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Insurgency and Counterinsurgency in Iraq

BRUCE HOFFMAN

RAND Corporation
Washington, DC, USA

The United States has long been frustrated in fighting insurgencies. An almost un-
broken string of mostly ill-fated experiences in effectively prosecuting this unique
blend of political-military operations can be traced backward over nearly half a
century from the situation in Iraq today to the early 1960s when the U.S. became
heavily engaged in Indochina’s wars. Vietnam and Iraq thus form two legs of a
historically fraught triangle—with America’s experiences in El Salvador in the 1980s
providing the connecting leg. The aim of this article is not to rake over old coals or
rehash now familiar criticism. Rather, its purpose is to use the present as prologue
in order to understand in counterinsurgency terms where we have gone wrong in
Iraq; what unique challenges the current conflict in Iraq presents to the U.S. and
other coalition military forces deployed there; and what light both shed on future
counterinsurgency planning, operations and requirements.

By the simple exercise of our will we can exert a power for good practically
unbounded.
—Joseph Conrad, Heart of Darkness

In the 1993 film, “Groundhog Day,” Bill Murray plays an arrogant television weather-
man fated to re-live the same day—?2 February—and the same unedifying experiences
over and over.' The eternal cycle of repetition in which Murray’s character is condemned
seems an apt parable to America’s mostly ill-fated experiences in fighting insurgencies.

Received 30 November 2004; accepted 1 December 2005.

This paper was first published in June 2004 in the RAND Corporation Occasional Paper
series as OP-127-IPC/CMEEDP. It was researched and written during February 2004 and presented
at a seminar on 6 March 2004—that is, before the author had the opportunity to visit Iraq. He
subsequently served as a senior adviser on counterterrorism and counterinsurgency to the Coali-
tion Provisional Authority in Baghdad from id-March to mid-April. Although this paper contains
neither new material nor reflections derived from the author’s temporary duty assignment with
CPA, the views and arguments expressed herein were both strengthened and validated by that
experience.

This paper benefited tremendously from the incisive reviews provided by Lieutenant Colonel
Fred T. Krawchuk, U.S. Army Special Forces, and RAND colleague Dr. Steven Hosmer. In
addition, Professor Ian Beckett, Dr. Tom Marks, and Dr. Gordon McCormick—along with RAND
colleagues both in Washington and Baghdad—provided many other helpful comments. It remains
to be said that the opinions expressed and arguments presented are those of the author alone and
that any errors or mistakes are entirely his responsibility as well.
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More often than not, the United States has been frustrated in its efforts to effectively
prosecute this unique blend of political-military operations. But, whereas Murray eventu-
ally rights his wayward path and attains true spiritual enlightenment, a similarly decisive
epiphany has yet to occur with respect to America’s historical ambivalence toward counter-
insurgency. Indeed, an almost unbroken string of frustration (and disappointment) can be
traced backward over nearly half a century from the situation in Iraq today to the early
1960s when the U.S. became heavily engaged in Indochina’s wars. Vietnam and Iraq thus
form two legs of a historically fraught triangle—with America’s experiences in El Salva-
dor in the 1980s providing the connecting leg.

The aim of this article is not to rake over old coals or rehash now familiar criticism.
Much has been written about past mistakes in Vietnam and El Salvador and more re-
cently about the planning and implementation failures that have attended the current
involvement in Iraq.> Rather, its purpose is to use the present as prologue in order to
understand in counterinsurgency terms where the United States has gone wrong in Iraq;’
what unique challenges the current conflict in Iraq presents to the United States and
other coalition military forces deployed there; and what light both shed on future counter-
insurgency planning, operations, and requirements.*

The Ineluctable Political Dimension of Counterinsurgency

You want me to write a fatwa for the Americans? I’'ll write one that tells
them to get out of the country.

—Fadil al-Kubaisy, Imam of the

al Dawla al Kabeer Mosque, Ramadi, Iraq.’

At the foundation of counterinsurgency is the salience of the political dimension—in
doctrine, planning, implementation, and most importantly, operational coordination. Yet,
the failure to take this aspect of U.S. military operations in Iraq sufficiently into account
arguably breathed life into the insurgency that emerged and has continued to gather
momentum since summer 2003. At the heart of this criticism is the apparent neglect in
the planning for post-invasion stability operations following the initial military assault
on Iraq, defeat of its military, and destruction of Saddam Hussein and his dictatorial
Ba’athist regime.® In a particularly piquant and trenchant analysis, Cordesman notes how,
“The fact remains . . . that the US government failed to draft a serious or effective plan
for a ‘Phase 4° of the war: The period of conflict termination and the creation of an
effective national building office.”” He goes on to quote a senior officer with intimate
knowledge of the operation’s planning and execution, who told Cordesman, “I can’t
judge the quality of the Phase 4 planning because I never really saw any.”

