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Assessing Covert Action

In addition to raising ethical and moral issues, the utility of covert action is 
difficult to assess. When examining a covert action, what constitutes 
success? Is it just achieving the aims of the operation? Should human costs, 
if any, be factored into the equation? Is the covert action still a success if its 
origin has been exposed?

Some people question the degree to which covert actions produce useful 
outcomes. For example, critics point to the 1953 coup against Iranian premier 
Mohammad Mossadegh and argue that it helped lead to the Khomeini regime 
in 1979. Proponents argue that an operation that put in place a regime friendly 
to the United States for twenty-six years, in a region as volatile as the Middle 
East, was successful. If no covert action is likely to create permanent positive 
change given the volatility of politics in all nations, is there some period of 
time that should be used to determine the relative success of a covert action?

As with all other policies, the record of covert action is mixed, and no 
hard-and-fast rules have been devised for assessing them. Assistance to 
anticommunist parties in Western Europe in the 1940s was successful; the 
Bay of Pigs was a fiasco. The view here is that the Mossadegh coup was a 
success, for the reasons noted earlier. But covert action is also subject to the 
law of unintended consequences. Abetting the fall of Allende helped lead to 
the regime of Gen. Augusto Pinochet. Average Chileans were probably better 
off than they would have been under an evolving Marxist regime, but many 
people suffered repression and terror. Aid to the Mujahidin in Afghanistan was 
highly successful and played an important role in the collapse of the Soviet 

The Clinton administration later stated that one goal of the raid 
was to kill bin Laden and his lieutenants. Administration officials also 
argued that their targeting of bin Laden did not violate the long-
standing ban on assassinations. Their view was based on an opinion 
written by National Security Council lawyers that the United States 
could legally target terrorist infrastructures and that bin Laden’s main 
infrastructure was human.

After the September 2001 attacks, bin Laden and other terrorists 
were seen as legitimate combatant targets, as the United States 
was at war against them in self-defense, as described by Attorney 
General Eric Holder after bin Laden’s death.
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