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  Introduction


  Why have there been so many violent conflicts and unrest across the globe in 2014? From civil war in Ukraine, ISIS in Iraq and Syria, the Gaza War between Israel and Hamas, drug wars in Latin America, terrorism in Pakistan and Nigeria, to violent unrest in the United States, conflict is back on the world stage. It wasn't supposed to be this way. With the death of Osama Bin Laden, everyone in the United States breathed a collective sigh of relief. After a decade of continuous combat, we could finally start to come off of a war footing. But now there are hot spots of conflict popping up all around the world, and our leaders are unable to prevent or even explain them.


  This book is dedicated towards understanding why conflict is making a comeback. The approach I take is to examine conflicts individually by answering three questions about each one: How did it start, what does it mean, and what can be done about it.


  Drawing on my own experience in Iraq, Chapter 1 traces the origins of the rise of the Islamic State of Syria and Iraq, known as ISIS in the west, and identifies a regional strategic framework for reversing the damage ISIS has done. Chapter 2 untangles the civil war in Eastern Ukraine, and I would like to thank linguist Thomas Beavitt for the title of this chapter, the Bleeding Edge, which is based on a translation of the word Ukraine into English. Chapter 3 delves into the 2014 Gaza War between Israel and Hamas, situating that outburst of violence into the context of the ongoing struggle between those combatants. Chapter 4, Abduction, details how Boko Haram grew to its current level of menace in Nigeria, and I would like to extend a thank you to Sabella Abidi, my former graduate school classmate, for insights into his native Nigeria.


  Chapter 5, Outbreak, analyzes the Ebola outbreak in West Africa in 2014 and illustrates how security challenges can make responding to epidemics even more difficult; a special thanks to my childhood friend Dr. Duke Ruktanunchai, a former epidemiologist with the Centers for Disease control, for helping me understand the medical aspects of the Ebola virus and the responses to it. Chapter 6, Protests for Prosperity, captures the essence of the phenomenon of worldwide mass protests, most recently those accompanying the 2014 World Cup in Brazil and presents evidence that the underlying impetus is economic, not political. In Chapter 7, Multiplication by Division, I highlight the growing global security threat of nuclear weapons and proliferation, which despite recent embarrassing scandals for the US Air Force has remained on the back-burner of global security discussions.


  Chapter 8 takes an inside look at the growing threat in Central Asia, particularly Afghanistan and Pakistan, the latter of which is, as of this writing, once again on the verge of a military coup. Chapter 9 brings to light the growing militarization of crime and correspondingly the militarization of law enforcement, with particular attention paid to the growing sophistication of Latin American drug cartels, which have used Special Forces commandos and military tactics to sow violence and chaos in Central America, highlighted in the western media only occasionally by a mass murder or particularly gruesome series of killings.


  After surveying the field of current conflicts, the next logical step is to see what kind of connections have been uncovered. The year 2014 is the centennial of the beginning of the First World War, a good time to reflect on how the lessons from the most violent century in human history can be applied to our challenges today.


  The way human beings experience war has changed; Chapter 10, The New Experience of War, details how modern communications technology has altered perceptions, attitudes, and beliefs about the world's ongoing conflicts. Shared experiences of war form narratives, and Chapter 11, Rockets versus Atoms, compares the way mass media narratives formed in the 20th century versus the smartphone world of today.


  It's not just governments who respond to global security challenges; today transnational corporations are building ever more sophisticated security systems of surveillance and coordination which allow them to continue doing business even in the midst of global conflicts. Chapter 12, The Bat Cave, Corporate Style takes you inside corporate command centers to see how global business keeps goods moving even during conflicts and how the global economy's growing immunity to warfare makes conflict resolution more difficult.


  The last chapters offer big picture lessons from today's conflicts. Chapter 13, A Growing World, argues that conventional wisdom is wrong: the modern world isn't shrinking its growing. Economic, population, and technological growth is driving the increase in conflicts around the world, and many of the nations and organizations are unaware of how growth drives instability or what to do about it. Chapter 14, the Power of Priorities, lays out a roadmap to improve global security by building the international cooperation to manage the effects of global growth.


