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GWOT Warriors and The Lives They Keep 
 

U.S. President Bill Clinton was alleged to say to, at the time chairman of the Joint Chiefs 

of Staff, General Hugh Shelton, “It would scare the [expletive] out of al-Qaeda if suddenly a 

bunch of black ninjas rappelled out of helicopters in to the middle of their camp.  It would get us 

an enormous deterrence and show those guys we’re not afraid.”  While such a plan was made in 

a tongue-in-cheek manner, there exists a command inside the United States Department of 

Defense that carries out real world missions in such a way. These “black ninjas” have long been 

a sense of folklore to the American people and the world. Movies have portrayed these men as 

muscle bound super heroes that go into combat alone and singlehandedly defeat America’s 

enemies. However, much of what they do is highly classified and most of their deeds will never 

see the light of day. They have been referred to by their enemies as “the bearded ones”, the “men 

with green faces” and bounties have been placed on their head by enemy combatants around the 

world. Yet, after 16 years of constant deployments and numerous combat engagements around 

the world, the United States Special Operations Command (SOCOM) still takes the fight to those 

that threaten the vital interests of the United States. However, as Hollywood and politicians 

portray these men and women as invincible warriors we often forget that they are real people, 

with real lives and marriages, and are susceptible to the same stresses, marital problems and 

health problems that plague us normal citizenry.  This paper will describe the history and 

evolution of SOCOM after the attacks on 9/11 and then examine how their mental, physical, 

emotional and spiritual readiness has a definitive role in the security of the United States and our 

allies across the globe.     



History and Unit Capabilities 

United States Special Operations Command was created in April of 1987 out of the tragic 

events that occurred in the Iran desert following a botched hostage rescue attempt on 24 April 

1980. The operation at “Desert One” was aborted after two American aircraft collided on the 

ground and eight service personnel died. This failure sparked great debate within the Department 

of Defense about Special Operations Forces (SOF) and their future use. SOF had a falling out 

amongst defense circles following the Vietnam War and after “Desert One” that confidence was 

at an all-time low. However, Senators Sam Nunn, William Cohen and Representative Dan Daniel 

were determined to stand up SOF under a unified command. As a rider to the 1987 Defense 

Authorization Act, SOCOM was created and was to be commanded by General James J. 

Lindsay1. Warriors from the Army, Navy, Marines and Air Force were compiled under one 

command and dispatched to hot spots around the world. Primary mission sets are described as 

Civil Affairs (CA), Foreign Internal Defense (FID), Military Information Support Operations 

(MISO), Unconventional Warfare (UW), and Direct Action (DA). 2      

 SOCOM was tested beginning in the middle 1980s with Operation EARNEST WILL. 

The special boat units and Navy SEALs were tasked with protecting neutral oil tankers and 

commercial shipping from Iranian harassment during the Iran/Iraq war. In 1989 Operation JUST 

CAUSE in Panama saw SOF integrated command and control structures with conventional 

forces allowing for the capture and prosecution of Manuel Noriega. Special Forces advisors from 

the Army and Navy trained troops to counter the insurrection in El Salvador in complying with 

their mission tasking of Foreign Internal Defense (FID). The Civil Affairs component of 
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SOCOM was tested in the 1994 occupation of Haiti. With members of USAID and other non-

governmental agencies, SOF worked to restore peace and order to the countryside and large 

areas of the capital, Port-au-Prince. SOCOM also saw varying roles in the conflicts in Bosnia 

and Kosovo3.  

 September 11, 2001 was a watershed moment in the history of SOCOM and the 

American people. Not since Pearl Harbor had the American homeland been hit in such a way and 

the U.S. Armed Forces were going to lead the way in what would become the “War on 

Terrorism”. Following the attack the goal became simple; find “who the terrorists were, where 

they trained, who trained them, and where they lived so that America could destroy them and 

their infrastructure4” The operation to strike back against Al-Qaeda and their Taliban partners 

began in October of 2001. Task Force DAGGER, under the auspices of Operation ENDURING 

FREEDOM (OEF), saw elements of the 5th Special Forces Group, with aviators from the 160th 

Special Operations Aviation Regiment (SOAR) and Air Force Special Operations Command 

forward deploy to link up with members of the Tajik, Uzbek fighters of the Northern Alliance. 

