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Foreword

My encounter with Dr. Frederic Labarre emerged
through the seemingly random pathways that charac-
terize modern academic discourse, yet proved to be an-
ything but accidental. I discovered his doctoral thesis —
a comprehensive examination of the 2008 Russo-Geor-
gian conflict—that immediately captivated my atten-
tion. This study is based on that thesis. This serendipi-
tous discovery was particularly meaningful as it oc-
curred nearly two decades after I had completed my
own book, “The Five-Day War: The Invasion of Geor-
gia", published in 2009, barely a year after Russia’s inva-
sion of Georgia on 7-12 August, 2008.

The intellectual resonance between our works was
immediately apparent, yet this study possesses a sophis-
tication and depth of analysis that reflected not only the
passage of time, but also his access to military data and
documentation that was simply unavailable in the im-
mediate aftermath of the conflict in 2008-2009. Both of
us had grappled with the fundamental questions raised
by Georgia’s military defeat despite years of Western
military assistance and training. But this perspective is
enriched by the conduct of interviews with key military
personnel, and the analysis of operational data that pro-
vide insights into the doctrinal shortcomings that char-
acterized the Georgian experience.

This research is distinctive by its significant aca-
demic contribution going beyond from mere historical
narrative. Where my 2009 analysis necessarily relied on

19
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open sources, press reports, and the limited documenta-
tion available in the immediate post-conflict period, Dr.
Labarre’s study benefits from an in-depth look into the
Tagliavini Commission’s report published after the war
as well as evidence which, although sometimes anecdo-
tal, give color to the events of August 2008. His privi-
leged access to a wide network of personal sources al-
lowed him to construct a far more nuanced and compre-
hensive analysis of the doctrinal contradictions that led
to Georgia’s defeat. This is unique among similar works.

To fully understand the significance of this contri-
bution, one must first appreciate the historical trajectory
of Georgian military development following the coun-
try’s independence in 1991. Georgia was one of the first
former Soviet republics to join the NATO Partnership
for Peace program (PfP) in 1994 and Individual Partner-
ship Action Plan (IPAP) in 2004, seeking to bring her
military in line with NATO standards. This aspiration
was formalized when, in 2006, the Georgian parliament
voted unanimously for a bill calling for the integration
of Georgia into NATO, followed by a non-binding ref-
erendum on 5 January, 2008 —in which 77% voted in fa-
vor of joining the organization (Asmus 2010).

Let me break it up. The Georgian military transfor-
mation cannot be understood without reference to
American assistance programs that began in earnest fol-
lowing the September 11, 2001, terrorist attacks. Georgia
joined the Global War on Terror and in 2002, the U.S.
initiated the Georgia Train and Equip Program (GTEP)
which assisted Georgian security forces with internal
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terrorist threats in Pankisi Gorge. This program evolved
into the Georgian Sustainment and Stability Operations
Program (GSSOP), which trained Georgian forces for
U.S.-led operations in Iraq. Georgia had deployed ap-
proximately 2,000 troops to Iraq by 2007, making it the
third-largest contributor to that mission behind the
United States and the United Kingdom. Unlike many
NATO allies, Georgian forces operated without the na-
tional caveats, demonstrating Georgia’s commitment to
the West’s concern for regional stability.

The scope of Western military engagement with
Georgia was substantial and multifaceted, a dimension
of the story that this work illuminates with particular
clarity. One must not forget that the 2008 Immediate Re-
sponse exercise was conducted jointly by U.S. and Geor-
gian Armed Forces at the Vaziani Military Base between
July 15-31, 2008, a mere week before the conflict. Signif-
icant by its size and timing, this exercise involved 1,630
Georgian servicemen and 1,000 U.S. military personnel,
including representatives from the U.S. European Com-
mand (EUCOM). Meanwhile, and nearly simultane-
ously, Russia conducted her own Kavkaz 2008 military
exercises in the North Caucasus.