  One hundred years ago, the opening of World War I shook the globe and triggered the bloodiest conflict in history at the time, followed only a generation later by the second and even bloodier act which today is known as World War II. In 2014, a new outpouring of scholarship and research revealed the extent to which the modern world is still feeling the effects of World War I. As historian Adam Tooze observed "the violence of the Great War had become transformative. A new order emerged from the Great War that promised, above the bickering and nationalist grandstanding of the new states, fundamentally to restructure relations between the great powers—Britain, France, Italy, Japan, Germany, Russia, and the United States. It took geostrategic and historical imagination to comprehend the scale and significance of this power transition." Tooze, Adam (2014-05-29). The Deluge: The Great War and the Remaking of Global Order 1916-1931 (p. 3). Penguin Books Ltd.


  The causes of World War I and our conflicts today have much in common; then and now powerful nations misunderstand the nature of the global threats to security and peace. Those misunderstandings trigger actions and inactions with the potential to lead to disaster. It is the purpose of this book to improve our understanding of the global threat landscape to prevent future disasters from occurring or, where prevention is impossible, to lessen their destructive potential. Understanding is sought not because I believe war and conflict can be eliminated, but because it is our moral duty to apply the lessons of the past to build a safer future. It is our obligation to make the twenty-first century less destructive than its predecessor.


  Today the legacy of the past century of warfare and the defining dynamic of the modern world, global growth, are pushing against one another like two enormous tectonic plates. The resultant friction is now a growing rumble heralding the potential to unleash widespread devastation on the world's landscape. But unlike plate tectonics, the forces of violent conflict can be managed.


  One legacy of the past century of warfare is an increasingly militarized world. In the US, police wear body armor and carry assault rifles; in Latin America drug cartels use Special Forces soldiers and submarines to move illegal drugs; in Ukraine separatists possess surface to air missiles capable of downing fighter jets and commercial airliners; in Lebanon sub-national groups like Hezbollah have armor piercing tank rounds and Silkworm anti-ship missiles. In Nigeria, Boko Haram rules territory because it has the police and the army outgunned and outmatched. In Karachi, Pakistan, police confront criminals armed with military weapons and experienced in urban warfare tactics. Where a century ago combat took place in trenches far away from most people's daily lives, today the world is becoming a battlefield.


  Today that legacy meets the dynamics of the future. Conventional wisdom holds that technology shrunk the world, but in fact the world is growing. Population, economic, and technological growth are driving insecurity and the increase in militarization. Just how this is happening can be understood by analyzing the wide range of violent conflicts which have sprung up in 2014.


  The book is dedicated to analyzing recent conflicts. It is a catalogue of conflicts providing depth and context to arenas of combat which have received superficial coverage in news media. The civil war in Ukraine, the Gaza War, ISIS in Iraq and Syria, Boko Haram in Nigeria, drug wars in Latin America, civil unrest in the United States, and a looming nuclear showdown between Pakistan and India are among those conflicts analyzed. From the analysis, the reader will learn three things: how did each conflict start, what are its implications, and what can be done about it?


  Reporting has provided some context, but the rapid changes of each conflict and the number of conflicts ongoing make it difficult for time-strapped reporters to give their audience in depth information. In depth understanding cannot be achieved in 140 characters or in thirty second news clips; those media only make us aware of the problem. It is our job as to probe further and refine our understanding. Getting our arms around the problem of current conflicts is a global challenge, and this book is an attempt to meet that need.


  Timing is a critical factor. In the United States, the world's preeminent power and leading military force, calls are growing to trim expenditures on national defense, and the need for a strategic framework to guide thinking in that debate is urgent. Cutting spending or increasing spending without knowing why is nothing more than leaving our common defense to be determined by a throw of the dice. The often decried sluggishness with which America changes policy is actually of benefit to the issue of defense; the slowness of the machinery of government is deliberate. It gives our policy makers time to think, to debate, to argue, and to come up with a new framework of approach. It also provides ordinary citizens with the chance to make their voices heard. Today no citizen in any country can afford to sit back and wait for their government to provide all the answers.


  The problems of the world have grown too numerous for any single government to manage; even coalitions of governments lack the resources to cope with all our global security challenges. While criticizing government policy is the duty of every citizen, it is also a citizen's duty to provide a fresh perspective. Governments and policy makers need our help; it is our job, and especially those of us who are veterans, to provide it.


