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The article explores how the recent quest for local legitimacy in Iraq and Afghanistan
has shaped the U.S. military notion of duty toward host citizens. It argues that military
duty is conceptualized as a “host-citizen contract.” Based on a qualitative
comparison of the 2006 and 2014 versions of FM3-24, the U.S. counterinsurgency
field manual, it finds that U.S. forces are obligated to suppress insurgents, build host-
nation agency, and protect the host population in exchange for legitimacy. The
article’s main finding is that the notion of legitimacy has changed in ways that
Sfundamentally limit the scope of duty and justify a breach of contract should the host
nation fail to comply.

For the past decade, Western nations have been preoccupied with what can broadly be
defined as “population-centric” military engagements in Iraq and Afghanistan or, more
specifically, military interventions for the purpose of bolstering local perceptions of legit-
imate host-nation authority and mission objectives.' Relatedly, new norms have emerged
in international policymaking, which not only call on intervening troops to defeat enemy
forces, but also to protect civilian populations at risk and empower host citizens as agents
for societal and political change.” Thus, in the context of recent international interven-
tions, host citizens are no longer confined to play the part of passive bystanders, or unfor-
tunate, but inevitable casualties of war. Instead, they are widely recognized as key
stakeholders whose active participation and influence are crucial to mission success.’
There is now a rich and growing interdisciplinary literature on the effectiveness of
international interventions as a means of civilian protection and conflict management.*
However, there are few studies that explore the impact of these “population-centric”
interventions on the sense of duty held by Western armed forces toward host citizens.’
This is surprising, given the recent broad support for, and participation in, the Interna-
tional Security Assistance Force (ISAF) in Afghanistan, wherein over fifty countries have
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contributed troops and resources. Among these countries, the United States stands out as a
particularly important case to study.

In the past decade, U.S. armed forces have been heavily engaged in leading and
implementing large-scale “population-centric” counterinsurgency (COIN) campaigns in
both Afghanistan and Iraq. The introduction of a counterinsurgency approach represents
a fundamental shift in the strategic thinking of the world’s leading military power. It is a
change that has also significantly influenced and reshaped the “doctrines, planning and
task portfolio of the Western forces,” especially for American, British, and Danish
troops.® Viewed in its historical context, this shift has called on the U.S. military to adopt
and implement principles of unconventional war, which had been actively avoided ever
since its military defeat in Vietnam.’

However, the emergence of the counterinsurgency agenda has not been unproblem-
atic. Within the U.S. military it is viewed as controversial, and its effectiveness remains
widely debated among scholars, policymakers, and other Western armed forces. The
recent collapse of security forces in Iraq and continuing conflict in Afghanistan highlight
the purported pitfalls of the counterinsurgency agenda, according to those critical of this
shift in Western military interventions. Some problematize the underlying assumption of
counterinsurgency, namely that intervening forces can effectively influence, manipulate,
and even control the host population. Relatedly, others argue that U.S. troops and interna-
tional forces that engaged in relationship-building were exposed to unnecessary risks in
exchange for limited, if any, sustainable strategic gains. Nevertheless, there are those
who maintain that building a local rapport with the host population is necessary to bolster
perceptions of legitimacy and improve the safety of both host citizens and mission
personnel.8

The article contributes to this debate by exploring the ways in which the U.S. mil-
itary’s notion of duty toward host citizens has evolved in the context of recent
“population-centric” interventions and the military quest for local legitimacy. To this
end, this article conducts a qualitative analysis of the 2006 and 2014 versions of the U.S.
Army and Marine Corps counterinsurgency field manual (FM3-24/MCWP 3-33.5, hereon
after FM3-24).° For the purpose of this study, FM3-24 provides important insights. Field
manuals, and military doctrine in general, are essentially conceptual frameworks that stip-
ulate how armed forces will, and should, win the nation’s wars. As such, they constitute
key components of an official notion of military duty, which should be institutionalized
within the broader military organization'® After it was adopted as the lead doctrine in
Iraq, and later Afghanistan, FM3-24 had nothing short of a paradigmatic impact on recent
international and, in particular, U.S. military engagements. In addition, it embodied a
unique consensus in strategic thinking within the U.S. military by merging historically
separate, and distinctly different, U.S. Army and Marine Corps doctrines on irregular
warfare."! By comparing the two versions of FM3-24, the study juxtaposes the U.S. mil-
itary’s notion of duty toward host citizens during two crucial phases of recent military
engagements: at the outset of the “surge” in Iraq, and at the tail end of U.S. combat opera-
tions in Afghanistan, America’s longest war.'?