This book brings to light a fundamental contradic-
tion that has broader implications for Western military
doctrine and assistance programs, one that my 2009
analysis could only glimpse through the fog of incom-
plete information. The Georgian military had received
extensive training in counterinsurgency operations,
peacekeeping, and stability operations—precisely the
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kinds of missions that NATO and coalition forces were
conducting in Iraq and Afghanistan. As former Geor-
gian deputy defense minister Nodar Kharshiladze con-
fided to me “during peacekeeping operations, our mili-
tary was being trained for combat actions against insur-
gents, but fighting an adversary with manifest military
preponderance requires entirely different skills. We
were not ready for this either theoretically or psycholog-
ically.”

In my view communications represented the single
weakest link in the Georgian army. Technical failures
rendered clear the broader institutional failure to bridge
the gap between Western technological solutions and lo-
cal operational requirements—a failure that is traced
through detailed analysis that reveal the systematic na-
ture of these doctrinal disconnects. This mismatch be-
tween training and battlefield requirements exposed a
critical flaw in the Western doctrine transfer that F. Lab-
arre documents with precision in this study, but goes
much further. It traces the sources of this disconnect to
inadequate defense reform, and, down the line, to
equally inappropriate doctrine.

The 2008 conflict must be understood within the
broader context of NATO expansion and Russian strate-
gic responses, a geopolitical chess game that remained
opaque when I was writing in 2009. At the 3 April, 2008
NATO summit in Bucharest, Romania, members de-
ferred discussions on Georgia and Ukraine’s NATO
MAP (Membership Action Plan) admittance to Decem-
ber 2008, despite strong American and Polish support.
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This decision reflected opposition from several coun-
tries, led by France and Germany, who feared the deci-
sion would anger Russia.

The Russian response was swift and systematic, fol-
lowing a pattern that reveal the extent of Russian strate-
gic preparation. As tensions rose in 2008, Russian air-
craft began shooting down Georgian reconnaissance
drones over Abkhazia, and the Russian peacekeeping
contingent was reinforced in both Abkhazia and South
Ossetia. Two Spetsnaz companies — Russian special pur-
pose forces —were sent to the Joint Peacekeeping Force
(JPKF) contingents. By late May, Russian railway troops
were sent to repair the rail links to Abkhazia, which
would enable large-scale force flow into the separatist
enclave in the event of conflict —deployments and ac-
tions that show that Vladimir Putin knew Mikheil Saa-
kashvili well, and that he could be provoked.

The military dynamics of the August 2008 conflict
revealed the limitations of Western doctrine transfer in
symmetric scenarios, limitations that the author of this
book maps with unprecedented precision through his
analysis of operational communications, battle damage
assessments, and post-conflict interviews with key par-
ticipants. Georgia hoped to deter Russian intervention,
not fight it. Tbilisi spent four years reforming, expand-
ing, and modernizing the Georgian armed forces such
that it had a viable operational plan to restore Georgian
territorial integrity. However, the Georgian military op-
eration was disjointed, and Saakashvili stepped into a
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trap designed by Putin to take advantage of the Geor-
gian leader’s ambitions, fears, and inexperience.

In my humble opinion, the most significant contri-
bution of this book lies in the development of what can
be termed “comparative doctrine analysis” —a disci-
pline that, systematically, examines how different mili-
tary doctrines perform when confronted with specific
operational challenges. This quite obviously represents
a departure from traditional defense studies that focus
primarily on capabilities, technologies, or organiza-
tional structures. Instead, comparative doctrine analysis
examines the fundamental assumptions, operational
concepts, and strategic logic that underpin military op-
erations. And the Georgian case provides an ideal labor-
atory for this analytical approach because it involves the
collision between two distinct doctrinal traditions: the
Western emphasis on technological superiority, profes-
sional military education, and joint operations, versus
the Russian tradition of mass, firepower, and opera-
tional art. Russia ultimately prevailed in its Five-Day
war with Georgia in 2008, but it also brought to light a
number of inadequacies in Russia’s military forces and
capabilities, spurring sweeping reforms and big-budget
military procurements that foreshadowed the 2014 and
2022 Russian invasions of Ukraine.