  While the catalogue of conflicts provides understanding of current events, the second part bridges the past and the present by answering this question: what are the most vital lessons from the twentieth century that we can apply to global security challenges today? It makes sense that the twentieth century could provide us with valuable lessons on security, since it saw more warfare than any other century in human history. As we go through the lessons of the past, the linkages to current problems will become clearer. But understanding lessons from the past triggers new questions: was the twentieth century unique? Did widespread warfare rest upon the convergence of a specific set of factors unlikely to ever be repeated? Or are the same factors which generated warfare on an unprecedented scale still present today?


  It is my hope that this book will contribute to the discussion surrounding these questions, and perhaps provide a glimpse of the answers. The study of history is an organic process, with new thoughts and discoveries constantly challenging previous conceptions and understanding. With that in mind, I invite readers to join the discussion and continue to focus efforts on making sense of an ever more complicated world.


  Chapter 1

  A Flood in the Desert: Understanding and Defeating ISIS


  The morning for Mohamed Bouazizi started like any other as the twenty-six year old fruit seller pushed his creaky wooden cart along the streets of Tunis looking for a place to ply his trade. Fruit selling didn't pay much, but it was honest work. Before he could make his first sale of the day, local police approached him and demanded to see his permit. Street sellers confronted by the police in Tunisia have two choices: pay to get a permit, which often involves bribes to government officials, or bribe the police directly and skip the permit process. Having the money for neither, Mr. Bouazizi pleaded with the police but they were unsympathetic; one policewoman even slapped him in the face and told him to leave1.


  Desperate, poor, and now without means to make any sales for the day, Mohamed Bouazizi decided to take even more desperate action. He doused himself with gasoline and set himself on fire in front of government buildings in Tunisia, a gruesome act recorded by nearby pedestrians and shared on social media across the globe. Two weeks later Mohamed Bouazizi died from his injuries, but not before learning he had ignited a revolution. His act of self-immolation did not come from a single bad encounter with local police; it came from years of such encounters that finally pushed him to the breaking point. Thousands of other Tunisians suffered from similar conditions, which is why his act resonated so deeply across that nation. Within a month mass protests forced Tunisia's corrupt president to flee for his life, and within weeks mass protests against corrupt rulers spread across the Middle East and North Africa. The Arab Spring was born.


  The first Arab Spring protests in Syria were modest, with a fairly small number of demonstrators confined to the capital of Damascus. Syrian President Bashar al-Assad, a London trained Dentist by profession, instantly recognized the danger to his totalitarian regime and swiftly unleashed a harsh security crackdown on the protestors. Police fired live ammunition into crowds and arrested hundreds of protestors who were later beaten by Syria's secret police2. Instead of crushing the revolution before it started, Syria's brutal tactics intensified the protest movement, which soon spread to Allepo and other major cities outside the capital. Within a few months, elements of Syria's Army declared they were on the side of the protestors and no longer under the control of Assad's regime. The Arab Spring had brought civil war to Syria.


  Meanwhile in neighboring Iraq, Sunni militants who had opposed the US military still seethed with anger. The American invasion of Iraq and subsequent overthrow of the regime of Saddam Hussein is indisputably a factor in the current violence. ISIS is a problem with Iraqi roots, and Iraq impacted the current situation in Syria in two ways, both documented by Deborah Amos in Eclipse of the Sunnis: Power, Exile, and Upheaval in the Middle East. First was "a ripple of consequences across all Sunni communities in the Middle East that Saddam's removal would create." Secondly, the flow of Iraqi refugees could not be missed in Syria: "There were so many Iraqis in outlying neighborhoods of the Syrian capital that the southern edge of Damascus became known as 'Little Baghdad'3."


  The ripple of consequences was not limited to the displacement of millions of people; it also triggered the intensification of the Sunni and Shi'ite rivalry in the Middle East. Ground zero for that clash is now Iraq, and the seeds of it were sown by the efforts of the United States early after its invasion to disband the Iraqi Army (whose officer corps were predominantly Sunni) and the promotion of "de-ba'athification." The Ba'ath Party, which had been used by Saddam Hussein to organize his Sunni domination of Iraq, represented at once a symbol of oppression to Iraq's Shi'ite population and a symbol of prestige to Iraqi Sunni.