What made this fighting unique? Former Secretary of Defense Donald Rumsfeld commented, 

“From the moment they landed in Afghanistan, they began adapting to the circumstances on the 

ground. They sported beards and traditional scarves. They rode horses—horses that had been 

trained to run into machine-gun fire, atop saddles that had been fashioned from wood and saddle 

bags that had been crafted from Afghan carpets. They used pack mules to transport equipment 

along some of the toughest terrain in the world, riding at night, in darkness, often near minefields 

and along narrow mountain trails with drops so sheer that, as one soldier put it; it took him a 
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week to ease the death grip on his saddle”5. The members of the Special Operations team were 

able to craft an Unconventional Warfare battle plan that combined precision guided weaponry 

from state of the art bombers to tribal warfare combining elements of local populations. SOF was 

able to liberate areas from Taliban and al-Qaeda fighters at a rate no one in Washington could 

have imagined. 6 Following the successful deployment of the Unconventional Warfare campaign 

to take back Kabul, SOF’s mission role would change to special reconnaissance (SR) and direct 

action (DA) to seek and destroy or capture remnants of the al-Qaeda and Taliban networks7. 

 SOCOM’s next innovative contribution to Operation Enduring Freedom came in 2010 

with the implementation of Village Stability Operations (VSO). “The Combined Joint Special 

Operations Task Force – Afghanistan (CJSOTF-A) initiated VSO in 2010. VSO are a bottom-up 

Counterinsurgency (COIN) initiative that establishes security areas around rural villages to 

promote local governance and development. VSO rely on embedded U.S. Special Operations 

Forces (USSOF) and ANASF to improve security, governance, and development in communities 

where the ANSF and ISAF have limited presence. VSO success has contributed to the significant 

growth of the program; VSO initially encompassed only eight districts, but have since expanded 

to include 5,200 CJSOTF-A personnel working in more than 100 communities in 58 districts 

throughout Afghanistan8.  

 A RAND Corporation study explains VSO as a “bottom up effort that connects Afghan 

villages to the central government through and integrated approach to security, governance, and 

development. This is an important distinction from past efforts that seemed to concentrate mostly 
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on short-term security gains rather than addressing deeper political, ethnic, tribal and 

socioeconomic issues necessary to sustain these gains in the long run9. This is important because 

“Afghanistan has a history of weak central governments that provide little to nothing in terms of 

services to small, rural, and remote communities. Many of the district and provincial 

governments are ineffective and in many cases corrupt10.”  

 Briefly explained, “The four phases of VSO (shape, clear/hold, build, expand/transition) 

provide Special Operations Detachments – Alpha (ODAs) with the framework by which to plan 

and execute a nuanced COIN strategy in areas often under the tacit control of an enemy 

command and government structure.  As such, VSO incorporates aspects of a US sponsored 

insurgency by attempting to expand government influence and administration to areas under the 

de facto or physical control of an occupying power11. This program has seen tremendous 

responsibility left to the small teams of SOF personnel and are quintessentially a SOCOM 

specialty. 

 The second front of the War on Terrorism saw SOCOM battle insurgents following the 

invasion of Iraq in 2003. This theatre saw the evolution of a subcommand used primarily for 

their Direct Action (DA) capabilities. Joint Special Operations Command (JSOC) is an “All-Star 

team made up of the Army’s Delta Force, SEAL Team Six, Army Rangers and the 160th Special 

Operations Aviation Regiment. They perform strike operations, reconnaissance in denied areas 

and special intelligence missions.12” As explained in Jeremy Scahill’s book, “Dirty Wars”, 

“unlike Green Berets (U.S. Army specialists in Foreign Internal Defense), JSOC was not in the 
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country to win any hearts or minds. Once JSOC took charge, the mission would no longer 

resemble anthropology. It was to be a manhunt”13.  In 2004 Secretary of Defense Donald 

Rumsfeld signed the secret al-Qaeda Network Execute Order, which streamlined JSOC’s ability 

to conduct operations and hit targets outside of the stated battlefields of Iraq and Afghanistan14. 