The article argues that the U.S. military’s notion of duty is shaped by a “host-citizen
contract.” Based on the empirical findings of this study, this perceived contract obligates
U.S. forces to suppress insurgents, build host-nation agency, and protect the host popula-
tion in return for local legitimacy.'® The main finding of the study is that the notion of
legitimacy has changed in ways that appear to fundamentally limit the duty of U.S. forces.
In the 2006 version of FM3-24, legitimacy is treated as a zero-sum objective, achievable
through extensive influence and involvement of U.S. forces. Conversely, in 2014, the
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influence of U.S. forces is conceived as subordinate and dependent on the will and capa-
bility of the host nation to uphold legitimate rule, thereby making legitimacy an intangi-
ble and, at worst, unattainable objective. In light of the recent withdrawal of U.S. combat
forces from Afghanistan this evolved notion of duty is thought-provoking, as it provides a
strategic justification for breaching the “host-citizen contract” should the host nation fail
to comply with its terms. More broadly, it problematizes the extent to which emerging
international norms of host-citizen protection and empowerment do, in fact, foster a
greater sense of duty towards host citizens among Western armed forces.

The article proceeds as follows. First, it briefly discusses the role of military doctrine
and outlines the historical U.S. context leading up to the adoption, and later revision, of
FM3-24. Thereafter, it develops the analytical framework guiding the study, which theo-
rizes the notion of military duty as the function of a perceived “host-citizen contract.”
Next, the concept of a “host-citizen contract” is explored empirically in a comparison of
the 2006 and 2014 versions of FM3-24, which narrows in on the conceptualization of
U.S. military duty toward host citizens. The article concludes with a brief discussion on
the possible implications of its main findings.

A Tale of Two Manuals

Insurgencies, and military doctrine on how to suppress them, have been a feature of Western
foreign military operations for centuries.'* The U.S. military has a long history of supporting
counterinsurgency operations in foreign states, yet it has traditionally treated such missions
as second-tier military engagements, at best, compared to fighting conventional wars.'>

In theory, military doctrine embodies the armed forces’ best available explanation of,
and solution to, a problem, and seeks to institutionalize this knowledge within the larger
military organization. While building extensively on the “lessons-learned” of past wars,
the main aim of military doctrine is to function as an “informed” point of departure for
the battles of tomorrow. In so doing, it informs armed forces not only of “what to do,” but
what they ought to be doing."'®

In a democracy, military doctrine translates political aims into frameworks for mili-
tary action. As such, this doctrine is conditioned on its surrounding political context. In
this respect, doctrinal development does not necessarily represent a genuine evolution in
military thinking per se.'” More precisely, it captures the current state of domestic civil—
military affairs, the product of a dynamic and continuous dialogue between national polit-
ical and military leadership. On the one hand, policy sets the objectives of new doctrine;
on the other hand, the content of this doctrine also reflects the military’s stance on policy.
For example, military doctrine can include reservations and cautionary tales on the use of
force for the purpose of achieving certain political objectives.'®