  In The Occupation of Iraq: Winning the War, Losing the Peace, Ali Allawi captured the impact of America's post invasion errors: "in Iraq's Sunni Arab community, de-ba'athification was shorthand for removing Sunni Arabs from positions of power and influence4." That decision represented more than just a strategic miscalculation on the part of the US; it was, as the title of Thomas Rick's best-selling book captures, a Fiasco5. It also fueled Sunni extremism which contributed mightily to the sectarian bloodshed in 2006 and 2007. The lesson is clear: politically marginalizing Iraqi Sunnis is a recipe for violent extremism in Iraq. In the years after the US withdrawal from Iraq, the government of former Prime Minister Al-Maliki has been engaged in precisely that.


  ISIS' rapid takeover of the Sunni areas of Iraq provided proof. As Sameer Yacoub and Vivian Salama reported, "Iraq's major factions deeply distrust each other. Sunni politicians are pressing for greater political influence, saying their disenfranchisement under al-Maliki's Shiite-dominated government fueled support among the Sunni minority for the insurgency, led by the extremist Islamic State group.6" Putting the matter more directly, Kareen Fahim and Azam Ahmed, writing for the New York Times, added, "many Sunnis view Iraq's leaders as worse enemies than ISIS.7" Al-Maliki's marginalization of Iraq's Sunni generated support among Iraqi Sunni for ISIS, and that support translated into action. Rather than follow orders to fight ISIS when the group first invaded Iraq, it is clear some Iraqi military units simply abandoned their posts and gave ISIS territory without a fight. The leader of ISIS, al-Baghdadi, is even a former officer in Iraq's military.


  But the intensification of the rivalry between Sunni and Shi'ites triggered by the US invasion of Iraq cannot by itself explain the emergence of the Islamic State of Syria and Iraq. ISIS is also a product of the lack of security and control on the Turkish and Iraqi sides of the Syrian border. The border between Iraq and Syria is largely a barren expanse of empty desert, and one consequence of the fighting since 2011 has been constantly changing control over Syria's borders8. For long stretches of time, no one controlled those borders. As a result the flow of foreign fighters into Syria has accelerated since 2011. In particular from Turkey foreign jihadists have poured into Syria, and the Turkish government is now working feverishly to close what has become known as the "jihadists' highway.9"


  During the Iraq War militants poured into Iraq from Syria by the thousands to wage jihad against Americans (including me), but the Syrian civil war reversed the flow. Now Sunni militants from Iraq crossed the Iraqi border into Syria to wage jihad against Assad's regime and, frequently, each other10. Given the Iraqi roots of ISIS, it is not surprising the group returned to Iraq to expand its rule, which is home for some of its fighters, but that process took time. From 2011 through 2013 brutal fighting raged in Syria, drawing in fighters from across the world eager to wage jihad and putting most of Syria's civilians in the crossfire. (For sake of simplicity I still use the term Syria, but that country no longer exists.) According to Jane's Defense at one point over 1,000 armed groups were fighting in Syria, but it took the capture of an ancient capital to put ISIS on the global map.


  In eastern Syria a modest town of 240,000 called Raqqa sits on the banks of the Euphrates River, not far from the western border of Iraq and the southern border of Turkey. Raqqa serves as a transit hub for the nearby oil fields of Deir al-Zor, in addition to being located less than a mile from the Syrian Army's 17th Division headquarters11. Raqqa has symbolic value for those acquainted with Islamic history; in the ninth century Haroun al-Rasheed ruled the Islamic world from that same city. But its current residents never thought their town would play an important role in the affairs of the modern Middle East.


  That changed in the spring of 2013 with the arrival of ISIS. Known in English as the Islamic State of Iraq and Syria, ISIS represents an umbrella group of Islamic fighters, loosely under the command of a former Colonel in the Iraqi Army known as Al-Baghdadi12 In March 2013, the Syrian Army either abandoned Raqqa or was driven out by ISIS, but the result was the same: ISIS took control of Raqqa and turned it into the group's de facto capital. The fall of Raqqa marked a turning point in the Syrian civil war.


  The ISIS capture of Raqqa marked the first time President Assad lost control of a provincial capital in Syria. It was the kind of loss a savvy enemy could exploit, and ISIS did just that. Like its affiliate Al Qaeda, ISIS proved it understood the value of good public relations. ISIS quickly moved to publicize its exploits in Raqqa.


  Videos of ISIS fighters parading through the streets of Raqqa soon appeared on the Internet, along with gruesome clips of the executions, including the beheading of Syrian Army soldiers for which ISIS cheerfully claimed responsibility13.