The Georgian experience, I would argue, raises fun-
damental questions about the effectiveness of Western
military assistance and doctrine transfer programs that
is addressed her with empirical rigor. Despite more than
11,000 Georgian soldiers serving in Afghanistan since
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2004, making Georgia the largest non-NATO and largest
per capita troop contributor to the International Security
Assistance Force (ISAF) by late 2012, this experience did
not translate into battlefield success against a near-peer
competitor. The disconnect between counterinsurgency
training and conventional warfare requirements reflects
broader tensions within Western military doctrine dur-
ing the post-9/11 period.

This analytical framework has gained renewed rel-
evance in light of Russia’s full-scale invasion of Ukraine
in February 2022. The 2008 war served as a testing
ground for Russia’s new warfare tactics. This piece of
scholarship represents a methodological innovation in
defense studies through its systematic integration of
multiple analytical levels and the synthesis with other
social sciences disciplines. This work successfully
bridges the gap between grand strategic analysis, oper-
ational military history, and institutional development
studies. This multi-level approach allows for a more nu-
anced understanding of how abstract doctrinal concepts
translate into concrete battlefield outcomes. The com-
parative dimension of his analysis is particularly valua-
ble because it avoids the tendency toward single-case
studies that characterize much of the literature on post-
Soviet military development. This cannot be seen but as
a useful conceptual shift.

As I earlier stressed, my 2009 work inherently relied
on the fragmentary evidence available in the immediate
aftermath of the conflict. Dr. Labarre’s work benefits
from the temporal distance and access that, if it does not
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allow for near-definitive conclusions about the systemic
failures of Western doctrine transfer, at least should give
the contemporary NATO military planner and analyst
some pause. This temporal advantage produces insights
that are both historically significant and strategically rel-
evant for contemporary policy debates.

The institutional learning that occurred post-con-
flict in both countries illuminates the adaptive capacity
of different military systems, a theme that Dr. Labarre
explores through detailed analysis of pre-2008 military
reforms in both Georgia and Russia. This work also
richly contributes to our understanding of how strategic
culture influences the adoption and adaptation of for-
eign military doctrines. Undoubtedly, Georgia’s enthu-
siasm for NATO integration reflected both geopolitical
necessity and genuine admiration for Western military
professionalism. However, the implementation of West-
ern doctrinal concepts occurred within Georgian insti-
tutional structures that retained many characteristics of
their Soviet predecessors —a dynamic that the author il-
luminates through extensive interviews with Georgian
military officers and analysis of institutional documents
that reveal the persistent influence of Soviet-era organi-
zational culture.

The broader implications of Dr. Labarre’s research
extend well beyond the Georgian case and provide es-
sential guidance for contemporary policy debates about
military assistance and alliance relationships. In an era
of renewed great power competition, Western policy-
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makers must grapple with the reality that military assis-
tance programs designed for counterinsurgency opera-
tions may be inadequate for preparing partner nations
to face peer competitors. The Georgian experience sug-
gests that effective military assistance must be tailored
to specific threat environments rather than reflecting
primarily the operational preferences and institutional
biases of donor nations.

Thus, the Battle for Georgia is a cautionary tale
about the limitation of Western military doctrine trans-
fer —and application. This work demonstrates that suc-
cessful military assistance requires not merely the trans-
fer of equipment and training, but a fundamental under-
standing of the strategic environment, institutional cul-
ture, and operational requirements that recipient na-
tions face. Conversely, the country that benefits from as-
sistance must also seriously commit to in-depth (socie-
tal) transformation. Yet, even this does not guarantee
battlefield success. As we observe the on-going conflict
in Ukraine and contemplate future Western military as-
sistance programs, this study’s conclusions provide es-
sential insights into the complex relationships between
doctrine, institutions, and battlefield performance. This
contribution to the development of comparative doc-
trine analysis represents a significant advancement in
defense studies methodology and offers a robust foun-
dation for future research in this critical area. The intel-
lectual to-and-fro has evolved into what I see as an un-
expected dialogue about some of the most pressing
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questions in contemporary security studies, demon-
strating how scholarly discourse can bridge temporal
and geographical divides to advance our collective un-
derstanding of complex strategic phenomena. I can only
salute the author and wish for more books with the cal-
iber and range of this work.