Thus a critical window of opportunity was lost because of the failure to anticipate
the widespread civil disorders and looting that followed the capture of Baghdad.® In
something akin to a chain reaction, this failure was in turn further exacerbated by the
operational disconnects that have been cited between the Departments of Defense and
State in pre-invasion/post-conflict planning and the inadequacy of the initial ORHA (Or-
ganization for Reconstruction and Humanitarian Assistance) effort'® that, many argued,
continued to plague civilians in the Coalition Provisional Authority (CPA) and U.S.
military commanders." These initial missteps seriously undermined the U.S. effort in
Iraq and arguably led to the uncertain situation in that country today. That they are now
recognized (albeit, only slowly) and are being corrected has doubtless prevented Iraq
from sliding further into violence and instability—but the damage already was done.'
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This is why Cordesman titled his analysis, released in November 2003, “Iraq: Too Un-
certain To Call.” “The bad news,” he wrote,

is that the US sowed many of the seeds of both the present low intensity war
and many of the current uncertainties in Iraq. The good news is that the US
has since made major efforts to restructure its military forces to fight the
emerging threat, has set up a more effective effort to create a new govern-
ment, and has funded and begun to implement a major aid program. One
reason it is so difficult to judge whether the cup is half empty or half full, is
that the US has only begun to pour."

Although it can be argued that U.S. military planners could not have been expected
to anticipate the emergence of an insurgency any more than they could have foreseen
the widespread disorders, looting and random violence that followed the fall of Baghdad,
that is precisely the nub of the problem." Also, that the possibility of sustained and
organized resistance might gather momentum and transform itself into an insurgency
apparently was not even considered, reflects a pathology that has long afflicted govern-
ments and militaries everywhere: the failure not only to recognize the incipient condi-
tions for insurgency, but also to ignore its nascent manifestations and arrest its growth
before it is able to gain initial traction and in turn momentum. Indeed, this was among
the central conclusions of a 1991 RAND study that examined Britain’s variegated expe-
riences in countering insurgencies during the 1950s. “Late recognition of an insurgency,”
the report stated, “is costly, insofar as the insurgents have the opportunity to gain a
foothold before facing any organized opposition.”’> A follow-on RAND effort, which
this time analyzed seven case studies involving counterinsurgency and counterterrorist
efforts (including a re-examination of the aforementioned three British campaigns of the
1950s) reached an identical conclusion.'® The failure to detect early on the signs of
incipient insurgency combined with initially hesitant and uncoordinated responses in
terms of meshing political as well as military approaches, gave the insurgents or terror-
ists invaluable time to entrench themselves in the civilian population and solidify their
efforts while the security forces groped and stumbled about. By the time the authorities
realized the seriousness of the emergent situation, it was already too late.!” This is not to
say that progress and success remained entirely elusive for Britain, but that invaluable
opportunities were squandered to bring the insurgency immediately to heel and time,
money, and most of all lives, were needlessly expended.'®

As Cordesman and other observers widely agree, considerable progress in the political
or “hearts and minds” dimension of counterinsurgency has been made in Iraq. Such efforts
have included improving access to vital services (electricity, water, etc.), re-opening
schools, establishing an Iraqi police force, restoring the country’s oil production, and,
generally encouraging normal daily commerce. However, the general unevenness and
inconsistency of these achievements and the fact that for many Iraqis many of these
improvements are either too little or too late or both, has created cynicism, animosity,
enmity, and worse.'® All, or at least some of, this might otherwise have been avoided by
better planning and foresight. Indeed, by October 2003, polls in Iraq were showing a
marked decline in the number of persons who viewed the U.S. and coalition forces as
liberators and indeed that the majority of Iraqis now regarded them as occupiers.?

A supposedly well-known military aphorism states that, “Ignoring the civil side of
counterinsurgency . . . [is like] playing chess while the enemy is playing poker.” As
Major John Nagl, the operations officer in the Ist Infantry Division and an expert on
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counterinsurgency (having taught at West Point and published an insightful book on the
subject), *! told a reporter in December 2003, this critical civil side of insurgency “is not
being applied in Iraq as well as it could be.”” However typical or atypical, an account
published in the New York Times November 2003 about the shooting deaths in Mosul of
two American soldiers chillingly underscored the fragility of Iragi—American relations.
“[W]hen word came Sunday afternoon that two American soldiers had been shot in the
head and killed a block away,” Dexter Filkins reported,

the men of Ras al Jada fire station ran to the site and looked on with glee as
a crowd of locals dragged the Americans from their car and tore off their
watches and jackets and boots.

‘I was happy, everyone was happy,” Waadallah Muhammad, one of the fire-
fighters, said as he stood in front of the firehouse. ‘The Americans, yes, they
do good things, but only to enhance their reputation. They are occupiers.
We want them to leave.’®

As Lieutenant General Ricardo Sanchez, the American military commander in Iraq, con-
ceded exactly a week earlier, “much work remained to be done in winning ‘hearts and
minds’” in Iraq.** Similarly, the claim of Ambassador L. Paul Bremer, the top U.S.
civilian administrator in Iraq, nearly a month after the aforementioned incident occurred,
that the CPA is “going to be very aggressive with our information campaign,” is an
example of the right intentions and right policy but also of time and opportunities unde-
niably—and needlessly—Ilost.