  "It pays to be a winner" is an expression used by US Navy SEALS; it holds true in the world of Islamic jihadists as well. New recruits and crucially new funding poured into ISIS after Raqqa. With its newfound success and fame, western observers soon compared ISIS to Al Qaeda, but they are different in important ways.


  The most crucial difference is ISIS controls territory; as of September 2014, it commanded a large swath of land from eastern Syria into northern Iraq, which it has proclaimed to be a new Islamic caliphate. Al Qaeda by contrast operated in host countries like Pakistan and Afghanistan, focusing on its mission of global jihad meant it left the day to day management and administration of territory to its hosts. Al Qaeda operated as a global network, with Osama Bin Laden (until his death) acting as the group's CEO14. There were some exceptions in Pakistan's Northwest Frontier Province and Federally Administered Tribal areas where Al Qaeda affiliates did control territory, but Al Qaeda never controlled as much ground as ISIS does today.


  ISIS is also fighting conventional military battles against its enemies, something Al Qaeda deliberately avoided. Al Qaeda viewed conventional warfare as inherently advantageous to its enemies, so it opted to fight asymmetrically using suicide attackers, culminating with the terrorist attacks of September 11, 2001 against the United States. Essentially an armed propaganda organization, Al Qaeda never had a standing army in the sense that ISIS does.


  ISIS is a hybrid army believed to number around 15,000 fighters15 that uses rhetoric and brutal tactics similar to Al Qaeda, but it is more conventional in its approach to combat. It also extorts fees from local residents and profits from illicit oil sales; it has been called "the Taliban with oil fields16."


  Using groups of heavily armed fighters to capture and control territory is classic conventional warfare, something ISIS has done with success in Syria and Iraq. It should alarm American planners that the strategy used by ISIS mimics the US invasion of Iraq in 2003; by moving with rapid speed, heavily armed groups of fighters caught the Iraqis by surprise and consequently seized large areas of territory.


  The fall of Raqqa and the emergence of ISIS also changed the Syrian conflict by spilling hostilities across the Syrian border and into Iraq. In the academic world there is an ongoing debate over whether or not national borders still matter. US leaders did not authorize military action against ISIS until ISIS forces crossed into Iraq, offering evidence that national borders still matter a great deal. ISIS fighters in Syria also gave credibility to Syrian President Assad's often dismissed claims he is battling foreign terrorists, as it now appears he indeed is. It also marked the first time an organization like ISIS ever seized portions of two countries and as of this writing in 2014 held onto them.


  By taking territory in two countries, ISIS by definition became an international threat, and one that can only be solved with international cooperation. Every sovereign nation should be worried about what ISIS represents: a group accountable to no one but itself, capable of besting national armies and taking territory away from the control of national governments. In the twenty-first century terrorist groups can cross national borders with an ease uniformed armies can't match. The Iraqi Army cannot operate in Syria and the Syrian Army cannot operate in Iraq, but ISIS freely operates in both countries. Heavily armed, territory-controlling sub-national groups are a major security challenge for the international community; from pro-Russian rebels in Eastern Ukraine, Boko-Haram in Nigeria, Hezbollah in Lebanon, and the drug cartels in Mexico, these groups are leveraging ungoverned spaces across the globe to increase their own power and profit, leaving chaos and destruction in their wake.


  An ungoverned space is a piece of territory not under the control of any national17government . With the exception of Antarctica, which is ungoverned by international agreement, spaces outside national control present unique security challenges. They are places where the flow of weapons, illegal drugs, and human trafficking are difficult (in some cases impossible) to control. National and international laws are often not enforced in ungoverned spaces. Areas that are loosely or poorly governed are also places where the spread of infectious diseases can create an international health threat, as with the unprecedented Ebola outbreak in West Africa in 2014. (See Outbreak) In a broader context, ISIS poses a thorny security challenge to the international community because security is closely tied to economics.


  Global commerce is surprisingly resistant to conflict; during the overthrow of Hosni Mubarak in Egypt, following the Arab Spring, the Suez Canal remained open and goods continued to flow while crowds of protestors marched on Tahrir Square. Even after the destruction of the World Trade Center buildings on 9/11, the US stock market reopened and resumed operations within a few days. The global oil market depends on a balance of supply and demand, with Iraq sitting atop one of the largest reserves of oil in the world. But what exactly is the potential impact of ISIS on the global oil market?