Armando Marques-Guedes,
Lisbon,
20 September 2025



Introduction

On the Values of Western Operational Art

—1 don’t know if you realize the importance of this opera-
tion, Staros... Once our position is secured, we can move the
bombers in, and that means air power for a thousand miles
in every direction. Guadalcanal may be the turning point in
the war! It will cost lives, Staros. Is that what’s troubling you?

—No, Sir.

—1 explained to you the importance of this objective. How

much do you think it's worth... How many lives?

—I can’t say, Sir...

— Are you prepared to sacrifice the lives of any of your men
in this campaign? How many? One, two, twenty? Lives will
be lost in your Company, Captain. If you don’t have the

stomach for it, now is the time to let me know.

—You know, Sir, you're right. About everything you've

said...

—Fine, fine, that'll be all Captain... One more thing, Staros.
It’s not necessary for you to tell me that you think that I'm

right. Ever. We'll assume it. Dismissed.

This exchange, taken from Terrence Malik’s film The
Thin Red Line (1998) epitomizes two approaches to the

problem of war. One, illustrated by Lieutenant Colonel
Tall, played by Nick Nolte, is that of the hardcore realist,
motivated by the sheer will and determination of the ca-

29
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reer soldier, relentlessly pursuing his objective regard-
less of the human cost. The other, illustrated by Captain
Staros, played by Elias Koteas, highlights the lawyer’s
disdain for violence, and for the pointless sacrifice of hu-
man life. The Thin Red Line in the film is that which sep-
arates honorable conduct from barbaric savagery within
what Carl von Clausewitz called the “province of fear
and pain”: armed combat.

This slice of popular culture aptly reflects the indi-
vidual’s expected behavior as a coercive agent of the
state. Upbringing, schooling, life experiences, and so-
cialization shape an individual’s culture as a member of
that state. It is culture that distinguishes between man
and beast. And it is strategic culture that determines how
armies behave on behalf of the State. In this sense, an
army is a collection of individuals whose behavior re-
flects the norms and values of their society.

In recent memory, no greater clash of such cultures
has occurred than during the Cold War, which pitted
Western powers (simply put: NATO allies) against the
Soviet bloc, including Warsaw Pact members. The for-
mer, somewhat risk-averse and viewing human life as
precious, sought to assist—if not replace —airmen, sail-
ors, and soldiers with technology and fieldcraft. The lat-
ter, fearful that its grand social experiment should
founder, militarized its whole society to the detriment
of individual rights in order to win its wars. Western
powers soon became fixated on the promise of highly
advanced, precise, and expensive military capabilities,
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whereas the Soviets sought security through the multi-
plication of military units, and the creation of massive
structures intended to produce the desired political and
military effects. This latter approach became too expen-
sive to sustain in financial and human terms, and was
partially responsible for the collapse of the USSR.

Arguably, the combined action of the international
community —led by the United States —against Saddam
Hussein’s seasoned (and Soviet-equipped) troops in the
Kuwaiti desert in early 1991 was another reason for the
Soviet collapse. That lightning-fast victory convinced
the Soviet Union that there was simply no way to catch
up. At the cost of only a few dozen lives over a three-
week period, high-technology and maneuver warfare
cemented the West's aura of invincibility as it tri-
umphed over a foe whose force size and training had
become liabilities. The end of the Soviet Union produced
two parallel effects: it created a natural desire to emulate
the “victors”, while at the same time preserving legacy
attitudes toward force generation and employment. In
other words, the former Soviet republics and satellites
were pressed to reform but were not yet ready to aban-
don the comfort of mass armies —even when, in the case
of small countries like Georgia, this idea was clearly im-
practical.