Although military doctrine does not dictate what armed forces do in practice, it has
traditionally served as an important factor in shaping military change, commonly through
the pathways of military education, training and, not least, spending. This is particularly
true in the face of crisis, such as having to adapt to an unexpected military defeat.'” An
interesting case in point is the U.S. military’s reaction to losing the war in Vietnam.
Instead of learning from, and adapting to, the apparent inability to effectively conduct
counterinsurgency operations, U.S. political and military support for counterinsurgency
plummeted to an all time low. For decades, there was widespread reluctance to send
American troops on foreign missions “among the people.” This aversion to counterinsur-
gency became increasingly institutionalized through an enduring standstill in doctrinal
development, education, and training on unconventional operations.*’
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In its place, the U.S. military, and in particular the U.S. Army, returned to the com-
forts of conventional warfare and fostered a culture of an “American Way of War.” With
the end of the draft system, the U.S. military became increasingly professionalized, tech-
nical, and more detached from the broader American public. As a result, the principle
role and duty of the U.S. military was to conduct large-scale, highly technical, conven-
tional warfare, which was characterized by an exceptional capability to employ brute
force. Missions that bore any resemblance to irregular warfare were deemed “Low-Inten-
sity operations” and, later, “Military Operations Other Than War” (MOOTW), and reas-
signed to the newly established Special Forces units.*!

The salience of the U.S. enemy-centric, conventional mindset received validation
with the successful outcome of the Gulf War. However, U.S. reluctance to deploy Ameri-
can troops to foreign countries and engage in unconventional operations became increas-
ingly criticized with the onset of international “interventionism” in the 1990s. Not
surprisingly, when U.S. forces invaded Afghanistan in 2001 and Iraq in 2003, they did so
in a highly conventional manner. Initial successes of these “shock and awe” operations,
again, validated the effectiveness of the “American Way of War.”**

However, the years following these invasions were characterized by deteriorating
security situations. At first, U.S. political and military leaders failed to recognize, or cor-
rectly understand, the situation unfolding in Iraq as the rise of an insurgency. Upon realiz-
ing that U.S. forces were not only fighting, but also losing, against an insurgency, U.S.
President Bush proclaimed the need for a change in U.S. military engagements in Iraq.
Instead of accepting defeat, the United States vastly increased its ground troops and
sought to regain momentum by holding “the areas that have been cleared,” protecting
Iraqi citizens and building relationships with them.**

To systematically implement this strategic change, the U.S. military required new
solutions, and hence, it needed new military doctrine on counterinsurgency. Drafted
under the leadership of Lt. Gen. Petracus, FM3-24 (2006) provided the framework for the
“surge” in Iraq. When U.S. forces began to see signs of military progress against the
insurgency, the objective to “win hearts and minds” became the new mantra of Western
armed forces.?*

In December 2009, U.S. President Obama called for a similar strategic shift in
Afghanistan to “help create the conditions for the United States to transfer responsibility
to the Afghans” and ultimately end the U.S. combat presence there.?> In 2010, Lt. Gen.
Petraeus returned to theater to command U.S. and ISAF forces in Afghanistan. Yet, dur-
ing the years that followed, it became abundantly clear that counterinsurgency was not
paving a straightforward path toward military effectiveness in Afghanistan.

In spite of an Afghan “surge,” security challenges continued to unfold in Afghani-
stan. Concurrently, in Iraq, the security situation deteriorated shortly after the United
States withdrew its troops. With mounting evidence that recent counterinsurgency opera-
tions had produced limited and unsustainable results, the U.S. Department of Defense
(DoD) issued a new strategic framework for U.S. armed forces. In it, the DoD envisioned
the end to large-scale U.S. counterinsurgency operations, yet stressed the continued
importance of strategic relationship-building and the need to “retain and continue to
refine the lessons learned ... over the past ten years of counterinsurgency and stability
operations in Iraq and Afghanistan.”?® This strategic shift in the perceived role and duty
of U.S. armed forces needed translation into new military guidelines, and hence, the
development of a new military doctrine.

In response to this call, the U.S. Army and Marine Corps issued a substantially
revised version of FM3-24 entitled Insurgencies and Countering Insurgencies, in 2014.>’
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As it stands, this recent revision reflects the most up-to-date view on U.S. “population-
centric” military engagements. It is expected to exert salient influence on U.S. military
and host-citizen relations in the near future. However, as of yet, the revised manual has
received limited scholarly attention and public debate compared to its predecessor.