  The Economist's Intelligence Unit released a study in 2014 answering that very question: "The capture of much of central Iraq by the Islamic State of Iraq and al-Sham (ISIS) has caused international oil prices to spike by five percent, a nine month high of US$115/barrel. However, the potential impact on Iraqi exports is complicated. Although there are few fields in the territory captured by ISIS, its advance has disrupted the operation of pipelines and a refinery. The conflict is unlikely to directly threaten the major southern oilfields, but it might cause delays in oilfield development. However, if the crisis proves a catalyst for a political deal over Kurdish oil exports, it could actually boost oil production.18


  Global oil markets are so immense that even the capture of oil fields in two major production zones are not enough to cause significant disruption on a world-wide scale. Part of the reason is ISIS itself has not shut down or destroyed production facilities under its control, which raises an uncomfortable question for oil consuming nations: media reports indicate ISIS is making as much as $2 million a day in profits from oil sales, so who are the buyers?19 Right now the answer is: we don't know. Part of any strategy to defeat ISIS has to include an international effort to eliminate the sale of oil by ISIS since the group appears to be on a path towards financial self-sufficiency. More than ideology, "money is the lifeblood of terrorist organizations.20"


  More disturbing is the question of what ISIS might do with its oil revenues. Iraq's oil income provided Saddam Hussein with enough money to build a large and well-equipped army. Given ISIS' stated intention to expand their self-proclaimed caliphate, Jordan, Lebanon, and even Saudi Arabia are potential targets. Although ISIS does not yet have the capability to carry out attacks in those countries, oil funding from Iraqi and Syrian oil fields could generate enough revenue to eventually provide them with such a capability.


  To people in the United States and Europe, the biggest threat posed by ISIS is the potential for the group to fund and carry out acts of international terrorism. Those fears are well founded. The question in the United States is: Does ISIS pose a direct threat to the United States? ISIS does pose a threat to US security, but rarely are Americans ever given any idea as to what kind or to what degree that threat is.


  Right now ISIS is struggling to expand its territorial claims and hold onto the land it already has; its attention is focused on Syria and Iraq. ISIS does not have Al Qaeda's global reach for terrorist operations, meaning they don't yet have the ability to carry out attacks in the United States or Europe. ISIS' emphasis, thus far, has been on recruiting conventional fighters; it does not have a well-developed network for training and employing terrorist cells as Al Qaeda did.


  Which is why now is the chance for the international community to take decisive action before ISIS can consolidate its gains and become a permanent threat not only to the Middle East, but the rest of the world as well. So what can be done? Airstrikes alone will not solve the ISIS problem.


  The first step is for the international community to work together and reverse the gains ISIS has already made. Primarily the burden for such a step would fall to the United States, because of its investments in and close ties with the current Iraqi regime. Former Prime Minister Maliki's resignation from office was a precondition for any US activity—to prevent Sunni Muslims across the world from seeing US action in service of a Shi'ite dominated government. That doesn't mean new US troop deployments to Iraq. Quite the contrary, such a move would actually increase support for ISIS among Iraq's Sunni population. Given the still fresh memory of the Iraq War a new surge of American military personnel would only give ISIS new leverage in dealing with Iraq's Sunni.


  Providing intelligence, training, and air support to the Iraqi military is a more viable option for the United States. ISIS has no air force and while airpower alone won't guarantee victory it would bolster morale for Iraqi forces while demoralizing ISIS fighters. Another major line of effort is to take away funding from ISIS. Threat finance is a growing capability within the US intelligence community, and the lessons learned from a decade of war following 9/11 need to be applied deliberately to bankrupt ISIS as soon as possible. Ideology may attract recruits, but it takes money to feed and train them. Diplomatic pressure on Saudi Arabia and other countries, likely home to ISIS donors, will help strangle the money flow to ISIS. Loss of funding would have an immediate impact by diminishing ISIS' ability to wage war and the long-term effect of losing future recruits.


