attack apparatus, suggesting the threat has declined. U.S.

drone strikes have killed tens of AQAP commanders over the course of the

campaign, including twice killing the group’s overall leader: first in 2015 when the

United States killed Nasir al-Wuhayshi, and then in 2020 when the United States
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killed Qasim al-Raymi.  In September 2011, the United States killed Anwar

Awlaki, the subject of a long manhunt that defined much of the early phases of

the U.S. counterterrorism war.

Gregory Johnsen writes that AQAP’s external attack capability has, as a result,

“atrophied.”  Elisabeth Kendall writes, “It is unlikely that AQAP is currently in a

position to exercise direct command and control over attacks in the West. But it

can certainly still inspire, and possibly even provide some direction,” and notes

the rapidity with which operatives tied to the attack in Pensacola were killed.

The killing of AQAP’s leaders and operatives has not defeated the organization.

Awlaki’s inspirational role arguably grew after his death.  Some analysts

conclude that the drone campaign has been counterproductive overall, helping to

drive Yemeni support for AQAP and encouraging the group to view its role in

more global terms.

However, policymakers should not conflate the question of whether drones

helped or harmed American objectives of destroying AQAP with the question of

whether strikes disrupted specific plotting activity or degraded the capability to

plot such attacks. A focus on the allegedly counterproductive impact of drone

strikes on the conflict as a whole can—if not carefully applied—end up replicating

the myth that AQAP is defeatable, fueling the dangerous obsession with

unlimited ends and its tendency to obscure tradeoffs between more achievable,

limited objectives.

Thomas Hegghammer argued in 2010 that AQAP’s foreign operations efforts are

not the same as the group as whole and deliberately kept small and isolated from

the group’s larger force structure, adding “if protecting the homeland is a priority,

then dismantling AQAP’s Foreign Operations Unit should be at the top of

America’s counterterrorism agenda in Yemen. Chasing the rest of AQAP is

important, but should come second on the list of priorities. Of course, a strong

core organization helps the Foreign Operations Unit, but the terrorist threat to

the West from Yemen is by no means directly proportional to the overall strength

of AQAP.”  In the case of Awlaki, the stated reason the United States targeted

him for assassination was his role in organizing direct attacks on the United

States not his propaganda role.  The intelligence community assessed that the

loss of Awlaki likely partially disrupted AQAP’s external operations.

In 2018, Johnsen, who was a subject of Hegghammer’s critique, acknowledged

the distinction between AQAP’s external and internal capabilities, writing,

regarding Yemen’s civil war, “When the war started, many outside observers—

myself included—believed that the longer the fighting lasted, the more recruits

AQAP would gain and the greater a threat it would become. We were half-right.

The fighting has increased AQAP’s numbers but hasn’t made the group more of a

threat to the West.”
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U.S. and European Statements as Evidence of a Reduced Threat

Recent U.S. government assessments, in contrast to the 2009-2012 period, also

suggest AQAP’s threat to the homeland has declined. The government has

repeatedly assessed that it lacks evidence of specific foreign terrorist

organization plots targeting the homeland.

In April 2011, the United States replaced its infamous color-coded terrorism

warning system with the National Terrorism Advisory System (NTAS), which

would send out an alert in the case of important information regarding threats to

the United States, distinguishing between either an “elevated” threat with no

specific information on timing or location or an “imminent” threat where such

information did exist.  NTAS provided its first bulletin in December 2015,

reading, “We know of no intelligence that is both specific and credible at this

time of a plot by terrorist organizations to attack the homeland.”  Further

bulletins in June and November 2016 made similar assessments.

While NTAS ceased using that language in May 2017, it provided no alerts

regarding credible foreign terrorist organization plots.  While the change in

language emphasized the danger of encrypted communication, which played a

role in the Pensacola attack, they did not specifically note any growing threat

from AQAP. In the wake of the Pensacola attack, NTAS released two bulletins,

but these focused on Iran and its proxies in the context of the assassination of

Soleimani and not Pensacola or AQAP.

Further bulletins in 2021 generally focused on the domestic violent-extremist

threat and provide no evidence for an increased threat of directed attacks by

AQAP or any other foreign terrorist organization. A November 2021 bulletin

stated, “As of November 10, 2021, DHS is not aware of an imminent and credible

threat to a specific location in the United States.”

The intelligence community’s Worldwide Threat Assessments paint a more

complicated picture, with repeated assessments that suggest a persistent AQAP

threat, but over time the specificity and urgency of the assessment declined (See

Appendix 1).

By 2012, the intelligence community also assessed that it had effectively

degraded al-Qaeda core’s threat to the homeland.  In 2013, the intelligence

community assessed that “the group is probably unable to carry out complex,

large-scale attacks in the West.”  In October 2021, Undersecretary of Defense

for Policy Colin Kahl told the Senate Armed Services Committee, “I think the

intelligence community assesses that the overall risk to the homeland across the

world is at its lowest point since 9/11.”

In 2014, the intelligence community began to portray homegrown violent

extremists rather than foreign terrorist organizations as the primary threat to the
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United States (See Appendix 1). For example, in 2014 the intelligence

community assessed: “US-based extremists will likely continue to pose the most

frequent threat to the US Homeland.”  The 2015 assessment emphasized the

importance of shortened distance, implying that distance posed a major obstacle

to foreign terrorist organizations: “Homegrown violent extremists... will probably

remain the most likely Sunni violent extremist threat to the US homeland

because of their immediate and direct access.”  This emphasis on homegrown

threats suggests that the U.S. intelligence community viewed the threat from

AQAP and other foreign terrorist groups by 2014 to be of a different kind than it

did in 2009-2012.

In 2019, EUROPOL’s Terrorism Situation and Trend Report stated, “Despite the

high numbers of AQAP fighters, however, the group’s wing specialising in attacks

on Western targets has reportedly been significantly reduced in recent years,

probably as a result of both military action targeting its members and the

competition with local IS affiliates. As a result, in 2018, the threat from AQAP to

Western interests seemed diminished.”

Expanded Strategic Distance as Evidence of a Reduced Threat

The directed attack plots of the 2009-2012 period reflected conditions in Yemen

that no longer exist. These plots relied upon the ease of travel to and from Yemen

during the 1990s and 2000s.  Increasing connections between Yemen and the

West helped al-Qaeda shrink the strategic distance between its operatives

capable of organizing major attacks and their targets in the United States and

Europe.

The plots of 2009-2012 took advantage of these conditions. For example,

Abdulmuttalab was a Nigerian who had been living in Britain, previously traveled

to the United States and Yemen, and returned to Yemen in 2009, ostensibly to

study but really to seek out Awlaki. He was then able to exit the country, easily

connecting to the international flight system. Carlos Bledsoe, an African-

American convert from Tennessee, who does not appear to have actually joined

AQAP but cited them as an inspiration for his deadly 2009 attack on a military

recruiting station in Arkansas, had traveled to Yemen to study.  Minh Quang

Pham similarly entered Yemen as a tourist, according to court documents.

Today, attack plots that rely upon such travel patterns are extremely unlikely. The

strategic distance between AQAP and the United States expanded in 2015 as the

growing Houthi rebellion and civil war cratered Yemen’s tourism industry and

the number of flights to and from the country.  According to Adam Baron, a

researcher who has traveled in Yemen since the civil war, “in Yemen’s recent

history, it has never been more difficult for non-Yemenis to enter Yemen. The war

has effectively eliminated things like tourism and Arabic study programs.”
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More than a million tourists entered Yemen every year from 2010 through 2014,

in 2015 that fell to 398,000.  Similarly, the number of passengers on

international or domestic flights by air carriers registered in Yemen cratered from

1.6 million in 2014, to about 443,000 in 2015, then bottoming out at 132,571 in

2017.  In 2016, the FAA restricted U.S. flights transiting Yemeni airspace, due to

the security situation.  In 2021, the State Department maintained a Level 4

Travel Advisory for Yemen, its highest level, writing, “Do not travel to Yemen due

to COVID-19, terrorism, civil unrest, health risks, kidnapping, armed conflict,

and landmines.”  Over the years, such warnings have become more explicit.

The pandemic has also expanded the strategic distance between Yemen and the

United States.

Even before the civil war, travel to and from Yemen saw increased surveillance as

a result of the Christmas Day attack.  According to Adam Baron, there was a

“steady decline in ease that followed that was itself followed by a cratering after

the flight of the internationally recognized government and the subsequent

launch of Operation Decisive Storm.”  Law enforcement and immigration

officials also began to treat travel to Yemen as a potential indicator for terrorist

activity.

Policymakers should not assume that the decline in Yemen’s interactions with

other countries will be permanent.  Refugee flows also continue along age-old

routes of Yemeni interaction with the world, although these routes are heavily

policed, often dangerous, and unreliable.  Moreover, to the extent that any

counterterrorism strategy’s calculation of success relies on the constraints on

travel imposed by the civil war, it raises moral questions about that strategy as

well as practical ones. However, it is critical to recognize that it is now extremely

difficult for people to enter Yemen, receive training, and then enter the United

States to conduct an attack.

AQAP appears to have recognized the difficulty of conducting directed attacks

and has emphasized inspiring lone-actor attacks in the West instead. In 2017,

AQAP told a Norwegian paper that it had only recruited five foreigners in the past

five years, and that foreigners were not welcome given the role they had played in

ISIS and the security difficulties they bring.

While the claim about the specific number of foreigners may not be credible, a

look at AQAP’s English language propaganda suggests that AQAP is no longer

encouraging people to travel to Yemen in the same way that it was in 2011.  The

17th issue of AQAP’s English language magazine Inspire (published in 2017)

carried an article attributed to Hamza Bin Laden that encouraged Westerners to

carry out attacks where they were rather than traveling to participate in jihad. It

stated: “Inflicting punishment on Jews and Crusaders where you are present is

more vexing and severe for the enemy” and “don’t underestimate yourself, nor

belittle your work, for how many professionally executed individual operations in
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the West outweighed numerous operations in the East.”  The issue also

included numerous articles promoting lone-actor attacks in the West and

explicitly placing equal or greater value on it compared to foreign fighting.  In

contrast, none of the articles listed in the issue’s table of contents called for

people to travel to Yemen. The 16th issue of the magazine (published in 2016)

likewise promoted lone-actor jihad but made no call for and provided no advice

on travel to Yemen.

AQAP has long-promoted lone-actor attacks in the West without travel even as it

prepared directed attacks from Yemen. However, the first issue of Inspire

(published in 2011) included explicit calls and advice for people to travel to

Yemen.  The second issue of Inspire reprised a section that appeared in the first

issue providing advice for people coming to Yemen, and though it emphasized

the value of attacks in the West and said some jihadists might ask why

Westerners do not carry out attacks at home, it added, “Nevertheless, they’ll be

exceptionally happy to have you in their ranks.”  In the more recent issues, this

language does not appear, leaving only an emphasis on attacks in the West

without travel.

Even if jihadist groups have not shifted their strategic approach, it is not clear

they are capable of recruiting people who are able to travel to Yemen and then

carry out attacks in the West. The Islamic State in Yemen failed to attract foreign

fighters despite its propaganda suggesting that it sought Western recruits.

Multiple reviews of American terrorism cases suggest that there is little interest

or ability on the part of Americans to join jihadist groups in Yemen today.

In 2010, assessments that Yemen, along with Somalia, might be “a preferred

destination for non-Yemeni converts or foreign fighters” played an important role

in the American decision to wage war.  Regardless of whether or not such an

assessment was valid then, it is not valid today.

Contrary Evidence Pointing to a Sustained Threat

Two data points suggest AQAP may retain a sustainable capability to directly

strike the U.S. homeland. They are the January 2015 Charlie Hebdo attack and

reports of a connection between AQAP and plots against aviation out of Syria.

The Charlie Hebdo attack does provide reason to be wary of AQAP’s threat given

AQAP’s claim of responsibility and reporting that Chérif Kouachi received

training and financing from the group in Yemen in 2011. While the attack

occurred in 2015, it may be better understood as an expression of the dying gasp

of the 2009-2012 era, when the threat was higher. Seven years later, AQAP has

not demonstrated the capability to follow up with a sustained campaign of

violence in Europe (11 years if you start the clock with Kouachi’s Yemen trip). This

failure warns against viewing the attack as strong evidence of a sustained

external attack capability today.
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Moreover, it is unclear how substantial a role AQAP actually had in directing the

attack.  If AQAP’s role in the attack consisted of training and financing but not

a more specific direction, it raises questions about the effectiveness of military

counterterrorism as a response. Even if Kouachi received general instructions

regarding the target in 2011, as U.S. and French officials appear to believe, it can

still raise questions about how essential those aspects were to an attack

embedded in a larger, French network that had previously been involved in

terrorist activity.

Even if the attack is judged to demonstrate a sustained AQAP capability to direct

attacks in Europe, analysts should still be wary of assuming that means a similar

threat in the United States. Europe provides an easier context within which to

organize large scale jihadist attacks than the United States does.

Possible AQAP ties to plots originating in Syria against aviation targets provide

another argument for assessing that AQAP maintains a sustained external attack

capability. As the United States escalated its war against ISIS into Syria, the

United States also targeted what it called the Khorasan Group with air strikes

saying that the group of senior al-Qaeda figures posed an imminent threat in

large part through the development of sophisticated explosives that could be

smuggled past airport security.  Reportedly behind this fear was intelligence

that suggested AQAP’s master bomb-maker, Ibrahim al-Asiri, who built the

Christmas Day attack bomb, was part of the group’s network. Further, the group’s

reported leader, Mohsen al-Fadhli, allegedly tied to the attack on the oil tanker 

MV Limburg off of Yemen’s coast, was believed to be well placed to connect al-

Qaeda’s networks, including AQAP, with its efforts in Syria.

The possible AQAP ties to plotting by the Khorasan Group provide a weak

justification for war in Yemen. Despite initial claims that the 2014 aviation threat

was imminent, later reporting suggested that it was more of an aspirational

threat.  Asiri was killed in 2017, and while he likely passed along bomb-making

knowledge to others, the diffusion of such knowledge raises serious questions

about how war in Yemen would meaningfully respond to such a resilient threat,

particularly if the fear was that the threat was now coming from an entirely

different country.