The Legitimate Intervener: A Novel Concept of Host-Citizen Contracts

Social contract theory and the parsimonious idea that people’s sense of obligation and
duty is dependent on perceived, or hypothetical, “contracts” has found its way into the
rapidly growing strand of interdisciplinary research on external peace and state building
operations, and the dynamic relationship between intervening forces and host citizens.?®

Traditionally, the relationship between interveners and those “intervened upon” was
confined to the dyad of the intervening state and the host-nation state.”® Similarly, the
notion of mission legitimacy was firmly rooted in the peacekeeping principle of acquiring
national consent from the host government prior to mission deployment.*® It was not until
the blatant failures of foreign interventions in intrastate armed conflicts during the 1990s
that this exclusively top-down, state-centric, and legalistic understanding of mission legit-
imacy was declared inadequate. Simultaneously, the relationship between intervening
forces and host citizens has soared to the top of the international policymaking agenda
and has paved the way for an increasingly relational, or “population-centric,” understand-
ing of the duty, and legitimacy, of intervening forces.>'

At the outset of this development, Christopher Dandeker and James Gow stress the
need to study the relational and subjective dimensions of mission deployment. Mission
success in peace support operations, they argue, demands more than robust mandates,
troop contributions, and sufficient resources. In addition, intervening forces must also bol-
ster their own legitimacy through relationship-building with a vast number of different
actors, not least host-nation authorities and the host population. This concept of
“peacekeeper legitimacy” has since been tailored to target, specifically, the relationship
between intervening forces and host citizens.** To date, several scholars have argued that
host citizens hold a number of expectations toward intervening forces and what obliga-
tions they have to those living in the host nation. Expectedly, hypothesized obligations
include the provision of security and overall improvements to quality of life.*> Michael
Mersiades proposes that local expectations toward intervening forces function as per-
ceived social contracts, which provide a frame of reference against which host citizens
evaluate the performance of intervening forces, and ultimately, the legitimacy of such
forces.>*

Inconveniently, the host population is not a homogenous entity with a fixed or shared
set of expectations. Instead, expectations placed on intervening forces are likely to vary
over time and in relation to an evolving host-nation context. As a result, intervening
forces are likely to encounter numerous, dynamic and, to varying degrees, competing
local “host-citizen contracts,” which create potential areas of tension and conflict. In addi-
tion, host citizens’ expectations rarely overlap neatly with the objectives of intervening
forces. In the end, the same objectives used to assert the legality—or at least the
“legitimate” necessity—of military intervention to the domestic population, international
community, and the host nation, may, inadvertently, impede intervening forces from
adapting the mission to address the needs of the host populace.’ In particular, attempts
by intervening forces at strengthening the relationship between host authorities and the
host population, or creating a “legitimate” social contract in the host nation, is problem-
atic when bearing in mind that the contested nature of this relationship is commonly why
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intervening forces are deployed to the host nation in the first place. At the very least, inter-
nal host-nation relations inevitably shape, to a certain extent, how host citizens evaluate
the presence of intervening forces.*

Recent experiences of Western armed forces in Iraq and Afghanistan demonstrate the
difficulty of successfully managing the tripartite relationship between intervening forces,
host authorities, and the host population in ways that legitimize host authorities as well as
foreign mission objectives.>” On this matter, David A. Lake convincingly argues that con-
temporary U.S. efforts to establish effective and legitimate governance in host nations
have failed because they only acknowledge the legitimacy of host-nation leaders who are
sympathetic to U.S. national interests. Problematically, host citizens do not necessarily
view “pro-Western” leaders as legitimate. As a result, Lake argues that U.S. forces are
faced with a fundamental tradeoff: either support state actors “that are legitimate in the
eyes of their people,” or those that are “loyal” to U.S. interests.*® Lake’s argument about
the U.S. military’s statebuilding experience, in fact, resonates more broadly with other
forms of foreign interventions in host nations, as is evident in the bourgeoning literature
on the various dilemmas of “peacebuilders.”’