However, in that authorization emerged the counter-network capabilities of JSOC and its ability 

to destroy al-Qaeda in Iraq.  

 General Stanley McChrystal oversaw a transformation that saw elements of U.S. Special 

Operations Command, the CIA, National Geospatial Intelligence Agency, and many more 

working together to create a constant stream of actionable intelligence and lethal kinetic 

operations that dismantled the network of Al-Qaeda in Iraq. “What was bureaucratically 

unthinkable before McChrystal is now routine: JSOC and CIA, matched with other government 

elements, now hunt AQ worldwide in expanding, secretive wars15.” The network that JSOC 

created was able to effectively utilize specialists from numerous civilian and government 

agencies to map the battlefield, not only in Iraq, but in the world. A piece of intelligence 

obtained in Iraq would be crowd sourced to analysts all over the world and was available for 

immediate use when before 2005 it would take weeks or months for an analyst to go over the 

information. McChyrstal is quoted as saying, “We had to figure out a way to retain our 

traditional capabilities of professionalism, technology, and when needed, overwhelming force, 

while achieving levels of knowledge, speed, precision, and unity of effort that only a network 

																																																								
13	Scahill,	Jeremy.	“Dirty	Wars:	The	World	is	a	Battlefield”	Nation	Books.	April	2013.	
14	Kelley,	Michael.	“U.S.	Special	Ops	Have	Become	Much,	Much	Scarier	Since	9/11”	Business	Insider	Magazine	
Online.	10	May	2013.		
15	Ackerman,	Spencer.	“How	Special	Ops	Copied	al-Qaida	to	Kill	it”	Wired	Magazine.	9	September	2011.	



could provide.16” The continual cycles of intelligence were crucial in the capture of Saddam 

Hussein and the killing of the sociopathic leader of al-Qaeda in Iraq, Musab al-Zarqawi17.  

 One particular mission that JSOC has performed numerous times in counter-network 

operations in Iraq was Operation Neptune Spear, the raid that killed Osama Bin Laden. While 

this particular mission will by far be JSOC’s most popular and studied raid, it built upon the 

intense intelligence collection capabilities and inter-governmental cooperation built by the 

operations in Iraq. Even though SOF did not have the layout of the building once inside the 

compound the Close Quarter Battle skills honed over thousands of raids enabled SOF to quickly 

manoeuvre and kill Bin Laden. While the raid at Abbottabad was not any different than raids 

performed before by JSOC it did give the United States a sense of closure and will forever be 

part of the lore of U.S. Special Operations Command18. 

 October of 2013 SOCOM elements conducted simultaneous raids in Africa to strike at 

militants in another major theatre of the “War on Terrorism”. Operators performed a rendition of 

the senior al-Qaeda figure Anas al Liby who is wanted for his role in the 1998 U.S. Embassy 

bombings in Kenya and Tanzania. He was detained while coming home from morning prayers in 

Libya. In Somalia, U.S. Navy SEALs conducted a maritime raid of an al-Shabaab training camp 

in response to the Westgate shopping mall massacre in Nairobi, Kenya19. These operations fall 

under the Special Operations Command Africa (SOCAFRICA). SOCAFRICA is said to 

“conduct full spectrum of SOF missions and closely works with Component, Inter-agency and 

Partner Nations to protect U.S. lives and interests in Africa. The command builds tactical and 
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operations Counter-VEO (Violent Extremist Organization) in select, key partner nations and 

assists in developing regional security structures to create stability and combat trans-regional 

threats”20. Another evolution in SOCOM’s capabilities are evident in the former French Foreign 