The AQAP Threat Beyond the U.S. Homeland

Threats to the U.S. homeland are not the only threats that can motivate American

military action. Many Americans live, work, and have families in areas

threatened by jihadist groups. The United States has historically taken military

action to protect those Americans, to defend particular societal arrangements in

the Middle East perceived as being in the U.S. interest, and to fulfill humanitarian

objectives, for example stopping ISIS’s genocidal advance.
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AQAP certainly posed threats beyond the U.S. homeland although these threats

tended to be less significant than those posed by ISIS. As noted above, AQAP

plotted attacks outside of the United States, and claimed the January 2015 attack

on Charlie Hebdo. Yet the scale of AQAP’s European efforts pale in comparison

with ISIS’ campaign of terror in Europe from Syria.  AQAP took hostages,

including Americans, and filled its coffers using the ransoms it obtained.

However, hostage taking in Yemen rarely involved the murder of hostages and

the propagandistic use of brutal violence that characterized the hostage crisis in

Syria, although that may have been changing by 2014.  AQAP has also targeted

Americans within Yemen for sophisticated attacks as well as for kidnapping.

AQAP seized territory and provided some level of governance amid the Arab

Spring’s aftermath and the renewed civil war with the Houthis.  The most

significant of these gains occurred in 2011, when AQAP took the cities of Jaar and

Zinjibar in Yemen’s Abyan governorate, and in 2015 when AQAP took the port

city of Mukalla in Yemen’s Hadramawt governorate and retook control in parts of

Abyan.

However, AQAP’s ability to hold territory has been inconsistent and it has

struggled to maintain its strength.  In 2020, ACLED researchers wrote that

AQAP “currently operates in isolated pockets of territory along with a variety of

anti-Houthi forces.”  AQAP’s struggles—particularly on the territorial front—do

not only come from competition with non-jihadist forces, but also from the way

that holding territory increases tensions within the group over its stance

regarding ISIS.  Though the group has found a niche for itself in Yemen’s

politics and proven at times adept (or at least sufficiently adept to ensure its

survival) at navigating the complexities of Yemeni politics, it is a relatively minor

player and should not be portrayed as a mass movement similar in scale to other

political forces active in the country or as fundamentally intertwined with

Yemen’s tribes.  That said, the polarization generated by the civil war and

Houthi advances and the ongoing fragmentation of Yemeni politics may reshape

political conditions, and open space for AQAP to overcome constraints on its

growth.

In 2011 when AQAP governed territory in Abyan, it committed human rights

abuses.  However, when AQAP seized Mukalla, it was somewhat tempered by

its earlier experience and sought to avoid oppressive actions that might alienate

the population.  AQAP and al-Qaeda more generally have avoided the kind of

systematic large-scale atrocities that characterized ISIS governance, although

this may be the result of temporary tactical factors.

Even if AQAP’s efforts to limit atrocities are purely a temporary tactical choice, it

shapes the conditions of the war, and poses challenges for war rationales based

on humanitarian grounds. Amid the enormous humanitarian crisis and the clash

of far more powerful and entrenched factions of Yemeni politics, jihadists are far

from the greatest or primary threat to the ability of Yemenis to live full and secure
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lives.  Importantly, the United States’ partners in Yemen also do not have clean

hands when it comes to human rights violations in Yemen.  For some Yemenis,

this can encourage acquiescence to AQAP governance, particularly if the U.S. war

appears to pose a choice between a harsh stability and an unaccountable, chaotic,

and foreign imposed governance justified via the rhetoric of human rights, or if

the difference is sufficiently blurred to discourage risking action.

AQAP also played an important role in the broader al-Qaeda network, the

elimination of which may have been a core objective of a larger strategy of

disaggregating al-Qaeda’s threat. The group held close ties to al-Qaeda’s core.

Nasir al-Wuhayshi, AQAP’s top leader until his death in a 2015 drone strike,

served as a close secretary to Bin Laden in Afghanistan for years and was named

al-Qaeda’s second in command when Ayman al-Zawahiri took over the

organization in the wake of Bin Laden’s death.  At the same time, AQAP had

ties to al-Qaeda-affiliated groups in North Africa, the Middle East, and Somalia,

while al-Qaeda’s leadership in South Asia was somewhat cut off from its

network’s activities in the region due to counterterrorism strikes and other

pressure in Pakistan.

AQAP’s effectiveness in this role should not be exaggerated. The documents that

were recovered during the raid that killed Bin Laden showed that while bin Laden

was in touch with AQAP’s leadership over key details of strategy, there were also

tensions between al-Qaeda core and its Yemeni affiliate.  More recently, while

AQAP remained loyal to Zawahiri and al-Qaeda as ISIS challenged al-Qaeda’s

claim to leadership of the jihadist movement, its stance was more equivocal than

Zawahiri might have hoped, and internal rifts over how to respond to the rise of

ISIS had a significant impact on the group’s lower-levels.  Similarly, AQAP’s

historical ties to al-Shabaab are clear.  Yet cooperation between AQAP and al-

Shabaab is constrained by local tribal opposition.

Threats beyond the U.S. homeland may have provided important rationales for

the U.S. war in Yemen. Yet, at the time of the war’s initiation, American and

Yemeni decision-makers held views that warn against over-emphasizing the role

of local threats. The Obama administration repeatedly expressed an intent to

stay aloof from the localized business of waging a counterinsurgency campaign

in Yemen.  The Yemeni government in turn viewed AQAP as a lesser threat

than the Houthi rebels.  American concerns about its own homeland security

played a central role in motivating the war. To the extent that regional security or

humanitarian rationales played a role, they were rarely analyzed in isolation from

the presumed threat to the homeland.

The constraints on AQAP’s local power—particularly in comparison to other

more powerful factions in Yemen—should lead analysts to be wary of their use to

justify the continuation of the U.S. war. Analysts should also be wary of the way

that preventive homeland security rationales can hide tradeoffs and overshadow

cost-benefit assessments regarding other rationales, functioning as an excuse to
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justify continued military action when the United States fails to achieve regional

security objectives.
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4. Assessing the Clarity and Character of American
Objectives

The United States failed to define clear objectives for the war, setting the stage

for its endlessness. The initial decision to wage the war covertly contributed to

this failure. When the United States did state its objectives, they alternated

between unlimited and limited aims. Because the United States failed to clearly

name and establish its limited objectives in a measurable and achievable manner,

the war tended to move towards the unlimited objectives.

These dynamics found expression in both the Obama and Trump

administrations. While the Biden administration may have halted strikes in

Yemen for the time being, it has not resolved the issues that plagued the two prior

administrations’ approaches to the counterterrorism war in Yemen, and its

adoption of the concept of sustainable counterterrorism risks further muddling

the ends of American counterterrorism warfare.

Objectives and their Clarity Under the Obama Administration

When the Obama administration took office, security conditions in Yemen were

already deteriorating. The Obama administration also inherited the framework

of a global war on terror from the Bush administration. Obama’s decisions within

this context solidified Yemen’s location as a distinct battlefield in the war on

terror, and arguably initiated a new war (or at least a new stage), as the

administration expanded the legal interpretation of what constituted an

associated force of al-Qaeda, designated AQAP as a foreign terrorist

organization, stated objectives regarding that entity, and began carrying out

direct U.S. strikes in Yemen, moving well beyond an assistance paradigm.

Despite the solidification of Yemen as a battlefield and the decision to wage war

against AQAP, the Obama administration failed to provide a clear and stable

public explanation of its objectives. Instead, the administration alternated

between unlimited objectives, shaped in part by the framework bequeathed by

the Bush administration, and limited objectives without resolving the tensions.

Secrecy, Lies, and Silence: Very Unclear Objectives at the War’s Initiation

The initial decision to wage the war covertly contributed in a significant manner

to the very unclear character of American counterterrorism objectives in Yemen.

Until 2013, there were no open hearings on the drone wars, and despite public

knowledge and reporting, those directing and carrying out the wars were not

allowed to discuss them publicly.  Scott Shane, who reported on the U.S. hunt

for Awlaki for the New York Times, writes, “The people who really mattered –

President Obama and top counterterrorism officials – remained silent on the
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subject, Congress held no hearings on the contentious and critical questions it

raised... as so often in the post-9/11 era, government secrecy rules that were

supposed to make the country safer were undermining democratic decision-

making.”

In the first years of the war, the United States simply lied about its role in strikes,

pretending that American actions were actually Yemeni ones. Notably, in one

exchange revealed by Wikileaks, Yemeni President Ali Abdullah Saleh assured

then-commander of CENTCOM David Petraeus: “We’ll continue saying the

bombs are ours, not yours.”

Nor did the Obama administration view the war in Yemen as requiring specific

authorization.  As Obama’s counterterrorism adviser, John Brennan, put it in an

April 2012 speech, “There is nothing in the AUMF that restricts the use of military

force against al-Qa’ida to Afghanistan.”

In contrast, in the counter-ISIS war, Obama repeatedly made public statements

that addressed what actions he had authorized and for what purpose.  While

the administration did not obtain a specific congressional authorization for that

war either, the discussion of objectives and the means being used was far greater

and more public than it was in Yemen.

There’s a telling silence about the Yemen war in the memoirs of former officials.

In his memoir, President Obama does not provide a detailed explanation of his

decision to escalate the counterterrorism war in Yemen.  The index includes

only one entry for Anwar Awlaki, the American citizen, who the Obama

administration targeted and killed in Yemen. That entry only discusses him in

passing relation to the Fort Hood attack.  The index includes two entries for the

Underwear Bomber—both are in the context of the political fallout of the attack.

 Obama’s broader discussion of the drone war briefly name-checks Yemen but

does little to explain the strategy or decision-making process behind the wars

beyond a moral rumination and a brief description of the bureaucracy behind the

strikes.

Obama’s Deputy National Security Adviser Ben Rhodes’s 2018 memoir, The

World as It Is, includes only six references to Yemen and of these references, five

feature the word Yemen as part of a broader list of countries or issues with the

focus on an overarching theme.  In contrast, the word ISIL appears more than

50 times, including detailed recounting of the decision points in the move

towards war.

Rhodes’s 2021 follow up memoir, After the Fall, does discuss the counterterrorism

war in Yemen by placing it within a broader criticism of the war on terror as a

“forever war.”  However, his discussion of the case provides little purchase for

understanding what U.S. objectives were or particular decision-making
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processes, instead focusing on a critique of the broader war on terror as

conceptualized by George W. Bush.

Rhodes discusses the political challenges that arose regarding attacks tied to

AQAP, and the realness of specific attacks, and amid his critique suggests that

“killing people in Yemen could at times be necessary to protect American lives”

and that “Americans could defend individual measures at a given time, as I often

did in government,” mentioning “the use of drone strikes.”  Yet, he then

downplays the importance of specific policy debates to emphasize the broader

conceptual problem of the war on terror.  In doing so, he misses the type of

endlessness that emerged in Yemen—produced not just by the adoption of an

expansive or unlimited objective but also by a lack of clarity or stability in its

limited objectives.

Rhodes’s criticism aligns with parts of this report’s argument. He rightly points to

Bush’s unlimited objectives and contends that “defeating every terrorist group of

global reach was an impossibility, a recipe for forever war.”  Yet this

formulation is unsatisfying—it criticizes the breadth of the defeat objective when

applied to terrorism in general but retains defeat as a possible objective for

specific groups and the value of military action in the case of vaguely defined

defendable “individual measures.” It also elides the extent to which President

Obama reproduced and extended unlimited objectives even if restricting them to

specific groups.

It’s not just Rhodes who avoids detailed discussion of the Yemen

counterterrorism war and its objectives. U.S. Ambassador to the United Nations

under Obama, Samantha Power, only includes two mentions of Yemen in her

memoir, neither of those mentions are in the context of America’s war there.

Former Secretary of State John Kerry’s memoir has only one small reference to

Yemen while devoting multiple pages to discussion of ISIS and the counter-ISIS

war.  Hillary Clinton, who was secretary of state when the Obama

administration began its campaign of drone strikes in Yemen, discusses a range

of issues that can help shed light on the drone war in Yemen but does not devote

space to a discussion of the U.S. decisions regarding the war.  In contrast,

Clinton devotes substantial space to detailed discussions of the U.S. decision-

making process and strategy in the war in Afghanistan.  Similarly, Susan Rice,

who served as Obama’s national security adviser, rarely mentions Yemen, though

to her credit she discusses U.S. support of the Saudi-led coalition as a failure for

the administration.

There are exceptions to the general silence. Former Obama Counterterrorism

Adviser and former CIA Director John Brennan discusses the use of drone

strikes, including in Yemen, in his memoir, although he tends to discuss them in

terms of specific strikes and procedures rather than the overall strategic

objectives.  Former Director of Central Intelligence Leon Panetta also

discusses the decision-making process regarding the war in Yemen in his
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memoir.  Michael Morell, who served as deputy director of the CIA and as

Acting Director for large portions of the Obama administration also provides

some discussion of counterterrorism warfare in Yemen in his memoir.

The exceptions tend to come out of the intelligence community, further

illustrating the difference between the counter-ISIS war, which saw more public

discussion from across the government and the war in Yemen, where decision-

making was shrouded in secrecy.

Unlimited Objectives in Yemen Under Obama

The Obama administration sought unlimited objectives in its counterterrorism

war in Yemen. It repeatedly stated that it sought the defeat and destruction of al-

Qaeda, including its affiliate AQAP. For example, the Obama administration’s

May 2010 National Security Strategy states, “We are fighting a war against a far-

reaching network of hatred and violence. We will disrupt, dismantle, and defeat

al-Qa’ida and its affiliates through a comprehensive strategy that denies them

safe haven, strengthens front-line partners, secures our homeland, pursues

justice through durable legal approaches, and counters a bankrupt agenda of

extremism and murder with an agenda of hope and opportunity.”  Though the

strategy views Afghanistan and Pakistan as the focus of that effort, it states,

“Wherever al-Qa’ida or its terrorist affiliates attempt to establish a safe haven—as

they have in Yemen, Somalia, the Maghreb, and the Sahel—we will meet them

with growing pressure.”  Obama’s Counterterrorism Adviser John Brennan said

during a press conference following the October 2010 AQAP cargo bomb plot, “If

anything, this just demonstrates to us, and I think to the Yemenis as well, that we

need to redouble our efforts so that we’re able to destroy al Qaeda. And we will.”