The critical nexus between the political and military dimensions has been widely
acknowledged even by those practitioners of counterinsurgency whose means and meth-
ods once aroused the ire not only of human rights activists in various nongovernmental
oversight organizations but even of the U.S. government as well. For example, General
Rene Emilio Ponce, the defense minister at the height of the insurgency in El Salvador
during the 1980s, was often quoted as stating that “90 percent” of countering insurgency
“is political, social, economic and ideological and only 10 percent military.”* Given the
massive extent of American support of the Salvadoran counterinsurgency effort,” it is
perhaps not surprising that one of its main benefactors should wax eloquently about this
critical political-military dynamic. Nonetheless, from almost the beginning of when U.S.
counterinsurgency doctrine and implementation was being framed in the early 1960s,
this ineluctable link was clearly recognized. President Kennedy stressed precisely this
same point at the very outset of the significant escalation of U.S. assistance to the Gov-
ernment of South Vietnam that commenced during his administration. According to Roger
Hilsman, who was responsible for counterinsurgency policy at the State Department
during the Kennedy administration and himself had direct experience of such warfare as
an officer in the Office of Strategic Services (OSS) during World War II, from the time
that JFK took office in January 1961, the new president was preoccupied not just with
counterinsurgency—but with its critical political element. “What are we doing about
guerrilla warfare?” Hilsman quotes JFK asking him shortly after he took up residence in
the White House. The president then answered his own question, stating that “new mili-
tary tactics had to be developed. . . . But new political tactics also had to be devised,
and, most importantly, the two—the military and political—had to be meshed together
and blended.”*®
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Kennedy’s view closely reflected British military thinking on the subject. Surpris-
ingly, though, Britain itself had only recently—and not very readily—come to the same
conclusion. During the decade and a half following World War II, Britain had become
enmeshed in a succession of counterinsurgency campaigns involving different environ-
ments (urban and rural as well as jungle and mountain) against a variety of opponents
(anti-colonialists, communist revolutionaries, and ethno-nationalist separatists) in places
as diverse as Palestine, Malaya, Kenya, and Cyprus. Counterinsurgency, neé imperial
policing, tactics developed to suppress earlier colonial insurrections throughout the eigh-
teenth, nineteenth, and early twentieth centuries were often readily adaptable to subse-
quent mid-twentieth-century campaigns.”? Nevertheless, when the British found them-
selves embroiled in overseas internal security commitments after World War 11, they
were completely unprepared. Training exercises for troops sent to Malaya and Kenya,
for example, continued to be based on lessons drawn from the conventional campaigns
of World War II. The little time devoted to counterinsurgency training mostly consisted
of executing outmoded, heavy-handed “cordon and search” operations. This tactic had
in fact already been discredited by Britain’s experience in Palestine during the late 1940s
because of their widespread disruption to daily life and commerce among the civilian
population—and the anger and resentment toward the authorities such operations engen-
dered—although this passed unnoticed in subsequent British campaigns.*® That U.S. military
forces in Iraq have similarly applied this tactic with similar results—alienating the Iraqi
civilian population®'—underscores the organizational pathologies in absorbing historical
lessons from previous counterinsurgencies—that afflict most militaries with respect to
conducting this particular mode of warfare.

It is interesting to note that such pathologies involving an institutional resistance
to “lessons learned” on counterinsurgency (and counterterrorism for that matter) rarely
afflict established militaries’ unconventional opponents in guerrilla groups or terrorist
organizations, who consciously study and learn both from their own past mistakes as
well as from the successful operations of their enemies. This is no less true among
insurgents in Iraq, than it has been for guerrillas and terrorists elsewhere.” Indeed, this
same point was made in July 2003 by General John Abizaid, the commanding general
of the U.S. Central Command, responsible for all military operations in Iraq. The insur-
gency, he asserted, “is getting more organized, and it is learning. It is adapting, it is
adapting to our tactics, techniques and procedures, and we’ve got to adapt to their tac-
tics, techniques and procedures.”?

In Britain’s case, it was not until the late 1950s—a decade after Palestine had ended
and Malaya had started, and while Britain was already heavily involved in both Kenya
and Cyprus—that its military strategists, planners, and doctrine-writers realized the ex-
tent to which they had gutted their colonial-era counterinsurgency capabilities. Although
the British eventually were able to formulate a series of responses adaptable to various
contingencies, they nevertheless repeated the same errors in judgment and organization
at the onset of each new insurgency.* For the British, many of the initial problems and
lack of success they experienced successively in Malaya, Kenya, and Cyprus were over-
come by the recognition of how critical political-military coordination was in waging an
effective counterinsurgency. The approach that they eventually adapted is not without
relevance to America’s current involvement in Iraq: involving the implementation of a
single, unified policy and command authority that knitted together the political and mili-
tary dimensions. Authority over the course of each counterinsurgency was delegated to
a single British representative who was either a retired or serving British flag officer
(e.g., General Sir Gerald Templer in Malaya and Field Marshal Sir John Harding in
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Cyprus) but who nonetheless was thoroughly cognizant of, and committed to, waging
the political as well as military efforts against the insurgents.”> This measure effectively
solved the problems of bureaucratic rivalries, disconnects, and infighting thereby permit-
ting the effective coordination of the civil administration, the military, and the police;
the coordination of intelligence; and, most critically, the flexibility to respond quickly,
often with novel policies and tactics, to the problems at hand.*