  Next the international community needs to work towards bringing the Syrian civil war to a close, but the way ahead in Syria is bleak. Restoration of Assad's regime could stop the fighting, but it would leave a brutal autocrat in power and tens of thousands of deaths so far would be for nothing. Continuation of the fighting may end with Assad remaining in power anyway, but with more months or years of bloodshed. Working together, Russia and the US have enough diplomatic muscle to arrange a cease fire, but with relations between the two severely strained due to the crisis in Ukraine, such an undertaking would be very difficult. With global powers unwilling to intervene and regional powers actually contributing to the bloodshed, it is likely the Syrian civil war will continue to extract a terrible human toll on Syrian civilians.


  In Syria's case, the term civilian is not fluid; armed fighters are either foreigners or members of Syria's military. There is no home grown insurgency in Syria. Unarmed civilians are caught in the crossfire and as a consequence have suffered the most in terms of casualties. A UN peacekeeping force is not an option either, because the number of heavily-armed militants is too high to allow peacekeepers to function safely. Peacekeepers would quickly become additional casualties further undermining the already shaky authority of the UN.


  The most promising approach to ending violent conflict in Syria is to shut off the spigot of weapons and militants. Both have flooded the Syrian Desert, and until they are removed the violence will continue to drown the landscape; until the flow is stopped at the source, the flood in the desert will continue. Like Spain in the 1930s, Syria has become a proxy battleground for major powers who supply different factions with weapons, cash, and fighters. Money from Saudi Arabia (though not necessarily with the royal family's permission) continues to flow to Sunni militant groups, including ISIS. Iran and Russia provide support to the regime of President Assad, though the former is careful not to leave behind any direct evidence of its support.


  The call to stop the flow of arms into Syria isn't new; both the United Nations and the21Vatican, along with numerous human rights organizations, have made similar calls . The source of fighters in Syria is ultimately the conflict between Sunni Saudi Arabia and Shi'ite Iran. These two nations supply the ideology and resources, which serve as the raw materials used to create the cohorts of Islamic militants searching for their next battlefield.


  While money comes from Saudi Arabia to support Sunni groups like ISIS, Iran funnels material and arms to Syrian President Assad. Iranian support for Syria is based on shared interests between al-Assad and Iran's Supreme Leader, who both seek to resist western influence in the Middle East, both support the Palestinians against Israel, and both of whom were enemies of Saddam Hussein22. The removal of Saddam Hussein from power by the US did not improve Syria or Iran's view of the US; on the contrary—though happy to see Hussein gone, both Iran and Syria feared they might be the next target of the US military.


  Both Iran and Syria supplied weapons, cash, and fighters to Iraqi insurgents who killed US soldiers during the Iraq War, which understandably remains a sore point with Americans. I include myself in this latter group, having served in Iraq in 2006, the bloodiest year of the war and a time when insurgent attacks in Iraq peaked at over 1,000 per week. Saudi Arabia, on paper technically a US ally, strongly opposes Iran for ideological reasons. Shi'ite dominated Iran and Sunni led Saudi Arabia both officially consider each other to be heretical regimes, each claiming to represent the true Islamic teaching. But those are the positions of Iran's and Saudi Arabia's governments; the Iranian people and Saudis in practice do not have a shared hatred of each other. The opinions, attitudes, and beliefs of the Iranian and Saudi people provide an opening for a different kind of strategic approach by Europe and the United States.


  Iran possesses a youth bulge, most of whom are unconcerned about religious war but keenly interested in finding a good job and coming up with enough money to afford getting married23. Ironically it's the Iranian conservative politicians who tend to support the more liberal social policies, as they have the clout with the country's religious leaders to make such moves politically palatable. Meanwhile the Iranian people regard their religious leaders with skepticism. As one Iranian women put it, "there is no Islam anymore; these mullahs have ruined it24. " It's a constant concern for Iran's aging leaders, aware themselves of the youthful revolution that put them into power in the 1970s. What youthful revolutions give they can also take away.


  Designating the United States and Saudi Arabia (along with Israel) as existential enemies provides Iran's rulers with an excellent pretense to consolidate power and suppress dissent at home. More practically, enemies abroad play the role of the scapegoat in Iran's domestic political scene, taking the blame for Iran's high unemployment and used to placate restless youth, who in fact have trouble making a living due to rampant corruption and cronyism in Iran's government.