Legion base, Camp Lemonnier in Djibouti City, Djibouti. This small outpost on the horn of 

Africa has become a major player in the Predator drone war in Somalia and Yemen. It is home to 

about 300 Special Operations personnel that use the prime location to reach locations in Yemen 

and Somalia in minutes. Djibouti’s port also provides access to the Indian Ocean and the Red 

Sea.21  Another way SOF is being used in Africa is the hunt for Ugandan warlord Joseph Kony. 

A 300 member strong team is assigned to the areas of Uganda, the Central African Republic, 

South Sudan and Congo.22 

 Donald Rumsfeld began one of the largest campaigns of change that the U.S. military had 

ever seen before. His template of a lighter, smaller, more agile and more technically 

sophisticated military has paid huge dividends in the U.S. Special Operations Command. 

“Mainstream generals may have tolerated them, but their unconventional ways were unnerving 

to most top commanders, and few bothered to really understand the commandos.”23 However, 25 

years after the inception of SOCOM there does not exist a more reputable command in the U.S. 

Military. Testimony by former Commander, Admiral William H. McRaven in front of the House 

Subcommittee on Emerging Threats and Capabilities indicates SOCOM’s prestige, “Since 9/11, 

our force has doubled in size, our budget has tripled and our deployment requirements have 

quadrupled. With an annual budget of $10.5 billion, SOCOM comprises only 1.6 percent of the 
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Department of Defense budget, and put simply, provides a tremendous return on the nation’s 

investment”. He continues, “Currently, more than 13,000 members of SOCOM are deployed 

globally, with 85 percent of those forces deployed to the Central Command area of 

responsibility. Of these deployed forces, more than 10,000 SOF are in Afghanistan and Iraq. The 

other 3,000 Special Operations Forces are deployed to more than 75 countries around the world. 

Operating at the invitation of the country and the approval of the ambassador, these forces are 

performing noncombat missions in diverse, challenging environments24. The future is bright for 

SOCOM. Special Operations “globally networked forces will provide geographic combatant 

commanders and chiefs of mission with an unprecedented unity of effort and an enhanced ability 

to respond to regional contingencies and threats to stability25”. Former Secretary of Defense 

Chuck Hagel praised SOCOM saying, “Special Operations are going to continue to be a critical, 

critical component of our national security. I see a tremendous future. We can learn a lot from 

what special operations does. It’s going to be a main piece of our national defense strategy26.  

Through their special mission skill-sets SOCOM provides the ability to “forge relationships that 

can last for decades with a diverse collection of groups: training, advising, and operating 

alongside other countries’ militaries, police forces, tribes, militias, and other informal groups. 

They also conduct civil-affairs operations that provide medical, veterinary, or agricultural 

assistance to civilians, improving the standing of local governments and gaining access to and a 

greater understanding of local conditions and populations.”27  
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 The partnerships currently being forged throughout the world continue to build upon 

what the U.S. Special Operations Command deems mission essential. Admiral McRaven in 2014 

released his “SOF 2020” vision. Although high profile missions such as the Bin Laden raid raises 

the popularity of SOF he concludes, “The fact of the matter is, that [counterterrorism] piece – 

that we do better than anybody in the world --…is a small part of our portfolio. The broader part 

of our portfolio is how we build capacity, how we link with our allies and our partners overseas 

so that we can help them take care of their problems so we don’t have to end up doing 

[counterterrorism].”28 Also building on its intelligence capacity forged in Iraq, SOCOM 

continues to “gather locational data on infrastructure points of interest including military 

installations, GSM tower locations, airfields, companies conducting mineral/gas/resource 

surveys, embassies, refugee camps and smuggling routes for narcotics, humans, and arms.”29  

The Reckoning  

As described above, SOCOM has unparalleled capabilities to fight the unconventional 

wars that seem to go without end. As the force is scattered throughout the world and organized to 

fight in theatres of combat based upon their regional commands, their force readiness greatly 

impacts their effectiveness. These mission assignments directly affect the lives of US citizens 

and the citizens of SOCOM’s area of operations. First, this paper will examine the proliferation 

of Post-Traumatic Stress Disorder (PTSD). 