Nearly half a century later, these principles are enshrined in British Army counterin
surgency doctrine. For example, the introduction to the counterinsurgency section of
Army Field Manual, Vol. V, Operations Other Than War (1995) begins with a quote
from General Sir Frank Kitson, one of the best known exponents of the “British School”
of counterinsurgency. In it, Kitson emphatically states that, “The first thing that must be
apparent when contemplating the sort of action which a government facing insurgency
should take, is that there can be no such thing as a purely military solution because
insurgency is not primarily a military activity.”®” The doctrine’s statement of the funda-
mental principles of counterinsurgency is itself pointedly titled, “A Matter of Balance.”
It states unequivocally:

There has never been a purely military solution to revolution; political, so-
cial, economic and military measures all have a part to play in restoring the
authority of a legitimate government. The security forces act in support of
the civil authority in a milieu in which there is less certainty than in conven-
tional war. The problem is that, working on insufficient information, at least
in the early stages, decisions have to be made affecting every aspect of po-
litical, economic and social life in the country. These decisions have reper-
cussions for the nation far beyond its borders, both in the diplomatic field
and in the all important sphere of public opinion.

Indeed, first among the six counterinsurgency principles defined by British doctrine is
the “Political Primacy and Political Aim” followed by:

* Coordinated Government Machinery

¢ Intelligence and Information

* Separating the Insurgent from this Support
* Neutralising the Insurgent

e Longer Term Post-Insurgency Planning.’®

Given that the U.S. global war on terrorism may likely require future nation-build-
ing efforts in similarly violent, polarized, and tyrannically ruled countries like Iraq, the
ability of the American military similarly to overcome or obviate such institutional pa-
thologies regarding counterinsurgency as the British once did is not without relevance.
Indeed, in the case of the U.S. Marine Corps lessons from the British experience had
already figured prominently in their planning for postwar stability operations in Iraq.
The Marines were reported to have “consult[ed] with British officers about their experi-
ences in Belfast over the decades” before deployment. “We’ve changed our tactics mid-
stream,” said one Marine liaison officer assigned to the populated areas in and around
Nasiriyah, Iraq.* The Marine example in fact testifies to the general ossification of
counterinsurgency doctrine, training, and planning that has long been overshadowed by
other priorities and requirements in U.S. military strategy and tactics. Indeed, perhaps
the seminal American encapsulation of the essentials of counterinsurgency is the
Marines’ Small Wars Manual,*' that was first published in 1940, then reprinted in 1987,
and and has been re-published and studied since. This honorable exception to the seem-
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ingly continuous process of re-discovery and re-invention of the counterinsurgency wheel*
interestingly devotes an entire chapter to “Relationship with the State Department”™—
with the first section specifically addressing the “Importance of cooperation.”*

In Afghanistan the U.S. military is, however, learning from past operational mis-
steps and setbacks in that country. In December 2003, for instance, Lieutenant General
David Barno, the commander of the American-led coalition force in Afghanistan an-
nounced a new strategy involving, among other things, the expansion of military provincial
reconstruction teams throughout the country. These teams would provide reconstruction
and humanitarian assistance as part of a concerted “hearts and minds” effort* in tandem
with other units who would play an active role in the renewed hunt for bin Laden by
being stationed in Afghan villages for periods of time. The reasoning behind this move
is that, “By becoming a more permanent, familiar presence . . . they hope to be able to
receive and act on intelligence within hours.”® In Iraq as well, Marine units being de-
ployed over the coming weeks are similarly planning to position themselves among the
population in their areas of operation—including even the particularly violence-plagued
Sunni Triangle. In tactics reminiscent of the Combined Action Platoons of the Vietnam
War, a Marine officer responsible for planning explains that the “Idea is that this Pla-
toon, similar to Vietnam, will live and work with the Police and ICDC [Iraqi Civil
Defense Corps].”*¢ According to one report of the lessons that the Marines’ have drawn
from the situation in Iraq, “Marine officers said they are also aiming for more restraint
in the use of force and intend to limit the use of heavy weapons, using bombs and
weapons as a last resort. That contrasts with Army operations, in which airstrikes and
artillery were sometimes used to intimidate at the outset of confrontations.”’

In fairness to the U.S. Army, it should be emphasized that lessons were also learned
and operations adjusted to address more specifically the political dimension of counter-
insurgency. For example, in the north of Iraq, Major General David H. Petraeus, the
commander of the 101st Airborne Division based in Mosul, undertook precisely the types
of innovative approaches with respect to the Iraqi civilian population and newly consti-
tuted Iraqi security forces long advocated by British doctrine and at the heart of effective
counterinsurgency operations.*® His main constraints were insufficient funds to accom-
plish all he had hoped and intended®” and some friction reportedly with the CPA.* The
problem, accordingly, seemed less not knowing what to do, than a flawed and mostly
uneven application of counterinsurgency doctrine. As one senior CPA official explains,

Some of these commanders have paid close attention to the lessons learned
over the years [about countering insurgency] and are applying them in the-
ater but it is not division or battalion wide. It often is up to the individual
commanders. For instance the 2BCT Baghdad of the 1AD here is doing it 3
different ways dependant upon the commander of the individual unit. One is
using lots of low level intel ideas coupled with a get on the ground approach
that is paying high dividends. The other two don’t care and just go about
business as usual.’!