This created a real “norms transfer” industry, as
Western military advisers provided new countries with
support for defense reform. Successful reform has al-
ways been difficult to define and measure. Initially, the
goal was to create affordable forces that could operate
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alongside NATO countries, while still providing an in-
dependent deterrent against aggression. Eventually,
agencies were established to assist countries in their
transition, such as the Geneva Centre for the Democratic
Control of Armed Forces (DCAF) as it was then called,
which offered practical guidance on civil-military rela-
tions, the transformation of military justice systems, in-
telligence services, and security governance.

Reforms were inevitable, both because the defeated
often adopt the methods of the victors, and because the
“new world order” proclaimed by President George H.
Bush promised a safer, more cooperative strategic envi-
ronment — free from Cold War enmity, and unshackled
from communist management. This placed the burden
of transformation on affordability, balancing credible
self-defense with achievable socio-economic transition,
and minimizing the risk of reversal. Indicators of ad-
ministrative success included the lifting of mandatory
military service, professionalization of the armed forces,
capabilities-based planning and budgeting, and a force
size that the country could afford while remaining com-
patible with larger NATO structures. Reform success
was never measured by how those forces would per-
form on the battlefield, as scholars argued that demo-
cratic principles and the military policies derived from
them would ultimately produce victory in war (Biddle
and Long 2003).

The Georgian Armed Forces (GAF) were the first to
test that definition of military reform in August 2008.
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Georgia’s NATO ambitions, declared as early as No-
vember 2002, required the adoption of democratic gov-
ernance and management principles within her defense
apparatus. This apparatus had to implement institu-
tional, structural, and administrative reforms to gener-
ate strength in accordance with the precepts and condi-
tions set forth by the Alliance and Western advisers.
Georgian transition efforts aimed to produce a defense
management system and institutions capable of as-
sessing national security risks, generating a force recog-
nizable to other NATO countries, and interoperable
with their military units. A force able to respond effec-
tively to national emergencies and contingencies at
home and abroad. The outcome of the Battle of Tskhin-
vali, however, apparently disproves the assumption
that operational success follows automatically from
Western-inspired military reforms (Cohen and Hamil-
ton 2011, 28). Even before the Russian invasion of
Ukraine in February 2022, some analysts and commen-
tators had begun questioning the value of applying
NATO doctrine in the context of massive conventional
warfare.

A short piece written by this author in the Baltic Se-
curity and Defence Review in 2009 argued that vestigial
Soviet combat practices and force organization may
have merit. In the mid-2010s, however, Thomas-Durrell
Young, from the Naval Postgraduate School’s Center for
Civil-Military Relations (CCMR), expressed alarm at the
apparent reversal of military reforms—or the incom-
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plete transformation of new NATO members —at a mo-
ment when Russia had emerged as a serious threat to
regional and global security (Young 2017; Young 2017b,
32). Much of this monograph proceeds from Young's
analysis, but also seeks to address the unease expressed
by other authors regarding the application of the West-
ern way of war (Brands and Edelman 2016-2017).2 The
concern that doctrinal theory may not translate effec-
tively to the field has been attributed largely to the pre-
dominance of the “planning” approach, which assumes
that success depends solely on the right principles and
techniques (Tuck 2016).

The concern that the Western way of war and force
generation may not be optimal has been reinforced by
the evident strategic success of Russia’s 2008 campaign
in Georgia. There is a need for a critical and in-depth ex-
amination of the performance of the Georgian Armed
Forces, beginning with their transformation efforts in
the mid-1990s through the 2000s, as well as their battle-
field performance, evaluated against the principal tenets
of NATO and allied doctrine. The key question is
whether the defeat of the GAF stems from the doctrine
itself, or from an incomplete transformation.

Research design

There are multiple dimensions to the story of Georgia’s
defense reforms, and its performance in the Five-Day

2 See also the whole section, in that Parameters issue (Vol. 46, no. 4), on
purported flawed US strategic models.