  While American conservatives waste time debating nonexistent military options against Iran, the economic leverage available for use against the Iranian regime continues to be underutilized. The Gaza War in 2014 further complicated the situation by providing more grist for the propaganda mills of Iran's rulers to demonize Israel and by extension Israel's largest ally the United States. Heated rhetoric from Iran fuels American conservatives' talk of military action, which makes things worse by pushing away international partners. Europe wants no part of war against Iran, and the mere talk of it in the US convinces Europeans that America can't be trusted. Without European support, the capacity to influence Iran's economy and hence its leaders is fatally diminished.


  Economic sanctions against Iran are ineffective because they harm ordinary Iranians much more than Iran's rulers and provide Iran's ruler with a readymade excuse for a lackluster Iranian economy. When Iranians complain of high unemployment and lack of opportunities, Iran's leaders simply blame American economic sanctions, and their people believe it. The correct approach is to do the exact opposite. Both the US and Europe should work together to shape economic policies that will grow Iran's middle class as fast as possible. It's the one thing Iran's corrupt rulers really fear, but they think we aren't smart enough to figure out. A robust middle class in Iran is the only thing that can reform the current theocracy. And it will take major reform to stop Iran's leaders from supporting Syrian President Assad and Hezbollah in Lebanon.


  Saudi Arabia, meanwhile, continues to suffer from internal tension between strict believers in Wahhabism and those who think Islam must be reinterpreted to fit modern life. Social progressives want to give women more rights and move away from the rigid faith of the wahhabists, a stance which infuriates hardliners. That domestic anger translates into support for extremism abroad. In terms of money and ideology, Saudi Arabia remains a major exporter of Sunni Islamic extremism. It is no coincidence that Osama bin Laden was a Saudi, or that so were most of the 9/11 terrorists who attacked the United States.


  It is difficult for Americans to understand the force of Islam in Saudi Arabia. In the United States, we have a strong tradition of keeping religious faith and the machinery of government separated, which dates back to the coining of the phrase "separation of church and state" by Thomas Jefferson. Not so in Saudi Arabia. In fact, Islam teaches the two spheres of government and religion are not two spheres at all but one single domain in which religion is the superior force. Hence the policies of Saudi Arabia's government and the religious beliefs of its people are deeply connected; where mixing church and state is forbidden in America, separating them is forbidden in Saudi Arabia.


  As with other major religions, there are different interpretations as to what Islam means in terms of daily life and the orientation of moral values. To their credit, progressive-minded Saudis have begun a campaign to combat "deviant" teachings of Islam, which includes those who use the Islamic faith to justify violence25. Although there are many different sects, mainstream Islam does not condone or advocate the use of violence. Most Muslims see Al Qaeda and ISIS the way American Christians view the Westboro Baptist sect in Kansas, as extremists who do not represent their religion. Thinking that all Muslims are Al Qaeda is like thinking all Christians are Westboro Baptists. It simply isn't true.


  Senior members of Saudi Arabia's religious establishment have issued public condemnations of terrorism and of those who support it. Despite the progress made, extremism remains a major problem in Saudi Arabia, and one with global reach thanks to the immense oil wealth the nation possesses. The key for the international community is to support the soft efforts within Saudi Arabia to combat extremism; by soft I mean nonlethal. Organizations like ISIS and Al Qaeda are streams fed by a lake of extremism; to stop the flood in the desert we have to dry up its headwaters.


  The time horizon for reform in Saudi Arabia and Iran is measured in years and decades. Far in the future will not offer any immediate help to the situation in Syria and Iraq, but without a long-term strategy short-term efforts are doomed to fail. Those long-term strategic efforts must be accompanied by an international effort to push ISIS out of Iraq and help the Iraqi government reestablish a semblance of order. Those are achievable goals for the United States, and it is not only in our interest but the interest of the Middle East to do so.


  In Syria, the international community has no choice but to accept the continued rule of Bashar Al-Assad and whatever he can salvage from his regime. That is likely to be the price the west must pay to get rid of ISIS. Assad has been greatly weakened by Syria's civil war, and a cease fire would present an opportunity to impose new conditions on Assad's regime that could improve the future of Syria's people. Reversing ISIS gains in Iraq and at least slowing down the flow of weapons and militants into Syria can bring about the conditions necessary for a cease fire, but it will take a far reaching diplomatic effort to achieve. Together Russia and the United States possess enough leverage to impose a cease fire, but only after ISIS has been defeated. In addition, US and Russian tensions must be decreased and normal relations restored, which will require finding a solution to the ongoing civil war in Ukraine, the subject of the next chapter.
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