The Fundamental Military and Intelligence
Dimensions of Counterinsurgency

You're the reason for the explosions! You're the reason! God’s curses on
you!”

—Security guard at the Shi’a mosque in Karbala, Iraq where suicide

bombers struck during the annual festival of Ashura on 2 March 2004.%
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Although emphasizing the political side of counterinsurgency, Kitson was equally mind-
ful of the fundamental military side of this equation. Indeed, the second sentence of the
Kitson quote that appears previously forcefully stresses that, “there is no such thing as a
wholly political solution either, short of surrender, because the very fact that a state of
insurgency exists implies that violence is involved which will have to be countered to
some extent at least by the use of force.” Essential to the effective application of that
force is the acquisition of actionable intelligence, its rapid and proper analysis, and,
perhaps most critically, its efficacious coordination and dissemination.** Kitson himself
in his magisterial work, Low Intensity Operations, emphasizes the importance of the
intelligence process: “If it is accepted that the problem of defeating the enemy consists
very largely of finding him, it is easy to recognize the paramount importance of good
information.”

One of the elemental imperatives of intelligence in counterinsurgency, according to
Julian Paget, who served as a lieutenant-colonel in the British Army and, together with
Kitson, is considered one of Britain’s foremost experts on the subject, is that “Every effort
must be made to know the Enemy before the insurgency begins.”* Yet, this was another
product of the failure to anticipate the violence and resistance that gradually escalated
throughout last spring and summer. Even though the CIA station in Iraq had more than
300 full-time case officers and nearly 500 persons in total (including contractors) com-
pared to its originally planned complement of just 85 officers, problems in intelligence
collection reportedly remained. According to one account, the CIA mission there is the
“largest . . . in the world, and the biggest since Saigon during the Vietnam war 30 years
ago.” Nonetheless, despite both this significant expansion and re-direction of effort to the
insurgency, senior intelligence officials and others claim that “it has had little success
penetrating the resistance and identifying foreign terrorists involved in the insurgency.””’

The search for Iraqgi WMD (weapons of mass destruction) stockpiles doubtless partly
explains the inadequacies in this area. Indeed, it was not until late November 2003—
when the daily pace of guerrilla attacks on American troops rose to some 40 per day—
that intelligence officers and analysts were re-assigned to focus on the insurgency.® The
inexperience of American forces in counterinsurgency operations and the failure of preinvasion
plans and postinvasion policy to take into account the possibility of violence and resis-
tance firstly occurring, much less escalating into insurgency is likely another reason.
Cordesman, for example, reports that when in November 2003 he visited the 1* Ar-
mored Division, responsible for Baghdad and the Green Zone,

The unit was not trained or equipped for the mission when it arrived. . . .
The division has had to change its whole operating style after 20 years of
focusing on fighting conventional heavy forces. It has had to develop HUMINT
procedures and turn away from reliance on technical intelligence sources.
Even now it needs twice as many HUMINT teams as it has. . . .

The unit feels that intelligence is the key to success. It was slow to fully
organize and create suitable data bases, learn how to run sources, find out
what sources were reliable and what sources work. A lack of translators and
trained intelligence personnel was and is a problem.%

Indeed, no less an authority than General Abizaid has proclaimed that the U.S. forces
require “better and more timely intelligence to crush those responsible for the roadside
bombings, ambushes and mortar attacks.”®
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Perhaps the most important reason, is effecting the necessary change in conven-
tional military mindset noted earlier and the neglect or “lesser-included contingency”
status with which counterinsurgency in the U.S. military has long been accorded. Here,
again, it is appropriate to cite Kitson’s views on the subject when he writes in Low
Intensity Operations about the necessity of “attuning men’s minds to cope with the
environment of this sort of war.”®! Interestingly, the identical point is made by Joaquin
Villalobos, the Salvadoran former guerrilla leader who now teaches at Oxford University
and also advises Colombian President Alvaro Uribe about his country’s counterinsurgency
strategy. For Villalobos the solution to America’s historical problems with counterinsurgency
in general and with the intelligence needed to counter insurgencies in particular, is clear.
“The United States needs to transform its soldiers, its officers, its doctrines to adapt to
this kind of war,” he believes. “What we need in fact,” according to Christopher Dickey,
the veteran Newsweek correspondent who covered the Nicaraguan® and Salvadoran in-
surgencies, as well as the Palestinian intifadas and terrorism and guerrilla warfare around
the globe, and is a keen and insightful observer of these types of conflicts short of war,

are figures more or less like Colonel Creighton, the ethnographer-scholar-
solider in Kim, Rudyard Kipling’s great novel about spies and insurgents in
colonial India. As the late Edward Said once wrote, “Creighton sees the
world from a totally systematic viewpoint. Everything about India interests
him, because everything in it is significant for his rule.”