The Obama administration’s 2011 National Counterterrorism Strategy described

one overarching goal as “Disrupt, Degrade, Dismantle, and Defeat al-Qa‘ida and

Its Affiliates and Adherents.”  Regarding AQAP specifically, the strategy stated,

“The defeat of AQAP will remain our CT priority in the region, and we will

continue to leverage and strengthen our partnerships to achieve this end.”

In June 2011, Brennan stated during a speech on the release of the strategy, “This

is a war—a broad, sustained, integrated and relentless campaign that harnesses

every element of American power. And we seek nothing less than the utter

destruction of this evil that calls itself al-Qa’ida.”  He added, “We are taking the

fight to wherever the cancer of al-Qa’ida manifests itself, degrading its

capabilities and disrupting its operations” as part of a list of objectives leading up

to the objective of destroying al-Qaeda.

In his January 2011 State of the Union speech, Obama stated, “And we’ve sent a

message from the Afghan border to the Arabian Peninsula to all parts of the

globe: We will not relent, we will not waver, and we will defeat you.”  In March
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2011, then-Deputy National Security Adviser Dennis McDonough referenced a

“strategy to decisively defeat al Qaeda” in remarks addressed to American

Muslims on countering violent extremism efforts.

These strategy documents and major speeches provide the primary window into

the Obama administration’s objectives. However, other sources help reveal the

extent to which unlimited objectives were more than an occasional bit of

overheated rhetoric but framed how key participants viewed the war.

The embassy cables released by Wikileaks suggest that rhetoric regarding

unlimited objectives was not merely for public, domestic consumption. The cable

dated December 21, 2009, discussing the Yemeni reaction to the U.S. strike on

December 17, 2009, conveyed comments from the Yemen’s Deputy Prime

Minister Rashad al-Alimi, reading: “Alimi assured the Ambassador that Saleh

wants these operations against AQAP to continue ‘non-stop until we eradicate

this disease.’”  It is possible the phrasing might reflect Saleh’s desire to appeal

to U.S. decision-makers, who controlled aid money, through exaggerated

statements of commitment. But this would still suggest that Saleh viewed

expressing unlimited objectives as a way to appeal to American decision-makers,

which in turn suggests that American claims of unlimited objectives had impact.

A September 2009 cable similarly says that in a meeting with Brennan, Saleh

offered open access to carry out direct strikes, saying the United States would

thus take responsibility for “efforts to neutralize AQAP.”

Key figures continued to list unlimited objectives in post-facto discussion of the

war. For example, in his memoir, Leon Panetta, who served as director of central

intelligence and secretary of defense under Obama, wrote, “If we were going to

dismantle and defeat Al Qaeda, we needed to conquer it not just in Afghanistan

and Pakistan, but in Yemen as well.”

By the end of the Obama administration, objectives like defeat received less

prominence and were often replaced by or coexisted with warnings about the

danger of overreach. In December 2016, Obama gave remarks on his

administration’s approach to counterterrorism saying that “a sustainable

counterterrorism strategy depends on keeping the threat in perspective,” and

adding, “we cannot follow the path of previous great powers who sometimes

defeated themselves through over-reach.”  The speech did make a reference to

defeating terrorists, but when he turned specifically to Yemen, he spoke of how

“years of targeted strikes have degraded al Qaeda in the Peninsula” without

referencing defeat.

The objective of defeat did not entirely disappear. In September 2016,

CENTCOM issued a press release on U.S. strikes in Yemen that stated, “The U.S.

will not relent in its mission to degrade, disrupt and destroy al-Qa'ida and its

remnants. We remain committed to defeating AQAP and denying it safe haven

regardless of its location.”
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The Department of Defense’s Exit Memo from the end of the Obama

administration illustrates the lack of clarity regarding the place of unlimited

objectives. It has an overall section titled, “Countering Terrorists and Other

Violent Extremists,” and within that there’s a subsection titled, “Defeating the

Global Terrorist Threat” and within that subsection there’s a line reading, “In

Yemen, we have conducted counterterrorism strikes against Al Qaeda in the

Arabian Peninsula (AQAP), in order to protect Americans, thwart its destabilizing

effect on Yemen and deny it a haven from which to plan future attacks on the

United States and our allies.”  The final line would appear to list limited but

transformative objectives while the fact that it is included in a sub-section seems

to signal a larger unlimited objective, which is itself within a section whose name

could allow either unlimited or limited objectives.

In addition, by the end of the Obama administration, the government had set

“defeat” as the objective for the counter-ISIS war. As ISIS had developed an

affiliate in Yemen, this choice raises questions about whether the rhetoric

regarding defeating ISIS, which does appear in the administration’s Department

of Defense exit memo, applied to the Yemen war.

Limited Objectives in Yemen Under Obama

Despite statements of unlimited objectives, in practice the United States often

sought limited objectives of both the transformational and disruptive kind.

Reporting on the Obama administration’s initial decisions regarding drone

warfare and the war in Yemen suggests that Obama was reticent to pursue

unlimited objectives in Yemen. Yet such reporting sits uneasily alongside the

aforementioned references to unlimited objectives. Unlimited objectives may

have been in some sense more rhetorical than real, but the administration’s

claims to be pursuing limited objectives had a similar sense of unreality to them.

Obama and his Counterterrorism Adviser John Brennan reportedly preferred a

“more surgical strategy.”  During a March 2009 discussion regarding whether

to authorize a drone strike in Somalia, the Vice Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of

Staff, James “Hoss” Cartwright, said, “In these places where they have not

attacked us, we are looking for a person, not a country” and Obama commented,

“That’s where I am,” creating what Daniel Klaidman describes in his book on the

decision-making around the drone war as “a new litmus test for military

operations outside conventional theaters of war, like Somalia and Yemen, that

would single out targets as true threats to the United States.”

Klaidman suggests that some of the references to defeating al-Qaeda may have

just been rhetoric, writing that while advisers like Brennan emphasized that

drone strikes in Pakistan could dismantle the organization: “People who have

spoken to Obama about the drone program say he was under no ‘illusion’ that it

would ‘win’ the war on al-Qaeda. But Obama believed he had to stay focused not

only on the big picture but also on the individual terrorist who might slip US
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defenses and attack the homeland.”  Klaidman cites an anonymous

counterterrorism adviser, as saying, “The president is skeptical that kinetic

strikes will end the war on terror,” adding, “But he is not skeptical that they can

stop a terrorist who is planning to kill Americans in Times Square.”

Even as the Arab Spring helped enable AQAP’s expansion as an insurgency and

its territorial threat to the Yemeni cities of Zinjibar and Jaar, Obama emphasized

limited objectives of protecting the homeland over calls from the military led by

General James Mattis, then the combatant commander for CENTCOM, for a

broader campaign of air strikes aimed at more unlimited objectives, according to

Klaidman.  Klaidman describes a series of discussions over May and June 2011.

As Klaidman describes it, the administration was discussing “by far the largest

targeting request since it had stepped up operations in Yemen.”  In a June 11,

2011 meeting on the proposed strike, Brennan expressed concern the strike

would be a “slippery slope” that would lead to counterinsurgency.  Then in a

mid-June meeting on drone targeting in Yemen, a military adviser, according to

Klaidman, “made a reference to the ongoing ‘campaign’ in Yemen” and “Obama

abruptly cut him off. There’s no ‘campaign’ in Yemen, he said sharply. ‘We’re not

in Yemen to get involved in some domestic conflict. We’re going to continue to

stay focused on threats to the homeland – that’s where the real priority is.’”

The administration also expressed such limited objectives publicly. In 2012,

National Security Council spokesman Tommy Vietor stated, “We’re pursuing a

focused counter-terrorism campaign in Yemen designed to prevent and deter

terrorist plots that directly threaten U.S. interests at home and abroad,” adding,

“We have not, and will not, get involved in a broader counterinsurgency effort.

That would not serve our long-term interests and runs counter to the desires of

the Yemeni government and its people.”

Obama and Brennan’s repeated description of unlimited objectives of destroying

AQAP and transformational objectives of denying AQAP territory challenge

claims that the administration was committed to avoiding involvement in a

counterinsurgency campaign. There may have been impulses towards limited

objectives, but the administration never took the step to clearly define and

impose those limitations at the level of the war’s overall objective.

Even so, the emphasis on limited means possibly reflecting the presence of

limited objectives was further formalized in the Presidential Policy Guidance

(PPG) released in 2013, which publicly provided and codified the procedures the

administration would use for kinetic counterterrorism action outside areas of

active hostilities, a category that included Yemen. The PPG stated, “The most

important policy objective. particularly informing consideration of lethal action,

is to protect American lives.”  The basic standard was that to merit U.S. direct

action, a target should pose a “continuing, imminent threat to U.S. persons.”
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While this standard was consistent with the reported emphasis on limited

objectives in the Obama administration, it focused its limitation on means not

necessarily objectives. The PPG held out the possibility of direct action to protect

non-Americans in “extraordinary cases” that would justify variation from its

regulation—though such deviations required legal review.  Some former

officials have argued that the military and intelligence services gamed the

limitations to continue their prior practices by shaping the intelligence provided

to decision-makers.

In announcing the PPG, Obama appeared to explicitly refuse unlimited

objectives, warning that they would generate permanent warfare and undermine

American democracy. He stated, “We must define the nature and scope of this

struggle, or else it will define us. We have to be mindful of James Madison’s

warning that ‘No nation could preserve its freedom in the midst of continual

warfare.’”  He then continued to say, “Neither I, nor any President, can promise

the total defeat of terror. We will never erase the evil that lies in the hearts of

some human beings, nor stamp out every danger to our open society.”

In a briefing before the speech, a senior administration official explained the

PPG’s restrictions, saying, “we only take action against terrorists who pose a

continuing and imminent threat to the American people, and when there are no

other governments capable of effectively addressing the threat.”

However, Obama directed his criticism only at the inability to achieve unlimited

objectives with regard to defeating terrorism as a tactic. He retained defeat as an

achievable objective for organizations and networks. In the very same speech, he

touted defeat not only as an achievable objective but one being achieved in

Afghanistan and Pakistan, saying, “The core of al Qaeda in Afghanistan and

Pakistan is on the path to defeat.”  He then proceeded to discuss the need for

such action outside of Afghanistan and Pakistan, specifically mentioning military

efforts in Yemen.

As a result of the reticence to embrace unlimited objectives, a series of limited

objectives can be found in statements regarding the U.S. strategy in Yemen

alongside unlimited ones. The aforementioned September 2016 CENTCOM

press release provides a perfect example stating: “The U.S. will not relent in its

mission to degrade, disrupt and destroy al-Qa'ida and its remnants. We remain

committed to defeating AQAP and denying it safe haven regardless of its

location.”  Here, we can identify two limited and transformational objectives in

Yemen: degrading al-Qaeda and its remnants and “denying it safe haven.” We

can also identify a limited and disruptive objective, where the press release says

disrupt al-Qaeda. And finally. there’s the continued citation of an unlimited

objective of destroying al-Qaeda and defeating AQAP.

In his memoir, Michael Morell ties “a flurry of drone strikes in Yemen” in 2013 to

intelligence regarding an AQAP plot targeting U.S. diplomats in Yemen, which he
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writes led President Obama to make “decisions to protect our diplomats and

disrupt the terrorists.”  Furthermore, much of the early war sought to kill

Awlaki and thus disrupt his role in staging attacks on the United States.

However, the Obama administration failed to present its limited objectives in

specific, positive terms that imagined an end state and thus they were not truly

objectives. Instead, gerunds such as denying safe haven and degrading

capabilities prevailed. Without an imagined end state expressed in measurable

terms, such limited objectives formed an endorsement of endless war. Because

safe haven is relative it is insufficient to establish an achievable limited objective

to simply state an intent to deny safe haven without providing a sense of what

level of safe-haven constitutes an acceptable risk not requiring war. 

Given the unclear end-points of America’s potentially limited objectives, the oft-

stated unlimited objectives of destroying al-Qaeda filled in as the projected end-

state of the strategy. Even if administration officials viewed them as mere

political rhetoric, unlimited objectives ended up defining the war. Limited

objectives ended up confined to a question of sub-objectives and means.

Objectives and their Clarity Under the Trump Administration

Under the Trump administration, American objectives continued to alternate

between an objective of defeat and more limited objectives with little clarity. As

the Foundation for the Defense of Democracies’ Thomas Joscelyn has noted, in

comparison to Trump’s trumpeting of military actions against ISIS, “Trump’s

silence on al-Qaeda was deafening. You’d never know that his administration is

still engaged in a worldwide campaign against the group.”

In his first year, Trump massively escalated the war in Yemen, conducting 131 air

strikes and multiple raids according to U.S. Central Command.  Yet the next

year, the number of strikes declined to 42, according to New America’s tracking,

of which CENTCOM acknowledged 36.  In Trump’s final two years, strikes

declined further.

There are few public statements to explain either the massive escalation or the

de-escalation. The changes could be the result of policy decisions, changes in

target availability, or conditions in Yemen that constrained or promoted strikes.

The Trump administration eroded the limited transparency regarding the

policies governing strikes that the Obama administration established.  This

contributed to the difficulty of determining the objectives behind the U.S. war.

Further clouding the public’s ability to understand the war’s conduct and

objectives, the Trump administration appears to have conducted at least some

covert strikes in Yemen.
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Meanwhile, the Trump administration’s 2018 National Strategy for

Counterterrorism, while not addressing the war in Yemen in detail, emphasized a

general counterterrorism objective of defeat. In the introductory letter, Trump

stated, “We must defeat the terrorists who threaten America’s safety, prevent

future attacks, and protect our national interests.”  At the same time, a page

with a graphic on objectives and end states in the strategy did not use the

language of “defeat” or other unlimited objectives even as it put forward end

states that are likely impossible to achieve or which lack specificity like “the

terrorist threat to the United States is eliminated.”