 “PTSD is associated with poor health behaviors such as drug and alcohol abuse, 

sedentary lifestyle, and poor diet. Individuals suffering from PTSD may turn to drugs and 

alcohol to relieve anxiety and other symptoms. Their symptoms may also prevent them from 
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exercising or preparing healthy meals. These behaviors contribute to higher lifetime prevalence 

of respiratory, circulatory, digestive, musculoskeletal and infectious diseases among individuals 

with PTSD.”30   

 Additionally, “The nature of the wars in Iraq and Afghanistan (OEF/OIF), with many 

causalities from improvised explosive devices (IEDs) and relatively few deaths, may be partially 

to blame for high rates of PTSD among veterans of those wars. IED attacks results in thousands 

of injuries to U.S. service members during OEF/OIF. However, the relatively small blasts from 

most IEDs, coupled with the relatively good battlefield trauma care and evacuation capabilities 

of the U.S. Military, meant that many victims of IED blasts survived with amputated limbs 

and/or traumatic brain injuries (TBI).  This phenomenon may help explain the higher rates of 

PTSD among veterans.  Also, the many suicide attacks and indiscriminate IED placements 

resulted in many civilian casualties. Service members who witnessed these attacks are at risk of 

developing PTSD, along with the long duration and repetition of OEF/OIF deployments made.”31 

 “The Department of Defense estimates that almost a quarter of all injuries suffered in the 

conflicts in Afghanistan and Iraq were brain injuries. As many as 20 percent of veterans of those 

two conflicts experience PTSD.”32 Operators from SOCOM have deployment levels far higher 

than those of conventional forces and have often spent multiple deployments to these theatres of 

combat since 9/11. Suicide rates among SOCOM have fluctuated between 12-23 warriors a 

year.33 These numbers are disturbing because of the impact SOCOM has on the battlefield and 

the security of the United States.  
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 As most operators in SOCOM are older and more experienced than their conventional 

forces counterparts, they are on average likely to be married with at least two children34. Sadly, 

the Global War on Terror (GWOT) has also taken a toll on their home life.  A survey of SOCOM 

warriors explains that “1 in 5 say they would have married someone else or not at all.  One in 

four admit to sleeping five or less hours a night. Four percent have sought therapy for PTSD or 

marital problems. On average, they spend eight to nine months each year training to deploy or 

deploying. Lastly, injury rates among Spec Ops personnel is at 46%, as opposed to 24% of 

conventional troops.”35 As there are currently 69,000 personnel assigned to the command these 

numbers, coupled with above statistics, speak for themselves.36 

After Action Corrective Action 

How do you get men and women who are masters at the ultimate test of strength and will 

to admit their problems? Reducing the stigma around seeking help has been the primary 

approach by USSOCOM and those assigned to the problem. General Joe Votel, himself a veteran 

of 35 years of special operations experience, has been leading from the front on this issue. “The 

injuries that our people deal with aren’t always the physical ones. These are hard charging 

people. They suppress stuff and it comes out later, and so we have to have the capability to take 

care of that.”37 These type-A individuals often worry about if they speak up they will be singled 

out as weak, or their career will be adversely affected.  In a world where the security clearance is 

king it is often hard to get the warriors to seek counseling in fear of losing it. Admiral William 

McRaven, former commander of the Bin Laden raid, created the Preservation of Force and 
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Family Initiative.38 DOD describes this as “a task force that came up with a holistic approach to 

address the problem of pressure on the force and their families, to maintain and improve 

readiness, operational effectiveness and the immediate and long-term well-being of the force. 