Instead, we have tens of thousands of men and women getting on-the-job
training under fire. It’s a credit to our soldiers that they’ve managed to learn
as much as they have about the people on the patches of turf they’ve occu-
pied these last 10 months. And you can see the payoff with increased intelli-
gence leading to the capture of, among others, Saddam. But this spring, just
about all of those weary, experienced soldiers are due to be rotated home

. and those who replace them will, in most cases, have to start all over
again figuring out where they are, what they are doing there and who those
folks are staring at them across the concertina wire.%

In no area is the intelligence lacuna more acute in Iraq than in the determination of
insurgent identity and numbers—two of the most basic most criteria. “We are quite
blind there,” the head of a European intelligence service monitoring developments in
Iraq complained in November 2003. “The Americans and Brits know very know very
little about this enemy.”®* This poverty of definitive, much less clear, knowledge about
our opponents in Iraq underscores Paget’s admonition to “know the Enemy.” A figure
of 5,000 Iraqi insurgents or FRLs (for Former Regime Loyalists)—mostly Sunni Mus-
lims who belonged to the Ba’ath Party or served in the military, police, or security and
intelligence services—was cited by General Abizaid in November 2003 and appears to
be the generally accepted number at that time.% It was also widely claimed that “95% of
the attacks™® or “95% of the threat™’ or “over 90% of the violent insurgents”® con-
sisted of FRLs—whom either carry out attacks themselves or pay others to do so. It is
increasingly reported that hired criminals or unemployed, “angry young men” are being
paid by FRLs to attack U.S. forces.” And, according to Major General Raymond T.
Odierno, the commander of the Army’s Fourth Infantry Division, the bounty on attacks
on coalition military targets is rising. “When we first got here,” he explained in an
October 2003 interview with the press, “we believed it was about $100 to conduct an



Downloaded by [The University Of Melbourne Libraries] at 20:41 10 October 2014

112 B. Hoffman

attack against coalition forces, and $500 if you’re successful. We now believe it’s some-
where between $1,000 and $2,000 if you conduct an attack, and $3,000 to $5,000 if
you’re successful.””

These assertions mostly dovetail with what Cordesman was told when he visited the
Fourth Infantry a month later. Indeed, he was informed that some 70-80% of captured
insurgents in that unit’s area of operations were paid attackers—among them criminals
freed by Hussein during the invasion. But, where Cordesman’s information diverges
from these claims is in the area of local FRLs versus foreign jihadists. For example, in
the Division’s operational area, he was told, “[a]lmost all the threat is local FRLs. All
claim, however, that the threat is foreign”’'—thus raising the crucial question of the
number of non-Iraqis summoned to that country for the purpose of jihad. The paucity of
accurate information on precisely this subject was cited by Ambassador Bremer as well.
“The most critical problem,” he reportedly stated, according to Cordesman’s notes of
the briefing, “is intelligence. Still weak on both FLRs and foreigners. . . . Are getting
better but still major problems in HUMINT collection and analysis. . . . Do not have
a reliable picture of who is organizing attacks, or the size and structure of various
elements.””

In this respect, estimates of the number of foreign fighters in Iraq ranged widely from
the low hundreds to the low thousands.” According to U.S. and coalition military sources
on the one hand, approximately 200—400 foreign fighters were then thought to be fighting
in Iraq.™ U.S. military commanders, moreover, at least as of December 2003 had detected
no indications of a large number of foreign volunteers converging on Iraq. “It is not
correct to say that there are floods of foreign fighters coming in, or thousands,” General
Abizaid has stated. Indeed, foreign nationals comprised only about 300 of the 5,000
insurgents being held prisoner in Iraq.”® But Bush administration officials on the other
hand have been reported to estimate the number of foreign jihadists in Iraq at between
1,000 and 3,000—which is also what the Pentagon claimed.” A similarly high figure was
also cited by intelligence officers attached to the Polish-led International Division of
coalition forces assigned to the south east sector of Iraq. They told Cordesman that the
main insurgent threat is not from FRLs but from foreign jihadists —including at least 500
Ansar al Islam and other non-Iraqgis “mixed” in with FRLs. Indeed, according to the
Division’s intelligence officer, a Spaniard, there were some 2,000 foreign volunteers in
Iraq, which, as Cordesman notes, “is a notably more precise and higher figure than US
intelligence provided.”® But both American civilian and military officials in Iraq believe
that there is nowhere near that number. “A very, very small percentage of foreign fight-
ers,” Major General Odierno maintains are responsible for the attacks on American forces.™

Whatever the number of FRLs compared with foreign jihadists,* the violence was
worsening. Indeed, to a great extent numbers in this respect are immaterial. For 20 years
a hardcore of just 20 to 30 members of the Red Army Faction (Baader Meinhof Gang)
effectively terrorized West Germany—a country far more stable and with more sophisti-
cated, advanced, and reliable police, security, and intelligence services than Iraq is likely
to possess for at least some time. Similarly, some 50 to 75 Red Brigadists imposed a
reign of terror—during which its worst period, in the late 1970s, is still referred to as
the “years of lead”—on Italy. And, for more than thirty years a dedicated cadre of
approximately 200 to 400 IRA gunmen and bombers® frustrated the maintenance of law
and order in Northern Ireland, requiring the prolonged deployment of tens of thousands
of British troops in that embattled province.®