The unclassified summary of the 2018 National Defense Strategy also does not

specifically mention the counterterrorism war in Yemen but suggests that the

Trump administration sought unlimited or at least transformative objectives. It

states, for example, “We will develop enduring coalitions to consolidate gains we

have made in Afghanistan, Iraq, Syria, and elsewhere, to support the lasting

defeat of terrorists as we sever their sources of strength and counterbalance

Iran.”

However, even as the strategy referenced unlimited or at least transformative

objectives of lasting defeat, the emphasis appears to have shifted away from

defeat conceived of as total destruction as the primary objective towards a

greater emphasis on denial and deterrence. A bulleted list of “defense objectives”

includes such limited objectives as “defending the homeland from attack,”

“deterring adversaries from aggression against our vital interests,” and

“preventing terrorists from directing or supporting external operations against

the United States homeland and our citizens, allies, and partners overseas” but

does not include a bullet for destroying al-Qaeda.

In contrast, the 2008 National Defense Strategy’s bulleted list of objective lists

“defend the homeland” first followed immediately by “win the long war."  The

2008 strategy further explicated, “For the foreseeable future, winning the Long

War against violent extremist movements will be the central objective of the

U.S.,” adding, “We face an extended series of campaigns to defeat violent

extremist groups presently led by al-Qaeda and its associates.”  The difference

in the level of emphasis between the strategy set out a year before the United

States decided to escalate in Yemen and the 2018 strategy on defeat is clear.

Still, defeat as an objective has not entirely disappeared even as its importance

has been downgraded.

Former Trump officials’ memoirs do little to clarify the reasoning for the war.

John Bolton, who served as Trump’s national security adviser for much of 2018

and 2019 when the United States reduced the pace of strikes in Yemen from the

unprecedented peak of 2017, has little to say on the decisions around the war

against AQAP.  On the other hand, he devotes chapters to discussing the 2018

strike in reaction to Syria’s use of chemical weapons and the wars in Afghanistan

and against ISIS in Syria. LTG (ret.) H.R. McMaster, who served as Trump’s
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National Security Adviser prior to Bolton, likewise does not provide any detailed

description of the decision process regarding the war in Yemen, although this is

in part a result of McMaster’s self-proclaimed refusal to write a tell-all.

McMaster does mention Yemen while explicating his view of the importance of a

long-term counterterrorism strategy with the seemingly unlimited objective of

“defeating” jihadist terrorist organizations and the transformative objective of

“denying terrorist organizations safe havens and support bases” interpreted

expansively.  Trump’s Secretary of Defense James Mattis, who also was

CENTCOM commander for a period under the Obama administration, similarly

does not discuss the war in Yemen in any detail in his memoir.

The record that can be pieced together regarding U.S. objectives in Yemen under

Trump suggests that the government continued to simultaneously hold limited

and unlimited objectives without clearly resolving the tension between them. For

example, in a War Powers Resolution letter sent to Speaker of the House Nancy

Pelosi, Trump described the mission in Yemen as working with partner forces “to

degrade the terrorist threat posed by” AQAP and ISIS.  This would appear to be

a limited objective—albeit one that fails to explain what level of degradation

would justify an end to the war. Notably, the letter does state an unlimited

objective of “defeat” when discussing the campaign against ISIS. Tellingly, the

letter also states, “It is not possible to know at this time the precise scope or the

duration of the deployments of United States Armed Forces that are or will be

necessary to counter terrorist threats to the United States.”

Documents released under an ACLU Freedom of Information Act request

regarding the January 2017 U.S. raid in the Yakla area of Yemen’s al-Bayda

governorate describe transformative objectives of “degrading AQAP’s ability to

operate openly” and a “policy to disrupt and degrade AQAP’s external operations

capability.”  They also point to close cooperation and support for Emirati

counterterrorism efforts.

An examination of CENTCOM press releases regarding strikes in Yemen under

Trump shows that the military continued to cite an objective of destroying and

defeating AQAP (See Appendix 2).  In other cases CENTCOM referenced

what could be limited objectives, but their presence alongside the continued

citation of unlimited objectives suggest they were either operational objectives

nested in a broader strategy of destroying AQAP or evidence that U.S. objectives

were not stable.

Of eight CENTCOM press releases regarding U.S. counterterrorism operations in

Yemen in 2017, two explicitly discussed unlimited objectives while six discussed

objectives without explicitly naming unlimited objectives.

Of five CENTCOM press releases in 2018, two used explicit language regarding

an unlimited objective, three did not explicitly use such language. Of the two

press releases in 2019, one did not use explicit language regarding unlimited
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objectives though its phrasing of the objectives of strikes as “disrupt and destroy

militants' attack-plotting efforts, networks, and freedom of maneuver within the

region” could be read as an explicit adoption of an unlimited objective depending

on how one interprets what is meant by “networks.” The other did not discuss

objectives.

Far from clarifying the objectives of the counterterrorism war in Yemen, the

Trump administration further muddled them while backtracking on

transparency.

The Twilight War Under Biden—A Tense and Unclear Pause?

American objectives remain unclear under the Biden administration. Upon

taking office, Biden quickly instituted a review of U.S. counterterrorism strikes.

That review appears to have paused strikes in Yemen, which had already slowed

prior to Biden taking office.

However, the pause cannot be equated with an end to the war. In July 2021, the

United States again conducted strikes in Somalia after an apparent six-month

pause related to the review.  The United States also previously paused strikes in

Yemen to evaluate procedures only to return to carrying out strikes. For example,

in May 2010, the United States paused its strikes for about a year after a strike

killed Jabir al-Shabwani, the popular deputy governor of Yemen’s Marib province.

 Yet the strikes resumed in May 2011, when the United States saw an

opportunity to kill Awlaki.

The Biden administration has not renounced the authorities under which the

United States has waged its war in Yemen. Even if air strikes have paused, the

United States appears to have troops in Yemen, conducting operations tied to

those authorities. According to the Biden administration’s June 2021 War Powers

Resolution Letter, “A small number of United States military personnel are

deployed to Yemen to conduct operations against al-Qa’ida in the Arabian

Peninsula and ISIS.”  This is the same language used in Trump’s

aforementioned 2020 War Powers Resolution Letter.

As Biden withdrew U.S. forces from Afghanistan, framing the withdrawal as

ending an endless war, he made clear that the United States would remain on a

war footing more broadly while simply emphasizing air strikes over the

deployment of large ground forces. In his August 31 speech on the Afghanistan

withdrawal, Biden said, “We will maintain the fight against terrorism in

Afghanistan and other countries. We just don’t need to fight a ground war to do

it.”

Biden has repeatedly represented Yemen as a potential site of terrorist threats

and future military action in his speeches on Afghanistan. For example, in his
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August 31 speech, Biden stated, “I respectfully suggest you ask yourself this

question: If we had been attacked on Sept. 11, 2001, from Yemen instead of

Afghanistan, would we have ever gone to war in Afghanistan,” and added, “The

terror threat has metastasized across the world, well beyond Afghanistan. We

face threats from Al Shabab in Somalia, Al Qaeda affiliates in Syria and the

Arabian Peninsula, and ISIS attempting to create a caliphate in Syria and Iraq and

establishing affiliates across Africa and Asia.”  Biden asked a similar question in

his August 26 remarks on Afghanistan.  He said, “We have greater threats

coming out of other countries a heck of a lot closer to the United States. We don’t

have military encampments there; we don’t keep people there. We have over-the-

horizon capability to keep them from going after us.”  He made the same point

in remarks about Afghanistan on August 20.

What may be emerging is a commitment to a vision of sustainable

counterterrorism that eschews the objective of “defeat” and reduces the

emphasis upon military approaches without bringing them to an end. Such a

vision seeks to nest military efforts to degrade and disrupt terrorist activity within

a larger effort to respond to the roots of terrorism without envisioning a final day

of victory.

This vision was partly articulated in a September 2021 speech by Dr. Liz

Sherwood-Randall, assistant to the President for Homeland Security.  In that

speech, she emphasized that the government views itself as having succeeded at

some limited objectives. For example, she states, “We have degraded Al-Qa’ida

and ISIS and reduced the threat of large-scale attacks on the Homeland directed

by foreign terrorist organizations.” Given this claimed success, she then

emphasizes the importance of limiting the role of military counterterrorism,

stating, “Though the military will remain an important tool, it should not be the

option of first resort,” adding, “we must expand our use of the full range of non-

kinetic tools and capabilities to accomplish our counterterrorism objectives.”

Notably, in that speech she uses phrases characteristic of limited objectives like

“disrupt” and “degrade,” while words characteristic of unlimited objectives like

“destroy” or “defeat” are absent. This absence goes beyond the one speech. The

administration’s Interim National Security Strategic Guidance also largely

avoided the language of defeat.  Similarly, Biden’s June 2021 War Powers

Resolution Letter notes that the United States continues operations against

AQAP and ISIS in the Arabian Peninsula but does not tie them to an unlimited

objective of defeat.  Regarding the Arabian Peninsula, the letter references

efforts “to work closely with the Government of the Republic of Yemen and

regional partner forces to degrade the terrorist threat posed by those groups.”

Instead of embracing unlimited objectives, Sherwood-Randall emphasizes

limited objectives. She states, “President Biden, at the outset of the

Administration, directed a review of the policies governing the use of force in

counterterrorism operations to ensure it is generally employed only when
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necessary to disrupt imminent threats to our nation and our people and,

moreover, wielded in a manner that is consistent with our values.”

However, sustainable counterterrorism is neither a clear statement of limited

objectives nor a turn away from the vague alternating frames of the Obama

administration. The broad strokes of the policy are apparent in prior

administrations, for example, in his 2016 speech, Obama used the phrase

“sustainable counterterrorism strategy” and called the threat to the United States

“degraded.”  Yet, only months after giving that speech, Obama handed an

already-escalating war over to the Trump administration, which then escalated it

further.

Sherwood-Randall’s speech is full of words that avoid a complete renunciation of

objectives beyond disruption of specific imminent threats. For example, the

speech discusses when force should be “generally employed,” and says the

military should not be the “first resort.” The speech also reiterates Biden’s call for

continuing the broader state of war just with fewer or no U.S. troops on the

ground.

Aside from Afghanistan, Sherwood-Randall’s speech does not address specific

wars or the history of American objectives.  It does not define how degraded

AQAP needs to be in order to declare the war over. Nor does it directly reference

or renounce CENTCOM’s statements of objectives of denying AQAP territory or

the 2021 War Powers Resolution Letter’s discussion of ongoing operations to

degrade AQAP. By not discussing prior objectives, the speech obscures whether

limited objectives are resilient to increases in threat and risks blaming the

personalities of prior leaders for their escalations rather than recognizing the

continuities across administrations and role of conditions on the ground in

escalatory moments.

The speech also calls for a greater emphasis on the role of U.S. partners, who will

help “maintain the fight against terrorism.”  Supposed limitations on objectives

may thus be as restricted in meaning as the claim to have ended a war while

continuing the fight by air.

That the strategy was not set out in a presidential speech is worrisome. Also

concerning is the lack of the AUMF reforms necessary for institutionalizing

changes as more than a temporary decision about means. While the Biden

administration has suggested that it might be willing to reform the AUMF, it has

not put forward a specific plan to do so, and Congress remains split on the issue.

 Tellingly, the administration continues to invoke the AUMF, including to

justify strikes in Somalia over the summer of 2021.

Language about defeat has not entirely disappeared. The Biden administration

has toned down such references even compared to Obama’s 2016 speech on

sustainable counterterrorism. Yet, during the presidential campaign, Biden
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called for the destruction of al-Qaeda and ISIS.  The language of defeat also

continues in descriptions of the counter-ISIS war.

It is possible that Biden will halt U.S. strikes in Yemen over the long term. It is

also possible that the rhetoric of sustainable counterterrorism is the beginning of

a move towards a fuller clarification of U.S. objectives. However, the United

States could still settle into a dynamic like that in Pakistan, where there have

been no reported U.S. strikes in more than three years, but where there is also no

official statement that the U.S. war there is over.

Alternatively, the continued contemplation of military action, persistence of

authorizing authorities, and lack of clarity about objectives could simply be a less

bombastic version of the alternation between limited and unlimited objectives

that characterized the war in Yemen under the Obama/Biden administration

when U.S. strikes escalated. It is premature to state that the Biden administration

has adopted a policy of ending the endless counterterrorism war in Yemen even if

strikes remain paused for the foreseeable future.
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5. Assessing the Achievability of American
Objectives

The United States’ oft-claimed unlimited objectives of destroying AQAP and al-

Qaeda are likely impossible to achieve. The Obama administration initially

believed that it could pursue unlimited objectives with limited means, but this

rested on an overly optimistic assessment of AQAP’s weakness and the stability

of the Middle East. Greater commitment to unlimited objectives is likely to

escalate the broader crisis in Yemen while failing to end the war.

Some U.S. limited objectives may be achievable. However, the citation of

unlimited objectives has stymied strategic analysis of whether they are

achievable and of potential tradeoffs. Visions of sustainable counterterrorism

underestimate the dangers of continuing the war and risk a return to the failed

approach of the Obama administration.

The Assumption Behind the Obama Administration’s Failed Synthesis
of Limited and Unlimited Objectives

The alternation between unlimited and limited objectives, identified in the prior

section, was derived in part from an overly optimistic assessment of al-Qaeda’s

weakness. The Obama administration did not view the use of limited means

alongside unlimited objectives as a problem because it believed that al-Qaeda

was weak and separable from the broader contested politics of the Middle East.

The Arab Spring and its aftermath revealed the problems with this view. The

Obama administration’s restrictions regarding the importance of imminence and

the existence of a threat to U.S. persons to justify strikes began to fall by the

wayside within a year of their development. Luke Hartig and Stephen Tankel,

write, “The ink had barely dried on President Barack Obama’s 2013 Presidential

Policy Guidance (PPG) establishing a separate set of operating procedures for

direct military action against terrorist targets outside of areas of active hostilities,

when the distinctions between those and areas where active hostilities were

taking place began to blur even more than in the text itself.”