SOCOM has implemented initiatives such as changing strength and conditioning programs, 

athletic training and nutrition to extend operational readiness.”39 

 SOCOM has also hired the consulting firm Booze Allen Hamilton, while allocating $300 

million to firm up the commands “behavioral, physical health, nutrition, family assistance and 

data analysis.”40 The command will also place mental health counselors within individual special 

operations units. 

 A new treatment for PTSD has caught the attention of DOD and SOCOM. “Accelerated 

Resolution Therapy (ART), a treatment that doesn’t require the warrior to share anything with 

the therapist. The patient watches the therapist’s hand with their eyes, while bringing up in their 

own mind the disturbing memories or images, first tuning in to how the body reacts. Through 

deep breathing, the patient focuses on the tension and releases it, and then focuses on the 

memory piece by piece, progressively remember it, then mentally painting over the image or 

memory, and finally replacing it with a new image. It doesn’t erase the memory, but helps it to 

fade.” 41 This treatment is especially useful for SOCOM because warriors are more likely to 

attend because of their reluctance to traditional therapy and pill regimens. Service members who 

do not want to share their experiences will not be required to do so; making it more likely an 

avenue for those who need help dealing with the horrors of combat.  
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 The United States Special Operations Command are experts at finding problems and 

fixing them. The command has admitted that the rigors of the War on Terror has affected their 

warriors and their overall effectiveness. They have, as a response, allocated the resources to fix 

the problem.  However, the types of individuals who make up the command do not take pride in 

asking for help and the stigma associated with therapy to combat their injuries, often more 

mental than physical, will continue to be a problem. High ranking warriors, such as Admiral 

McCraven, General Votel and their colleagues, must continue to be seen advocating for the 

command’s operators to get help if they need it. Taking away the fear of losing their job and 

security clearance is imperative if more warriors who need help are to come out of the shadows.  

Conclusion 

Former commander of SOCOM, General Joseph L. Votel, once testified before Congress 

about the impact SOCOM has to U.S. and international security. He explains, “State and non-

state actors alike exert significant influence over the strategic environment in which special 

operations forces operate. We are equally affected by the growing use of cyber capabilities and 

social media, which make it easy for our adversaries to coordinate, execute and inspire their 

actions. Through small-footprint operations and by relying on a network of purposeful 

partnerships, SOF offers a comparative advantage through persistent engagement, partner 

enablement, network focus and discreet rapid response to crisis situations. SOF is uniquely 

suited to operate and succeed in the gray zone between normal international competition and 

open conflict, and this is the area we see our very best opportunities to help shape the future 

environment.”42 SOCOM has and will continue to answer the call each and every time they are 
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chosen to go in harm’s way to protect the lives of American citizens and our allies. However, it 

is important not to forget that these brave men and women are human beings with  the same 

problems that affect the normal populace.  This paper has described the history of United States 

Special Operations Command from its inception through its evolution after 9/11. It has described 

the multiplicities of the command’s valueaddedness to international security and how their 

increased operational tempo has left the force facing a myriad of health and emotional problems.  

These issues, made light of by 16 years of constant combat, directly effects their lethality and 

mission capabilities; inherently making the world a more dangerous place. SOCOM has, 

however, brought light to these problems and are working very hard to fix them. Numerous 

initiatives and increased funding has flowed into the command but one problem will continue to 

remain.  The stigma associated with seeking help will keep more warriors in the shadows dealing 

with their problems with adhoc ways that will not improve their situation. It is imperative that 

SOCOM’s highest ranking commanders be seen and actively engaged to reduce the stigma and 

assure their warriors there will not be repercussions for asking for help. As state and non-state 

actors continue to proliferate conventional and unconventional security problems, SOCOM will 

be as busy as ever. It is important for the United States and those that rely on the fighting skill of 

our special operators to keep the force mentally, physically and emotionally prepared for battle, 

or we will be living in a much more dangerous world.  
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