But, where numbers do matter is in respect of number of attacks, number of casual-
ties, and the less easily calculated, but more profound, impact that this violence has on
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the Iraqi people’s sense of security and confidence. In these respects, both the numbers
and the impact are disquieting. By early November 2003, U.S. military commanders in
Iraq were themselves painting a grim picture. According to Lieutenant General Sanchez,
the average number of attacks on American forces had grown from five per day in June
to “the teens” in September to 30-35 in October®* and to 40 by the end of November.*
The capture of Saddam Hussein in mid-December 2003, however, brought new found
optimism that a decisive corner had been turned in the violence which, it was hoped,
would now decline—even though Hussein maintained, and it is believed, that he played
no active role in directing the insurgency.® Nonetheless, the symbolic value of his ap-
prehension was thought to have greater significance.®® Indeed, a month later, U.S. mili-
tary officials in Iraq were already pointing to declines both in insurgent attacks and
American military casualties. The average number of daily attacks, they said, had fallen
from 23 during the 4 weeks preceding Hussein’s capture to 18 in the 4 weeks since he
was found. Still better news was that U.S. combat injuries had declined as well (though
only slightly): from 233 to 224 over the same time period: prompting Brigadier General
Mark Hertling, assistant commander of the 1st Armored Division to declare that, “We
are winning this fight.” At the same time, however, it is more significant to note that
more American troops—31—were killed by insurgents between 14 December 2003 and
10 January 2004 than between 16 November—13 December, when 22 lost their lives in
insurgent attacks.’” Viewed from this perspective, the news is far less salutary: despite
the fact that the number of attacks declined by 22% over this time period, the number of
fatalities actually increased by 41%. Accordingly, one can make the argument that the
insurgent’s killing efficiency and the effectiveness of their attacks in fact improved and
indeed that Hussein’s capture did not have the impact many assumed or hoped that it
would.®®

The same point essentially was made in a February 2004 article that appeared in
The Economist and reported that during January insurgents had killed 51 coalition troops—
the second highest monthly death toll since President Bush declared the war in Iraq over
in May 2003. This raised the average daily number of military fatalities to 1.65 from 1.1
in September. Again, an asymmetry was apparent in presumed coalition force successes
and improvements compared with growing insurgent lethality. For example, American
officials cited an improved detection of road-side and other IEDs (improvised explosive
devices) from the 40% spotted and safely defused during December to the 60% in Janu-
ary: yet the insurgents were nonetheless able to kill more troops that month than in any
other of the previous 9 months but one. Although not stated as such, this disparity was
nonetheless noted, “in a military bulletin on February 6th, some 73 attempted strikes in
one day against coalition targets (including Iraqi helpers) were acknowledged: the insur-
gents, it observed, had ‘become more sophisticated and may be co-ordinating their anti-
coalition efforts, posing an even more significant threat’.”® More ominous, perhaps, was
the rise in suicide terrorist attacks in Iraq during this period. According to Professor
Scott Atran, “Suicide terror now plagues Iraq for the first time since the 13th-century
Assassins. From Jan. 14 to Feb. 11, Iraq suffered nine suicide bombings, killing more
(257) than in any country for any monthly period since 9/11.”%° News of the mass
casualties inflicted on Shi’a worshippers in Baghdad and Karbala on their holy day of
Ashura, on 2 March, in which at least 117 persons were killed (143 according to the
Iraqi Governing Council) and more than 400 injured by suicide bombers,”" will likely
only have sustained that pattern of tragedy.

It is a truism of counterinsurgency that a population will give its allegiance to the
side that will best protect it. Charles Simpson made exactly this point with reference to
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Vietnam in his history of the U.S. Army Special Forces: “In the dirty and dangerous
business of revolutionary war,” he explained,

the motivation that produces the only real long-lasting effect is not likely to
be an ideology, but the elemental consideration of survival. Peasants will
support [the guerrillas] . . . if they are convinced that failure to do so will
result in death or brutal punishment. They will support the government if
and when they are convinced that it offers them a better life, and it can and
will protect them against the [guerrillas] . . . forever.*

Accordingly, the highest imperative of the insurgent is to deprive the population of
that sense of security. Through violence and bloodshed, the insurgent seeks to foment a
climate of fear by demonstrating the authorities’ inability to maintain order and thus
highlight their weakness. Spectacular acts of violence, such as the suicide bombings that
have rocked Iraq since August 2003, are meant to demoralize the population and under-
mine trust and confidence in the authorities’ ability to protect and defend them. Here,
the fundamental asymmetry of the insurgency/counterinsurgency dynamic comes into
play: the guerrillas do not have to defeat their opponents militarily, they just have to
avoid losing.” And, in this respect, the more conspicuous the security forces become
and the more pervasive their operations, the stronger the insurgency appears to be. Hence,
the insurgent banks on the hope that the disruption caused to daily life and commerce
by security force operations countermeasures will further alienate the population from
the authorities and create an impression of the security forces as oppressors rather than
protectors. This is what Major Nagl found following the car bombing of an Iraqi police
station in December 2003 that killed 24 policemen as well as two women and a child.
“The crowd that gathered after the blast,” he recalled, “didn’t seem angry at the insur-
gents responsible for the carnage. Instead, many of them blamed the G.I.s.”*