At the time of the PPG’s publication, the United States was coming off a wave of

seeming successes including the decline in the threat posed by AQAP, the

disruption of the external plot apparatus operating out of Pakistan, and the

assassination of significant figures including Bin Laden and Awlaki.  These

successes likely contributed to the willingness to maintain—or at least not clearly

renounce—unlimited objectives.
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However, by late 2013 and early 2014 jihadist insurgencies were demonstrating

their resilience and making advances.  This occurred in Yemen, where the Arab

Spring and Houthi advances enabled AQAP to gain territory for a time. It was also

the period that saw al Shabaab in Somalia conduct the deadly attack on the

Westgate Mall as the campaign against the group stumbled, and AQIM (Al-

Qa'ida in the Lands of the Islamic Maghreb) made gains in Mali.  Over the

summer and fall of 2014, the counter-ISIS war began, furthering the already

existent shift in which “the United States ratcheted up air strikes and expanded

its deployments of embedded advisors in response” to these threats in regions

previously understood as being outside areas of active hostilities.  Hartig and

Tankel write, “The differences between the use of force in traditional and non-

traditional battlefields were less and less oriented around a bright line. Rather

they existed on a continuum informed by the intensity of the threat, the

operating environment, and the capabilities of partners, with U.S. efforts

throttled up or down accordingly.”

The Obama administration often portrayed AQAP as an instance of al-Qaeda’s

core in Pakistan reaching out and developing weak and early structures in

Yemen. This interpretation held out the possibility that al-Qaeda in Yemen might

require only limited military action because the accomplishment of unlimited

objectives of defeating the core in Afghanistan and Pakistan would also destroy

the network’s outlying tentacles. In this vision, eliminating the al-Qaeda

presence in Yemen would require only minimal military action aimed at limited

objectives of disrupting specific threats.

The counterinsurgency theorist David Kilcullen, who helped develop this overall

strategy, which he terms “disaggregation” writes, “We did focus on destroying

the core of al-Qaeda (AQ) in Afghanistan-Pakistan... the goal was to dismantle

AQ, breaking it apart into a series of smaller, regional groups that could then be

dealt with by local governments, assisted by the international community

through training, equipment, advisory efforts and targeted strikes.”  This

strategy, which maintained an unlimited objective, rested on the assumption that

“to succeed, bin Laden’s people had to inject themselves into others’ conflicts on

a global scale, twist local grievances and exploit them for their own transnational

ends... Take away its ability to aggregate the effects of such groups, and AQ’s

threat would be hugely diminished.”

As Kilcullen explains it, the strategy envisioned an unlimited objective regarding

al-Qaeda as a whole and groups beyond its core in South Asia but maintained

that if the core were to be destroyed, the outlying aspects would be defeated by

local powers with American assistance that was short of direct U.S. military

intervention beyond the pursuit of limited objectives of preventing the groups

from posing threats beyond their localities. Kilcullen, for example, writes, “It was

an attempt to... target the central players’ ability to control their franchises, and

partner with local governments to defeat threats in their own jurisdictions.”
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The growing threat regionally in 2013 and 2014 revealed major problems with this

assessment of al-Qaeda and the achievability of defeat as an objective, let alone

one achievable with limited means, just as it undermined the PPG’s restrictions.

Kilcullen writes, “The first part of Disaggregation (dismantle core AQ) was

working, the second (help regional partners defeat the local threat and address

its causes) was not. If anything, we’d become addicted to killing terrorist leaders,

using drones and unilateral special forces raids, as a tacit recognition that

partnerships with local governments were not succeeding.”

It might be argued that the stated unlimited objective of defeating and destroying

al-Qaeda as part of a disaggregation strategy was merely a rhetorical flourish

upon a transformative but limited objective of destroying al-Qaeda’s ability to

threaten the United States. Even if this is true, it reveals how using the rhetoric of

unlimited objectives opens policymakers up to criticism for having not actually

destroyed the group in question. This increases the risk of re-escalation or

continuation of war and enables jihadist groups to portray even minimal

evidence of staying power as a victory.

Is Defeat an Achievable Objective in Yemen?

The unlimited defeat of AQAP constituted a near impossible objective to achieve.

AQAP is characterized by factors that make it difficult to defeat: a long history of

activity on the part of the organization and other jihadists, decentralization, and

a rootedness in societal factors.

AQAP was not a recent and or easily defeated extension of al-Qaeda’s core. It

built upon a pre-existing Yemeni hub of the network and a long history of Yemeni

involvement in the jihadist movement more broadly. These continuities should

not be overemphasized—there have been changes over time in the character of

the jihadist networks active in Yemen. However, the long history of activity

suggests significant constraints upon unlimited objectives of extirpating AQAP or

other movements from the country.

During the war in Afghanistan in the 1980s, Yemen encouraged its young men to

fight against the Soviets—in contrast to the more circumspect support of other

Arab states at the time.  When the Soviets withdrew from Afghanistan, many of

these fighters returned to Yemen and became part of its political environment,

playing a role in Yemeni President Ali Abdullah Saleh’s unification of the country

under one government and his rule.  As Yemen scholar Elisabeth Kendall notes,

these ties between jihadists and the Yemeni political structure have not

disappeared and partially explain recent signs that there may be “possible tacit

alliances between AQAP and parts of the Saudi backed Yemeni military fighting

in the current war against Houthi rebels.”
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As foreign fighters were returning to Yemen and taking up roles in the country’s

political structure, Bin Laden funded efforts in Yemen against the communist

rulers of South Yemen.  During this period, al-Qaeda financed what is generally

considered its first attack against U.S. interests in the Middle East with a failed set

of bombings targeting U.S. military personnel in the country.  In the late 1990s

al-Qaeda continued to pursue the goal of implanting itself in Yemen in a context

marked by a wide variety of Islamist and jihadist politics, some of which

embraced violence and some of which did not.  Former U.S. Ambassador to

Yemen Barbara Bodine, for example, stated, “When I got there in 1997, there was

already an Al Qaeda presence. We knew about it. The Yemenis knew about it.

Everyone knew about it,” though she notes that the presence was mostly low-

level personnel.

In the 2000s, al-Qaeda struck repeatedly against Western interests in Yemen

notably carrying out the USS Cole bombing that killed 17 sailors in October 2000

along with two other attacks on ships off of the coast of Yemen: the failed

targeting of the USS The Sullivans prior to the Cole bombing and the bombing of

the MV Limburg in 2002.

The strength of jihadism generally and in particular of al-Qaeda in Yemen during

this period should not be exaggerated. In the mid-2000s, there was a short

period where it looked like al-Qaeda’s network in Yemen might have been

defeated, but it was never destroyed, and kept organizing in Yemen’s prisons

until a 2006 prison break helped resuscitate the network, setting the stage for the

January 2009 declaration of the formation of AQAP merging al-Qaeda’s hubs in

Yemen and Saudi Arabia.

Meanwhile, the Iraq war supercharged al-Qaeda and jihadist influence across the

Middle East, including in Yemen.  The importance of this dynamic in Yemen

may have been underestimated because the Yemeni government arrested many

supporters of jihadist causes making it appear that the threat was low, but

radicalization and organization continued in Yemen’s prisons, setting the

groundwork for what is often represented as a sudden surge of strength following

a prison break in 2006.  As the terrorism scholar Audrey Kurth Cronin writes,

“Those of us pleading in 2002 that the invasion was a boneheaded

counterterrorism move, that it would unite our enemies and alter the regional

balance in favour of Iran, were basically stuck with it afterwards. A strategy must

take current facts into account and proceed from there.”  AQAP’s reemergence

following the supposed counterterrorism victory of the early/mid 2000s warns

against dreams of achieving a lasting defeat against AQAP let alone jihadism

more broadly in Yemen.

The prospect that AQAP might be defeated as a whole, rather than simply

disrupted or denied specific capabilities or objectives, has become more remote

over time. AQAP has restructured in important ways, increasingly taking the

form of an insurgency capable of holding territory for at least short periods
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during crises. As it has done so, it has also proliferated front groups and

intertwined itself with other militias.

Some analysts have raised the specter of AQAP’s defeat as a possibility given the

right circumstances. Gregory Johnsen, for example, wrote in March 2020, “AQAP

is on the verge of defeat for the first time since the group was founded in 2009.

Should Batarfi’s time in charge prove short, or should he turn out to be an

ineffective leader in the mold of Raymi, AQAP will most likely fragment into

regional pieces that are more criminal than terrorist. However, if he is given time

and space to rebuild the organization, AQAP could once again emerge as an

international threat.”  It is conceivable that if the United States holds out long

enough, and if AQAP fails to either increase its capabilities or rejuvenate its

ideological brand, the group could eventually fade away. However, other analysts

view AQAP’s recent troubles as more in line with a strategic decision to limit its

activity, and do not see recent leadership troubles as presaging an organizational

collapse. 

Not only does a vision of potential defeat require the right set of circumstances,

but the understanding of defeat includes groups that continue to exist albeit in

more fragmented form. Viewing such a situation as a lasting defeat in the sense

that U.S. statements about objectives seem to use is questionable. As Johnsen

emphasized in his 2010 testimony before the Senate Foreign Relations

Committee, during the 2004 – 2006 period, al-Qaeda in Yemen “appeared as

though al-Qaeda had largely been defeated in Yemen” but “both the US and

Yemeni governments treated the victory as absolute, failing to realize that a

defeated enemy is not a vanquished one.”

Fragmentation is best analyzed in terms of what specific American objectives and

desired end states are rather than utilizing the slippery language of defeat, a

language that replicates the issues with the disaggregation strategy broadly when

events enable groups to reorganize. As Yemen scholar Elizabeth Kendall notes,

“The gradual decentralization and/or fragmentation of Yemen’s jihad

movements have made the labels AQAP and ISY no longer as relevant. This does

not mean the terrorist threat is diminishing, but rather that it is evolving.”

AQAP also built upon a tradition of jihadism in Saudi Arabia. That history

includes pan-Islamist militancy dating to at least the 1970s; transnational but not

global revolutionary jihadism dating to the mid-1980s; a significant global,

revolutionary jihadist movement along the lines of Bin Laden’s ideology dating

from the mid-1990s; and an actual al-Qaeda organization that carried out a

terrorist campaign in the 2000s.

It is important not to overstate the extent of continuity between the prior group

named al-Qaeda in the Arabian Peninsula that carried out the terror campaign in

Saudi Arabia and today’s AQAP. To some extent, the merger was a

propagandistic effort to cover for the demise of the group in Saudi Arabia.
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Whatever the extent of continuity, the merger shows that, because of its

propagandistic attempt to demonstrate continuity, al-Qaeda had already taken

on a decentralized form that allowed it to resist defeat. Thomas Hegghammer, a

critic of theories of continuity, writes, “By adopting the name AQAP in 2009,

Yemeni militants sought to create an impression of continuity where there was

none. It was an attempt to gloss over the very real defeat suffered by al-Qa’ida in

Saudi Arabia in the mid 2000s. Judging by the media coverage following the

2009 Detroit incident, this public-relations ploy largely succeeded.”

Al-Qaeda’s history in Saudi Arabia—and the history of Saudi jihadism more

broadly—is relevant as the 2019 attack in Pensacola, while coordinated and

claimed by AQAP, was also rooted in the continuing traditions of jihadism in

Saudi Arabia, where the perpetrator came from. Arguments that military action

can destroy the external capability that gave rise to the Pensacola attack by

destroying the organization have to wrestle with the rootedness of jihadism in

Saudi society and not just the dynamics in Yemen.

While the seeming success in Saudi Arabia may have suggested to some that al-

Qaeda could be defeated, the Saudi case is a weak example. For one thing, Saudi

Arabia was and is in a far better position in terms of state capacity while

economic and social conditions in Yemen provided strong opportunities for

AQAP to grow and resurge even were it disrupted or organizationally destroyed.

Even so, Saudi Arabia has shown little capacity to eliminate the jihadist

movement and al-Qaeda and ISIS organizing despite its relative success in

ending the original Saudi-based Al-Qaeda in the Arabian Peninsula’s campaign

of terror.  Saudi Arabia was a major source for fighters traveling to Syria and

suffered a campaign of domestic terrorist attacks in 2015 and 2016.

AQAP’s targeting of the West further reveals the extent to which decentralization

had already given rise to a resilient and difficult to defeat threat at the time the

United States initiated its direct counterterrorism war in Yemen. This is visible in

the story of Anwar Awlaki, who played a major role in hastening the

decentralization of global jihadism.

Awlaki’s role in helping to decentralize jihadism was itself rooted in the

continuity of the global jihadist movement on the Arabian Peninsula. Awlaki was

heavily influenced by the work of the late Yusuf al-Uyayree, a Saudi who became

involved in jihadist organizing in the 1990s, trained in Afghanistan, and was the

founding leader of al-Qaeda’s organization in Saudi Arabia. Awlaki translated his 

Constants on the Path of Jihad into English and praised his work highly.  The

work, which went on to be cited by many who engaged in terrorist activity

globally likely would not have been available in English were it not for Awlaki.
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One of the important points made by Uyayree was a theological argument that as

Alexander Meleagrou-Hitchens describes it in his analysis of Uyayree’s influence

on Awlaki, “Jihad was not dependent upon a single individual or organization.”

As Meleagrou-Hitchens writes, “Because the global jihad is a movement that

transcends formal groups and personalities, al-Uyayree also argued that it is not

subject to formal understandings of victory and defeat.”

Similar arguments have appeared in more recent AQAP propaganda. For

example, a 2021 AQAP video titled “A Message to the American People” stated,

“Even if you eliminate the last man in al-Qaeda and smash it, do not think that

you will enjoy peace and security,” adding, “your security is still at risk as long as

you fight Islam and Muslims under different names, including

‘counterterrorism.’”