In a nutshell this is what the current struggle in Iraq is all about.”> This is clearly
recognized by U.S. military commanders. “If you don’t have security,” Brigadier Gen-
eral Hertling observes, “you can’t bring back the economic base, and the enemy is still
trying to prevent that.”*® Yet, this is a battle that the U.S. and coalition forces are not
winning—as the quote at the beginning of this section and the mass demonstrations held
in Baghdad the day after the Ashura bombings attest. “They promised to liberate us
from occupation,” an Iraqi insurgent explained to a United Press International reporter
in December 2003. The Americans “promised us rights and liberty,” he continued, “and
my colleagues and I waited to make our decision on whether to fight until we saw how
they would act. They should have come and just given us food and some security. . . . It
was then that I realized that they had come as occupiers and not as liberators and my
colleagues and I then voted to fight.”’

Conclusion: Counterinsurgency’s Future?

We know we’re killing a lot, capturing a lot, collecting arms. We just don’t
know yet whether that’s the same as winning.
—Secretary of Defense Donald Rumsfeld®

General Abizaid has described the current conflict in Iraq as a “classical guerrilla-type
campaign.” The reality is that it is not—which doubtless explains why the insurgency
is proving so difficult to defeat and the insurgents themselves so resilient. Unlike a
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“classical guerrilla-type campaign,” the Iraq insurgency has no center of gravity. There
appears to be no clear leader (or leadership),'™ no attempt to seize and actually hold
territory,'®" and no single, defined, or unifying ideology.'® Most important, there is no
identifiable organization. Indeed, none of the four stages of an insurgency defined in the
CIA’s renowned Guide to the Analysis of Insurgency seem to be relevant to the situation
in Iraq. These are

* Preinsurgency—Leadership emerges in response to domestic grievances or out-
side influences;

* Organizational—Infrastructure built, guerrillas recruited and trained, supplies ac-
quired, and domestic and international support sought;

* Guerrilla warfare—Hit-and-run tactics used to attack government. Extensive in-
surgent political activity—both domestic and international—may also occur si-
multaneously during this stage;

* Mobile conventional warfare—Larger units used in conventional warfare mode.
Many insurgencies never reach this stage. '®

Rather, what is found in Iraq is the closest manifestation yet of netwar, the concept of
warfare involving flatter, more linear networks rather than the pyramidal hierarchies and
command and control systems (no matter how primitive) that have governed traditional
insurgent organizations.

Netwar, as defined by the term’s originators, John Arquilla and David Ronfeldt,
involves “small groups who communicate, coordinate, and conduct their campaigns in
an internetted manner, without a precise central command.”'™ This description comes
closest to explaining the insurgent phenomena that has unfolded in Iraq these past eight
months.!® It is a situation where secular Ba’athists and other FRLs increasingly co-
operate with religious extremist foreign jihadists along with domestic (Iraqi) jihadists. In
this loose, ambiguous, and constantly shifting environment, constellations of cells or
collections of individuals gravitate toward one another to carry out armed attacks, ex-
change intelligence, trade weapons, or engage in joint training and then disperse at times
never to operate together again. “Here the Ba’athist/Islamic divide does not exist in a
practical sense,” according to a senior CPA official with direct knowledge and experi-
ence of this matter. “I wouldn’t have thought it possible as they were so diametrically
opposed to each other during the [Saddam Hussein] regime—but it is happening.”'*

Accordingly, watching and studying the monumental film, “The Battle of Algiers,”
as Pentagon officials were reported to have done last September'” is largely irrelevant
to an enemy organized in this loose, amorphous manner. In one of the film’s most
compelling scenes, its main protagonist, the French paratroop commander, Lieutenant
Colonel Mathieu, depicted on a blackboard the cellular structure of the FLN terrorist
organization against whom they were fighting. This was described by Alistair Horne, in
his seminal work on the conflict, A Savage War of Peace, as a “complex organigramme
[that] began to take shape on a large blackboard, a kind of skeleton pyramid in which,
as each fresh piece of information came from the interrogation centres, another name
(and not always necessarily the right name) would be entered.”'® The problem in Iraq is
that there appears to be no such static wiring diagram or organizational structure to
identify, unravel, and systematically dismantle. It is possible then, that the insurgency in
Iraqg may perhaps represent a new form of warfare for a new, networked century. It is
too soon to determine whether this development, involving loose networks of combatants
who come together for a discrete purpose only to quickly disperse upon its achievement
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will prove to be a lasting or completely ephemeral characteristic of postmodern insur-
gency. However, if it gains traction and is indeed revealed to be a harbinger of the
future, the implications for how military forces train, equip, and organize to meet this
challenge and avoid preparing to fight yesterday’s—mostly, conventional—wars, will be
of paramount importance.
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