AQAP’s presentation of itself as decentralized and fluid aligns with broader

Yemeni interpretations of al-Qaeda’s nature. This decentralization poses a

challenge to any objective of defeating AQAP. As Sarah Phillips argues, American

counterterrorism policy in Yemen truncates the local, more fluid understanding

of what al-Qaeda is (including the view that there are multiple al-Qaedas and it is

an appendage of elite politics) in order to make it legible as a rational and

bounded organization and thus targetable by counterterrorism methods.  As

Phillips argues, this dynamic—regardless of whether the claims about al-Qaeda’s

nature are true or not—means that strategies focused on disrupting the

organization and reducing its appeal among the population cannot provide the

type of defeat the United States is seeking. This is because “destroying one of its

coexisting meanings will not defeat the group because other opaque relationships

inevitably survive it.”  This issue intersects with the problem that the general

understanding of unlimited objectives is tied to the defeat of governments in

wars between states, and it is arguably not possible to formulate coherent

concepts of unlimited objectives when it comes to non-state movements that lack

the structure of a state.

Finally, AQAP’s and the jihadist movement’s resilience in Yemen must be

analyzed not just in terms of individual or organizational continuities but also as

a symptom of broader conditions in Yemen. A focus on individual stories of

continuity can overemphasize the ability of military force to achieve victories by

artificially separating individuals from the context that led them to engage in

violence and tie it to the jihadist movement in the first place.  It can also situate

too much importance in the organizational form while obscuring broader

patterns of militancy.

Islamism and politics generally in Yemen are highly fluid, and important figures

often move between or hold simultaneous ties to different movements.  This is

particularly true in the current context of ongoing civil war. While many tribal

figures and others are wary of AQAP and its broader agenda, Houthi advances

have at times generated support for the group as a bulwark against what many
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perceive as a greater enemy.  Hussam Radman, a researcher fellow with the

Sana’a Center for Strategic Studies and correspondent for Dubai TV, writes,

“Local relations with and attitudes toward AQAP in Yemen should thus be

understood as complex dynamics largely based on pragmatic considerations.

These include developments in local security, political and social circumstances,

and shifts in the prevailing balance of power, with unwavering ideological

support for AQAP held by few.”  The complex web of relations that do not fully

align with Western counterterrorism objectives—particularly unlimited

objectives—also extends to the Houthis’ interactions with AQAP.

Under such conditions, assessments of AQAP’s position and resilience that focus

on the group’s history or level of activity can miss how the broader war shapes the

group’s reach and the decision of individuals to connect with or participate in the

movement.  To make matters even more complex, Elisabeth Kendall notes, “It

is possible that some of the fighters themselves are unsure precisely whose grand

design they are part of, and they may not even care, as long as they are fighting

their immediate enemies and earning a wage.”

Yemen also faces multiple socio-economic crises that make it difficult to

sustainably defeat jihadists in the country. Even before the current bout of civil

war, 47 percent of Yemen’s population lived in poverty—a number that spiked to

more than 74 percent by the end of 2019.  Yemen’s latest bout of civil war

added to the country’s humanitarian and economic problems while generating

ever more complex power relations involving an array of military groups and thus

challenging the ability of governance institutions to function.  Much of the

economic disruption has the potential to persist even if the civil war ends.

Environmental crises exacerbate Yemen’s political and socio-economic crises,

and climate change is likely to increase their salience over time.

Yemen’s many socio-economic crises help generate grievances that jihadists and

other armed factions can appeal to while undermining competing political

frames, making it unlikely that a group like al-Qaeda can be fully eliminated. A

survey of Yemeni religious actors identified by researchers as Salafi, suggested

that they “overwhelmingly felt that violence and terrorism in Yemen are more

directly related to endemic, structural concerns – including lawlessness,

corruption, unemployment, and lack of basic resources – rather than religious,

cultural, or ideological factors.”  AQAP’s activities in the past suggest that the

group is aware of these crises and seeks to use them to their advantage in

recruitment and in gaining support or tolerance from other political powers in

Yemen.
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Are Limited Objectives Achievable in Yemen?

Some limited objectives that motivated the U.S. counterterrorism war in Yemen

may be achievable. The limited and disruptive objective of killing Anwar Awlaki

was achieved with his assassination on September 30, 2011. Former Deputy CIA

Director Michael Morell similarly argued that a series of drone strikes in 2013

successfully disrupted a plot against U.S. diplomats in Yemen.

The tougher questions involve whether such disruption is sufficient to sate U.S.

policymakers’ desires in the absence of broader transformation and whether

limited but transformational objectives including the objectives of degrading

AQAP’s capability to strike the United States homeland and denying AQAP

territory are achievable.

Certain formulations of transformative limited objectives are likely achievable

and may already have been achieved. As discussed in the section assessing the

threat to the homeland from AQAP, the threat appears to have declined in part

due to U.S. strikes. Similarly, AQAP has struggled to hold territory in Yemen,

losing its gains in Abyan and Mukalla, in part due to military action by the United

States and its partners.

However, caution is required. First, assessments of the degradation of AQAP’s

capabilities to carry out external attacks or take territory may be exaggerated.

While most analysts agree that AQAP’s capabilities have declined to some extent,

and this report assesses that AQAP’s external attack capabilities have markedly

declined, there is far more work to be done in studying the group’s capabilities

and providing greater transparency on the government’s assessments.

Second, even if limited objectives are achievable, the United States has not

defined its limited but transformational objectives in ways that would allow their

success to be measured. Instead, the objective has been stated as “degrade”

without explanation of what the capabilities should be degraded to—unless the

assumed end is 100 percent security from external attack and 100 percent denial

of AQAP’s capability to resurge as a territorial power in Yemen, both of which are

likely impossible to achieve.

Third, there are potential explanations for the decline in AQAP’s capabilities that

do not derive from America’s counterterrorism strikes. These include the rise of

ISIS, which may have deprived AQAP of recruits and support.  While ISIS has

not developed a strong foothold in Yemen, according to Abderazzaq al-Jamal,

who interviewed former AQAP members, ISIS’s rise along with other factors

severely damaged AQAP’s legitimacy and brand, an important factor in the

group’s recent struggles.  Another possible explanation is that the latest bout of

civil war in Yemen collapsed the connections to the West that AQAP relied upon

for its external attack capability. Yet another possible explanation is that law

enforcement and intelligence efforts short of warfare were the primary factor in

the decline in AQAP’s capabilities.

352

353

354

newamerica.org/international-security/reports/americas-endless-counterterrorism-war-in-yemen/ 68



In terms of AQAP’s local capabilities, their decline may have more to do with the

vagaries of the larger civil war than it does with a relatively low number of

American air strikes. If these factors are the primary cause of AQAP’s decline, it

is an error for American strategists to cite them to demonstrate that the American

strategy made sense and was not an embrace of endless war.

Fourth, even if strikes diminished AQAP’s capabilities, it is possible that such

declines are not maintainable without continued application of American

military force. AQAP has a history of intentionally withdrawing from territory

under pressure and then resurging when the pressure eases.

The question of whether the United States developed plans for war termination

and exit options, and the difficulties of turning the Yemen war over to a partner to

secure U.S. interests without direct U.S. involvement is examined in the next

section. The potential that there are not good options for war termination in

Yemen produces a risk that pursuing limited objectives rather than accepting

some level of inevitable threat might produce a “mowing the grass” strategy of

repeated raiding. Counterterrorism analysts, officials, and drone pilots have all

described the U.S. drone war generally—inclusive of that in Yemen—as having

already taken on the character of a mowing the grass strategy.

By not framing its war in terms of specific limited objectives, the United States

has avoided the task of determining whether its limited objectives are just and

achievable. It has also avoided resolving questions about tradeoffs between

different limited objectives. A similar failure to specify and analyze objectives

contributed to the U.S. policy failure in the early phases of the Syrian civil war,

even as the United States sought to limit its involvement.  The seeming

separation of the strength of AQAP’s external attack apparatus from its domestic

strength, and allegations that U.S. partners have negotiated with and relied upon

militias with ties to al-Qaeda, suggest that limited objectives in Yemen may pose

significant trade offs rather than easily aligning.

The Yemen war’s twists and turns provide a warning against assuming that

temporary successes, whether in denying AQAP territory or degrading particular

capabilities, will last. War, once started, is unpredictable and destructive. It is one

of the reasons that decisions to initiate such wars should involve far greater

public deliberation than they have.

Was Abandoning Unlimited Objectives the True Root of Endlessness?

Some analysts view jihadist groups as a persistent threat to the United States and

its vital interests that requires transformative steps. While acknowledging

AQAP’s recent setbacks, they argue that these and the lower level of threat to the

United States are the product of ongoing military pressure from the United

States.
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These analysts thus attribute the seeming endlessness of the war in Yemen (or at

least its lack of resolution) to the failure to pursue transformative and unlimited

objectives. Daniel Green, who served as deputy assistant secretary of defense for

strategy and force development and was a fellow with the Washington Institute,

argued in 2019 that a strategy focused on counterterrorism strikes would fail,

advocating instead that the United States should adopt governance-focused

counterinsurgency methods with the objective of defeating AQAP.  The

American Enterprise Institute’s Katherine Zimmerman similarly warns that

“chasing down terrorist leaders without helping the communities they prey on is

a recipe for prolonging, not ending, the war on terror.”  She adds, “The global

war on terror has become an endless war because the U.S. has yet to adopt an

approach that will defeat the Salafi-jihadi groups at the heart of this terror threat.

The cycle of military deployments—costly in both American blood and treasure—

will not end so long as the conditions remain.”

Zimmerman argued that a new model was necessary in Yemen. In a September

2015 report, published during the period in which AQAP had seized territory

including the port city of Mukalla but before the group withdrew from those

holdings, she pointed to the collapse of the Yemeni government as

counterterrorism partner and the challenges that presented to argue in favor of a

strategy that replaced targeted killing of key figures with a course of action that

involves “multiple lines of effort, working with regional and local partners, to

defeat AQAP and negotiate a political solution to the Yemen crisis.”  She

framed the argument as a case for the pursuit of unlimited and transformational

objectives, writing, “The United States has never fully taken on the challenge

that Yemen presents. American strategic interests in Yemen remain limited:

prevent al Qaeda in the Arabian Peninsula (AQAP) or any other group from

targeting the American homeland, people, and regional infrastructure, and

prevent regional instability.”

Such arguments deserve attention. There is a real risk that efforts to end

America’s endless war in Yemen by simply halting the use of force could result in

not an end to America’s war but in a strategy of repeated raids and wars, each

portrayed as a separate war for specific limited objectives, the accomplishment of

which never proves satisfying, recreating an endless state of war in another guise.

 One of the core lessons that comes from defining endless war is that it is not

defined by troop numbers and that pursuing transformative or unlimited

objectives with limited means is likely to backfire catastrophically.

To some extent, the United States appears to have moved towards the approach

described by Zimmerman with the result of AQAP being pushed out of its

territorial holdings. This was not a small thing. However, that partial success also

illustrates the limits of the strategy. Insofar as transformative objectives are tied

into the unlimited objective of defeat, the United States is likely to eventually

find itself in a situation where it has reduced the threat from AQAP without
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destroying it.  At that point, the desire to find a permanent solution to the

potential challenge of AQAP’s resurgence is a route to preventive war logic and

permanent war. There may be reasonable debate over whether the threat from

Yemen is sufficiently degraded to halt U.S. activity or about whether gains have

been sustainably achieved. But holding to unlimited objectives kicks the can of

decision down the road and discourages the needed development of war

termination plans.

Because transformative objectives of degrading AQAP and retaking territory

were tied to an unlimited objective, it was insufficient to end the U.S. war. Thus in

2019, after AQAP’s withdrawals, Zimmerman warned that recent successes in

minimizing the strength of AQAP, particularly via direct U.S. strikes and support

for the Emiratis, might be transitory, having been composed of reversing recent

AQAP territorial gains rather than uprooting their base of support while

contending that in the absence of broader transformation, noting, they are

“unlikely to yield permanent success.”  This led her to urge a policy approach

that “helps shape Emirati operations in Yemen and nests the counterterrorism

effort into a larger effort to resolve the underlying drivers of instability in the

country.”

Yet there is little reason to believe that governance efforts provide a real exit out

of the conflict or ensure permanent safety from an AQAP resurgence. For some,

the emphasis on governance as an alternative may be appealing in part because it

speaks to a real need for transformation, but in practice governance-focused

military strategies rarely resolve the challenges that face a strategy focused on air

strikes. Air strikes and governance focused counterinsurgency, often seen as

opposed to each other, can easily co-exist in practice.  In addition,

representations of governance-focused counterinsurgency as separate and

effective in the absence of substantial coercion supported by violence can

misread the history of cases of counterinsurgent success, as well as the broader

history of state-building’s relationship to violence.

Tying U.S. efforts to address systemic issues to a constant war footing in pursuit

of an unlimited objective of destroying AQAP is likely to be counterproductive.

There is little evidence that the United States is capable of achieving expansive,

transformational objectives via military force.  Moreover, pursuing such

objectives risks generating new resentments and leading to resistance.  Such

resistance may take the form of new social bases for jihadism rooted in the losers

of the transformation, or it may take other forms.

Tying state building to U.S. military efforts (particularly when the objective is as

far-off and difficult to envision as the total defeat of AQAP) is particularly risky in

Yemen because of the ongoing civil war. Attempts at rapid centralization of

power are likely to contribute to the conflict, and thus would be self-defeating.

Meanwhile, the limits of the United States’ partners, whose strategic approaches

in Yemen and whose own partners are not entirely separable from AQAP, pose
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the risk that the pursuit of transformative objectives could further splinter

partnerships in ways the United States will find hard to control.  There is also a

risk that transformative objectives could become further intertwined with the

U.S. and Saudi competition with Iran.

For these reasons, the best approach is to clearly define limited objectives for the

American counterterrorism war while committing to the importance of

transformation in Yemen directed at bringing the civil war to an end, addressing

the larger societal crises that face Yemen, and creating infrastructure for

counterterrorism cooperation, preferably via non-militarized means but, if need

be, via further limited military action with specifically defined authorizations and

ends.

Advocates of strategies that maintain unlimited objectives are not wrong to

criticize the dangers of the counterterrorism strategy that has long predominated

in Yemen and may even be right to emphasize the need for transformative

objectives of denying specific territories or degrading AQAP’s organizational

capabilities. They are certainly right to warn of the risks of pursuing limited

objectives while failing to resolve systemic political crises. However, rather than a

route out of the endlessness, the continued connection of such arguments to the

mirage of an unlimited defeat of AQAP misses how such a vision was present in

the earlier phases of the war. It therefore also misses how unlimited objectives

contributed and will likely continue to contribute to policy failure and

endlessness.

Is Sustainable Counterterrorism the Answer?: The Risk of Embracing
Endlessness

Other experts have embraced the emerging frame of sustainable

counterterrorism. The Washington Institute’s Matthew Levitt presents one vision

of what sustainable counterterrorism might mean. He argues, “Counterterrorism

efforts should not be viewed in terms of victory or defeat, but rather as an

ongoing effort—short of both war and peace.”  Under Levitt’s strategy, “the U.S.

military will still play critical counterterrorism roles, both leading in cases where

terrorism threatens the homeland or American interests abroad and supporting

partner-led efforts elsewhere around the world.”  The deployments would be

restricted to particular situations and small although they could still be “open-

ended.”  Such military approaches would be combined with greater emphasis

on diplomacy and other tools. Levitt suggests the “goal of counterterrorism” in

such an approach would be to “to transform the problem from a national security

priority to a law enforcement issue.”

Levitt contends that the few open-ended commitments his approach would

allow, would be the “polar opposite of ‘forever wars’ in their size, cost, and risk.”

 This echoes similar arguments about defense in depth from critics of the
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concept of endless war, including former Secretary of Defense James Mattis.

Levitt is right that not all open-ended military presences necessarily constitute

forever wars, but the kinds of offensive missions and support activity the United

States is carrying out in places like Yemen certainly meet the bill.

To the extent that Levitt is not just wrongly equating size of commitment with

endlessness, it is by making a case that the open-ended commitments are not

endless because they would come to an end when the United States succeeds in

the global transformative goal he lays out. The wars might be long, and some

presence may be permanent, but the war would not be endless.

However, sustainable counterterrorism retains too many of the problems that

faced prior approaches and is prone to institutionalizing endless war. When it is

framed as continuous pursuit of limited objectives via the ongoing monitoring

and military disruption of threats it mirrors the strategic concept of “mowing the

grass.”  Such an approach is less a strategy than an admission of strategic

incoherence, vulnerable to disruption by systemic shifts in context.  It also risks

misdiagnosing the type of endlessness in the wars it continues, presuming the

roots of endless war lie mainly in unachievable, expansive objectives—and not

also in the unclear and unstable selection of limited objectives that may

themselves be unachievable.

The posture of monitoring and disruption even amid degraded threats easily

gives rise to preventive war logic. Sustainable counterterrorism thus risks

generating preventive war paradoxes that promote further destabilization. This is

particularly dangerous if the United States is nesting its open-ended preventive

counterterrorism actions within a strategic doctrine of great power competition

or with partners engaged in escalating regional rivalries.

Viewing sustainable counterterrorism as a way of transforming the war back into

a law enforcement issue is risky. It puts forward a global transformative objective,

and thus re-globalizes and re-aggregates the war. It also leaves the details of how

much the threat needs to be degraded to justify an end under-addressed,

allowing unlimited objectives to fill in as the end point.

Sustainable counterterrorism also downplays the risk that unexpected changes

will bring escalation rather than a trend towards reduced threats. The way the

2014 PPG was quickly overtaken by events illustrates this danger. Sustainable

counterterrorism risks replaying the failed Obama synthesis of unlimited and

limited objectives, which saw the United States become addicted to targeted

killing as its broader approach was overwhelmed by changing systemic

conditions. The United States failed to resolve the conflicts that it sought to

localize and often made them more intractable.

Sustainable counterterrorism also risks a return to unlimited objectives when

conditions worsen. Limited objectives can quickly turn into unlimited ones, as
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the counter-ISIS war showed.  Maintaining multiple open-ended commitments

tied to an ongoing state of war increases the chance of such a reversion.

Sustainable counterterrorism’s approach to partners can also further

institutionalize endlessness. Rather than handing off responsibility and ending

wars, it tends to nest small U.S. forces with restricted rules of engagement within

a larger outsourced military effort. Such nesting can lead to an over-identification

with and reliance on American partners, limiting the United States’ ability to

demand strategically important governance reforms.

Sustainable counterterrorism may prove to be a stepping stone to ending endless

counterterrorism war. However, it risks deepening the endlessness. Rather than

seeking a sustainable counterterrorism posture with an ongoing military aspect,

the United States should prioritize ending its endless wars while acknowledging

that immediate disengagement may not be the best approach in all cases.
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6. Assessing the Level of War Termination Planning

Even were the United States to clarify its objectives and put forward objectives

that are achievable, the United States could fail to end the war’s endless character

due to a lack of effective planning and capacity for war termination. This section

will focus on three factors that have contributed to a low level of war termination

plan development: the lack of an authorization structure that would draw a clear

line between re-escalation and a new war, the lack of an effective partner capable

of maintaining security without direct U.S. involvement, and the poor state of

efforts aimed at resolving underlying societal crises.

Open-ended Authorization as a Failure of War Termination Planning

A major problem with U.S. planning for war termination in Yemen is that the

United States has waged its war under an authorization structure that does not

establish a strong basis for differentiating a re-escalation of the existing war from

a decision to wage a new one.

On September 14, 2001, Congress passed an Authorization for Use of Military

Force, authorizing the president “to use all necessary and appropriate force

against those nations, organizations, or persons he determines planned,

authorized, committed, or aided the terrorist attacks that occurred on September

11, 2001, or harbored such organizations or persons, in order to prevent any

future acts of international terrorism against the United States by such nations,

organizations or persons.”  The AUMF provides for an open-ended war that is

neither temporally nor geographically bound.  The continued reference to an

ever-retreating mirage of al-Qaeda’s unlimited defeat serves to obscure this

failure of war termination planning encapsulated in the AUMF and undermines

planning for more achievable objectives.

A vision of sustainable counterterrorism that retains the AUMF is likewise a

failure of war termination. While seemingly abandoning the binary between

decisively defeating al-Qaeda and losing, it chooses to ignore the question of

ends and war termination short of decisive victory rather than filling the

doctrinal hole identified by Christopher Kolenda and discussed above.

Even if a president announces that the United States has achieved its objectives

in Yemen, and even if that is an accurate representation of the state of U.S.

objectives at the time, in the absence of changes to the authorization structure,

the larger war footing in Yemen will continue.  As former Deputy National

Security Adviser under Obama, Ben Rhodes, stated, “The reality is this is going

to be a long process of essentially unwinding a series of wars and authorities, and

I would argue excesses, that date all the way back to those early months after 9/11
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that have shaped American foreign policy,” adding, “I don't even think a

president alone could end the forever war. It would take Congress. It would take a

shift in prioritization from the American public.”

Because war termination via a peace treaty between the United States and AQAP

is unlikely, war termination will almost certainly revolve around the United

States’ own legal interpretation of its authority. The failure to repeal, reform, or

even slightly update the 2001 AUMF is a failure of war termination planning, as it

demonstrates the United States does not intend to fully hand over responsibility

for security to another actor.

Limited Partner Capacity in Yemen

This problem with the authorization structure is compounded by constraints on

the capabilities of the United States’ partners in Yemen to secure U.S. interests

over the long term. Always a challenge, this has become a major barrier to ending

the counterterrorism war as a result of Yemen’s fragmentation and civil war. As a

result, even in the wake of seemingly accomplished objectives, U.S. partners may

fail to manage crises, potentially generating pressure for a return to war.

Prior to the most recent bout of civil war and the effective collapse of the Yemeni

government, the United States already faced challenges in relying upon the

Yemeni government to provide security. The escalation of the direct U.S.

counterterrorism war in Yemen originated in the perceived inability or

unwillingness of the Yemeni government to sustainably guarantee U.S. interests

in the absence of direct American action.  State Department cables released by

Wikileaks provide a warning sign, showing Yemen’s then-president President Ali

Abdullah Saleh saying that his approval for U.S. strikes constituted a renunciation

of the Yemeni government’s responsibility on the issue, placing success or failure

in American hands.  The U.S. war began under conditions that undermined the

possibility of a future handoff of responsibility, and the United States struggled to

improve the Saleh government’s capacity.

The United States saw Saleh’s successor Abdu Rabbu Mansour Hadi (who took

office in 2012) as a more promising partner, in particular because of his greater

support for U.S. drone strikes.  However, challenges continued under Hadi due

to constraints imposed by public opposition to strikes and ongoing tensions

within Yemen’s government.  The 2013 State Department Country Reports on

Terrorism called Hadi’s government a “strong counterterrorism partner,” but

also wrote:

The Government of Yemen struggled to maintain momentum against a

resilient al-Qa’ida in the Arabian Peninsula (AQAP) in 2013, while facing

multiple challenges from former regime elements, southern
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secessionists, Houthi rebels, and tribal adversaries. The military and

security restructuring process, intended to unify the command

structure of the armed forces, remained incomplete, with front-line

units often poorly trained or poorly equipped to counter the threat

posed by AQAP. The Yemeni military did not undertake major

counterterrorism operations through most of 2013; instead, they

primarily assumed a defensive posture, while relying on small-scale

operations, including air strikes and raids, in response to AQAP attacks.

These challenges have grown since Houthi rebels advanced and the Yemeni

government effectively collapsed. The U.S. State Department has repeatedly

assessed that the Yemeni government lacks the ability to pursue

counterterrorism efforts throughout the country.  In addition, representations

of the conflict as dividing the country between the Houthis and the Saudi-led

coalition misses the extent of fragmentation within the coalition.  Beyond

limits on military and policing activity, “Yemen does not have comprehensive CT

legislation,” a problem exacerbated by political instability.

The United States has, to some extent, replaced its Yemeni government partner

by cooperating with the Saudis and the Emiratis in Yemen.  The Gulf states,

riven by infighting, leave a lot to be desired as a stabilizing force.  Competition

between U.S. partners could escalate existing conflicts or create new ones,

hampering any U.S. effort to end its war. Moreover, the Emiratis in particular

have a wider interpretation of who is a terrorist than the United States does,

particularly when it comes to the Muslim Brotherhood, and as a result, relying

upon the Emiratis has the potential to harm U.S. counterterrorism efforts,

relations with others who don’t share the Emirati view, and human rights.

Many of the United States’ potential partners over the course of its war in Yemen,

including the Yemeni government and later the Saudis, also have elite-level ties

to jihadism within their societies, and struggle with their own issues with

persistent jihadist organizing.  Both the Saudis and the Emiratis have been

accused of funneling support to militias tied to al-Qaeda.

This is not to suggest that Saudi Arabia and the UAE do not view AQAP as a

threat and haven’t waged a significant campaign to disrupt the group with real

successes.  However, their ability to achieve transformational objectives, and

especially unlimited objectives, is constrained. The challenge is further

exacerbated by the growing evidence that the Houthis, a group the United States

has almost no leverage over, are capable of militarily overcoming the United

States’ chosen partners.
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Failure to Address Sources of Systemic Crisis

War termination planning is also challenged by the difficulty of resolving the

wide range of underlying crises that contribute to AQAP’s resilience and increase

the risk of sudden shifts in the character of the threat.

The United States might have been able to improve the capacity of its partners in

Yemen, particularly before the government’s collapse. However, arguments that

such efforts alone could have provided an exit from endlessness are challenged

by the failure to manage systemic political crises. According to Luke Hartig,

former senior director for counterterrorism at the National Security Council, the

“Yemeni security sector needed a decade-plus uninterrupted commitment. For

political and security reasons, the United States was never able to provide that.”

 Despite some efforts, the United States and its partners failed to provide the

Yemeni government the broader aid it needed while also failing to manage

tensions and fragmentation within Yemeni politics. At the end of the day, these

failures overcame the limited advances in building capacity.

Yemenis are now in the midst of one of the world’s worst humanitarian

catastrophes. In addition, the broader internationalized militarization of the

Middle East, its reflection in Yemen, and the actions of Yemenis themselves,

have created a situation that holds great potential for sudden shifts in power and

threat.

A vision of war termination in which the United States simply washes its hands of

responsibility while presuming that a fragmented and chaotic Yemen will never

pose a major threat again is untenable. First, even if such a stance were

sustainable, it would be immoral given the humanitarian crisis and America’s

contributions to it. The United States cannot credibly claim to hold no

responsibility for conditions, even in the absence of U.S. strikes, having actively

structured U.S.-Yemeni relations for two decades around the counterterrorism

issue and having strongly supported the Saudi-led coalition.

Second, it is a policy primed for failure. The ongoing civil war will limit the ability

of the United States to count on the kinds of less-militarized cooperation that

undergird many of the defensive measures that make the homeland so secure.

Moreover, a policy in which the United States simply washes its hands of Yemen

while choosing to view continuing instability and humanitarian crisis as

acceptable conditions would risk providing confirming evidence for al-Qaeda’s

arguments that the United States seeks to keep Yemen weak and disempowered

from afar.

Currently, the threat to the U.S. homeland from AQAP has declined. However,

AQAP’s proven capability to attack the U.S. homeland in the 2009-2012 period

warns against assuming that such a condition will be permanent, particularly if

broader tensions and grievances are not addressed. Today’s decision-makers,

however restraint-oriented, cannot credibly guarantee that the United States
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would not return to military action were conditions to worsen. Therefore, it is

essential that an end to military action be combined with other forms of

engagement that create conditions for non-militarized responses in the case of a

future crisis and address the underlying conditions that make such crises

possible.

The need for continued U.S. engagement in Yemen, however, does not provide a

defense of the endless counterterrorism war. Framing transformation as a

counterterrorism objective requiring war is at odds with the kind of

transformation needed. The war on terror does not address the core

humanitarian and socio-economic issues facing most Yemenis.  By filtering the

need for transformation through the lens of the war on terror, American

policymakers risk missing the broader security threats to Yemenis from the civil

war and the growing fragmentation and militarization of Yemeni politics,

especially when war rationales increasingly rely on preventive war logic.  As

International Crisis Group Yemen Analyst Peter Salisbury writes, “These

developments raise the question of whether continued focus on the hollowed-out

AQAP brand and a largely defunct transnational threat is a distraction from a real

problem being stored up for Yemen’s future: the tens of thousands of religiously

motivated fighters on both sides of the civil war.”

While historically, the securitization that comes with a war framing in Yemen has

sometimes coexisted with funding aimed at resolving systemic issues, it has also

meant that assistance can be unpredictable and tied to the ups and downs of the

immediate security threat rather than societal improvement.  In addition, an

overarching war framing can lead the United States to over identify with its

partners, limiting its ability to press for changes that systemic transformation

might require.

Efforts to end the United States’ counterterrorism war in Yemen should be

realistic about what potential partners are capable of offering and the need for

continued diplomatic efforts to manage partners and prevent infighting and

governance failures from giving al-Qaeda new openings for growth and

disruption. Simply abandoning Yemen to its current woes is unlikely to

sustainably end the endless war, but framing systemic change as justification for

governance-based counterinsurgency in a war with no end in sight is likely to

exacerbate rather than resolve the underlying systemic crises that make

sustainably ending the war so difficult.
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7. Conclusion: Towards A Path Out of Endlessness

In May 2013, more than three years and dozens of strikes into the escalation of

the U.S. counterterrorism war in Yemen, President Obama spoke at National

Defense University laying out his counterterrorism strategy and the place of

drone strikes within it.  In that speech, he took pains to argue that America’s

counterterrorism war should not be endless. He stated, “Unless we discipline our

thinking, our definitions, our actions, we may be drawn into more wars we don’t

need to fight, or continue to grant Presidents unbound powers more suited for

traditional armed conflicts between nation states,” adding “this war, like all wars,

must end. That’s what history advises. That’s what our democracy demands.”

Obama promised to engage Congress on the AUMF to help bring a close to the

state of war.

And yet, more than eight years later, the United States has not meaningfully

brought its state of war to an end. While many commentators have denied that

the concept of “endless war” has meaning, every president who has waged the

war on terror has taken pains to assure the American people that though the war

might be long, it won’t be endless. Even George W. Bush, in his notorious 2003

“Mission Accomplished” speech, stated, “The war on terror is not over; yet it is

not endless. We do not know the day of final victory, but we have seen the turning

of the tide.”  Two decades into the overarching war, such assurances ring

hollow.

America’s war in Yemen poses a hard test for advocates of ending America’s

endless counterterrorism wars and the policymakers who have adopted some of

their rhetoric. The war—or at least its escalation—was born in secrecy. Unlike the

wars in Afghanistan and Iraq, the war in Yemen has never involved large numbers

of American troops on the ground. It has thus tended to draw far less public

discussion and scrutiny.

Policymakers may be tempted to take advantage of the lower level of attention to

wind down less scrutinized wars like the war in Yemen without publicly

addressing American objectives or renouncing the authority to use force without

new authorization.

Today, there are signs that the pace of U.S. strikes in Yemen may be slowing or

even coming to a prolonged halt. Yet the United States has neither declared its

objectives in Yemen achieved and its war over nor has it publicly renounced its

objectives. The war has thus entered a twilight condition in which the state of war

and threat of a return to strikes continues alongside pauses in actual strikes and a

premature rhetoric of having ended America’s wars.

One source of the temptation to quietly limit the use of force instead of truly

ending the war is that embracing the twilight character appears to hold the
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promise of flexibility in the event that terrorist threats increase. By maintaining

the broader state of war and its authorization, an administration can seek to

reassure the American public that it will take threats seriously—in so far as

seriousness has unfortunately become equated with military action.

Policymakers may also see the flexibility as important for signaling to hostile

groups that the United States remains capable and willing of using force against

those who threaten it.

This flexibility is a mirage that produces its own constraints in the form of

pressure to escalate war in times of crisis when policymakers might prefer to have

room to maneuver. In absolving Congress of responsibility for authorizing war,

the mirage can incentivize political potshots unconstrained by the need to justify

one’s own position or demonstrate consistency. It can also lock in unwise

strategies and promote overconfidence by missing how authorization is an

important forcing mechanism for informing the American people of what

specific objectives will require and determining whether they are willing to make

that commitment.

While flexibility may arguably signal resolve to hostile groups, it can also

undermine such signaling by blurring the difference between an America at war

and one that is not. A constant state of war with few or no strikes risks bolstering

al-Qaeda’s argument that jihadist groups should target the far-enemy—because

any Islamist or jihadist project that doesn’t will eventually face U.S. military

action no matter how restrained they are.

To truly end the endless character of the United States’ counterterrorism wars,

and in particular its counterterrorism war in Yemen, the United States cannot

play rhetorical games that take advantage of the twilight character of today’s

counterterrorism wars. Instead, the United States should publicly address the

war and align U.S. objectives with what is achievable. The United States should

heed President Obama’s call to “discipline our thinking, our definitions, our

actions.”

Implementing such a policy requires progress on three fronts:

First, the United States should clarify what its objectives in Yemen are and

increase transparency about how the United States has waged its war.

Second, the United States should abandon its unlimited and likely

unachievable objective of destroying AQAP or the jihadist movement

more broadly in Yemen and define limited objectives that enable the

termination of U.S. military action.

Third, the United States should strengthen its war termination planning

and support non-militarized ways of addressing the broader conflicts and

humanitarian crises that Yemenis face.
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An essential step is repealing the 2001 AUMF and reforming the authorization

structure for America’s wars. This is critical for providing stability for American

objectives. In the absence of reforms to the authorization structure that require

new public debate to re-initiate the use of force, even major withdrawals or

pauses in strikes will institutionalize endlessness by eroding the barriers to

shifting conceptions of what a war is about and its limits.

Numerous reform proposals exist regarding the 2001 AUMF ranging from

straight repeal to the addition of various restrictions and reporting requirements.

 Any revised or new AUMF should include a sunset clause that forces Congress

to go through the process of reauthorizing wars after a set period of time, limits

on the regions in which force is authorized, detail on who force is authorized

against, and strong requirements regarding the reporting of where and against

who force is used under the authorization.

The United States should also institutionalize greater transparency around U.S.

drone and air strikes and refuse to wage secret wars. The United States should

require that all strikes be accompanied by a public press release as soon as

possible after the strike. Press releases should include civilian casualty

assessments as well as assessments of the total number of people killed and

injured.

The United States should initiate a thorough review and audit of the strikes that it

has conducted over the past two decades in Yemen. Preferably, this review would

be tied to a broader, independent, and public review of American practices

regarding air strikes and civilian casualties. At its best, a review would be part of

a much broader effort to review and analyze the costs and benefits of America’s

wars on terror and counterterrorism strategy.

The United States should also initiate a public review of and provide greater

transparency regarding the U.S. assessment of the organizational structure and

continuity of AQAP and the character of the threat it poses to the United States.

Changes in American objectives to align them with achievable ends are also

necessary. In their absence, advances in clarity regarding objectives and in

transparency risk fueling endlessness by shifting debate from questions of

whether the war is justified and effective to questions of how it is conducted.

A policy agenda that fails to adjust American objectives is likely to eventually

revert to unclear and non-transparent objectives. The unlimited objective of

defeating and destroying al-Qaeda carries within it an unresolved tension and

incoherency regarding what defeat or destruction means in the context of a non-

state group or movement with a somewhat decentralized character.

As part of the process of abandoning unlimited objectives, the president should

give a speech clearly laying out what objectives the United States will pursue via
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war and why they are achievable. That speech should correspond to a strategy

document that describes American counterterrorism policy. The speech and

strategy document should clearly differentiate between the likelihood that the

United States will face a persistent, even multi-generational threat from and

competition with individuals and groups tied to jihadist movements, and the

notion that such competition should be understood as a war. The speech should

make clear that while future resurgences in AQAP’s threat may require military

action, the decision to wage war in such a crisis will be publicly debated and

assessed on its own terms and not treated as a mere toggling up or down of an

existing war. Decision-makers should put military action back in its place as a

tool for specific ends not as the overarching frame for the persistent challenges of

terrorism tied to jihadist ideology.

The United States should reemphasize the role of defensive measures in

preventing attacks on the homeland.  The United States should also maintain

and strengthen those capabilities and processes necessary for effective warning

of rising threats.  In the absence of an effective warning system, policymakers

will find themselves surprised and wrestling with surges in public and elite

demand for military action during crises.

The United States must also strengthen its war termination planning efforts and

expand its toolset of non-militarized means for addressing the underlying

conditions that enable terrorism. The United States has systematically undercut

its broader leverage in the Middle East and surrounding regions by pursuing an

unlimited war on terrorism, overly funding the military, and underfunding the

State Department and other less militarized organs of U.S. foreign policy.

Limiting American objectives and expectations while clarifying the objectives

and authorization structure for America’s counterterrorism wars is the necessary

first step for effective war termination, but it is not sufficient on its own.  The

United States cannot simply assert that it will not use force in the future and trust

that doing so will establish a fundamental change in Americans’ vision of their

role or security needs. Sustainable war termination will require strengthening

other foreign policy tools and sustained work on rethinking the U.S. role in the

world beyond simple expressions of sudden change. It will also require efforts to

improve the lives of Yemenis. Ending America’s war by condemning Yemenis to

an endless war of their own is neither a moral exit nor likely to truly remove the

U.S. role, which may instead become more privatized, delegated, and hidden.

Finally, some may argue that a seemingly endless state of war is acceptable given

the low costs of waging the war and what they assess to be a very real and

significant threat from AQAP.  Such an argument requires response because it is

not inherently irrational or immoral to wage war without a clear end in sight.

Calculating that a war with an endless character is sustainable and low-cost

makes an analytical error in confidently calculating a war’s outcome before the
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war is over. While it is possible that unexpected structural changes will eventually

bring the war to an end on favorable terms, it is also possible that unexpected

changes will bring escalation. The partial collapse of American counterterrorism

strategy in 2014 amid highly internationalized conflicts—and the way that year’s

setbacks posed problems for the newly promulgated Presidential Policy

Guidance on the use of drone strikes should provide sufficient warning of this

possibility.  An embrace of endless war as a low-cost approach in the face of the

difficulty of actually ending wars avoids addressing these issues by replacing

strategic thinking with operational thinking and thus courts disaster when

conditions do change.

Analysts should not be confident the counterterrorism war in Yemen will not

escalate into a larger and more costly war. Yemen may not have the same level of

escalatory potential as some other locations, notably Syria and Iraq, and the level

of Iranian control and presence in Yemen has often been exaggerated.  Yet,

Yemen is engulfed in an internationalized civil conflict.

Waging an unlimited war on an already devastated AQAP has the potential to

deepen and escalate that conflict.  Crises in Yemen have the potential to

become tied to broader regional conflicts. When the United States and Iran

engaged in an escalatory spiral centered in Iraq that involved the assassination of

Qassem Soleimani leading to the direct targeting of U.S. forces in Iraq by Iran,

the United States has also conducted a strike targeting an IRGC official in Yemen.

 In 2022, the Houthis fired ballistic missiles at the UAE, which made U.S. forces

based in the UAE take cover.

Neither can the potential for escalation be analyzed on the basis of conditions in

Yemen alone. U.S. government officials from the Obama administration to the

Biden administration have explicitly connected the war in Yemen to other

conflict areas.  Embracing the logic of endlessness in one case thus tends to

promote its adoption in other locations because it becomes difficult to explain

why Yemen requires an endless war footing but any one of the vast range of other

places that al-Qaeda or ISIS has a foothold does not. Strategies that accept

endlessness promote the circulation of theories and personnel structures built

around that acceptance in other wars. The history of aerial bombing suggests that

it is not so easy to geographically cordon off such violence in one part of the

world.

Even if the counterterrorism war in Yemen does not produce escalation, the

pursuit of an endless war brings other costs. Beyond the cost to non-American life

(which is too often obscured in calculations of cost), a persistent war footing can

promote the development of new racial structures and forms rooted in the very

theories that supposedly keep the war and its explanations as to why endlessness

is acceptable from circulating beyond the specific geography of the war.  It can

also militarize American society and harm American democracy.  These

systems of domination, and their racial dynamics, can exist even if the war is
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conducted in a manner that limits the death of civilians. Samuel Moyn, for

example, argues that death and violence may not be the “elemental face of war”

but rather “control by domination and surveillance”  George Orwell’s writing

on permanent war warns of the possibility of a war primarily defined by

domination rather than inhumane violence.

The lack of direct costs to the United States produces its own danger in

committing the United States to a seemingly endless war conducted in a context

of radical asymmetry, where AQAP and other targets of the U.S. war are

incapable of posing a major threat to the United States and its military while the

United States is capable of extensive violence via drone strikes.  As Neil Renic

argues, this radical asymmetry undermines the basic moral frameworks that

differentiate war from forms of one-side violence, potentially creating

dehumanizing visions of war that can promote massacre.

Waging war over a long period in a structurally asymmetric fashion is likely to

prove self-defeating for American counterterrorism because radical asymmetry

on the battlefield encourages a shift to terrorism on the part of the weaker party

for strategic reasons while also undermining the influence of moral restraints on

the use of terrorism.

Policymakers may not feel an urgent need to bring the counterterrorism war in

Yemen to a close but maintaining a war without a foreseeable end in sight is akin

to keeping a loaded weapon ready for any crisis to set it off. Moreover, the

weapon’s presence can be its own form of violent coercion even in the seeming

pauses between its firings. Rather than waiting for one of the many tensions to

explode in even-greater catastrophe, policymakers should work to bring the war

to a close.
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Appendix 1: U.S. Intelligence Community Threat
Assessments
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Appendix 2: Presence of Unlimited Objectives in
CENTCOM Press Releases Under the Trump
Administration
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