While policymakers provide the political context and set the broader legal, moral,
and ethical framework for Western military engagements,** it is the task of the armed
forces to define how military means should be used as a “continuation of policy with other
means.”*! To this end, military doctrine is instrumental to how armed forces understand,
and approach, wars. Military doctrine is commonly understood to embody high-level mil-
itary thinking and functions as the connective tissue between strategic objectives and the
use of military means. Looking closer at the U.S. Army, Celestino Perez takes a critical
approach to recent “population-centric” military doctrine that claims to “serve” the host
population and “cultivate stable, effective, and humane polities.”** Perez argues that
despite the development of more culturally astute doctrine, core documents guiding U.S.
Army “professional military ethic” still fail to specify the nature and scope of soldiers’
ethico-political duty toward host citizens. Instead, Perez finds that the U.S. Army’s notion
of military duty is firmly rooted in the obligation to protect the American people, nation-
state, and constitution, not the host population.*’ In the case of Western armed forces, the
duty to act as armed servants to the domestic nation-state is expected, but its execution
widely debated.** Nonetheless, in the setting of contemporary “population-centric” mili-
tary engagements, it appears to impose caveats, and a potential Achilles heel, to the duty
of intervening forces toward foreign host populations.

Expanding on this thought, Caroline Holmqvist eloquently deconstructs the con-
cept of strategic communication (SC), which has recently emerged in U.S. military
thinking. Holmqvist argues that the rise of SC demonstrates, and reproduces, a fun-
damental ethico-political problem in the recent era of “population-centric” military
engagements, namely the assumption that host populations will, ultimately, assent to
the national objectives of intervening forces.*’ No other outcome is considered a via-
ble option. Working from this assumption, local acts of obstruction and opposition
are not conceptualized as the result of a fundamental conflict of interest between
intervening forces and the host population, but simply as the failed attempts of
armed forces to persuade, influence, and manipulate the population. According to
Holmgqvist, “there is something fundamentally unethical” (italics added) about this
act of non-recognition of local agency, not least because an understanding of war as
fought through means of persuasion rather than coercion is, essentially, a “refusal to
accept the existence of political conflict, and thereby ‘difference’, in war.” Treating
host citizens as amenable “consumers” of whatever strategic message intervening
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forces aim to convey only begets the question of how to get the message across,
while neglecting the question of whether host citizens, in fact, agree with the content
of the message.*®

Building on this strand of thought, this article employs a largely inductive approach
to detect patterns and regularities, as well as contradictions and change, across the 2006
and 2014 versions of FM3-24. The manual seeks to “stimulate” a shared “population-cen-
tric”’ mindset among U.S. forces. It is a conceptual framework that draws on lessons
learned from historical and contemporary operations.*” For the purpose of this article, the
empirical analysis does not attempt to satisfactorily address all relevant themes and con-
tradictions between, and within, the two versions, but to elucidate some of the key,
broader underlying principles that pertain specifically to the relationship between U.S.
forces and host citizens.

Although FM3-24, similar to other field manuals, is not binding in nature, it has argu-
ably shaped the ways in which U.S. forces conceptualize problems, tasks, and preferred
solutions in theater and, thus, what principles, techniques, and tactics are deemed suitable
during mission implementation.*® Aiming for broad applicability, field manuals do not
address all idiosyncrasies of a specific mission, which is precisely why they are apt for
tapping into more general trends in the continuous learning process and evolving norma-
tive framework of the U.S. professional military ethos.*’ Nevertheless, two important lim-
itations of analyzing field manuals should be pointed out. First, as official documents,
they do not refer to classified or mission-specific information. Including other sources of
information in the analysis may diversify empirical findings and offer more detailed infor-
mation about the underlying premises of host-citizen relations in a specific host nation.
Second, echoing a point touched upon earlier, field manuals are intended to facilitate the
implementation of national policy with military means. As such, they are more prone to
take on a descriptive approach that addresses how to execute operations rather than to
problematize, and delve into, the rationale of why to implement a mission in a specific
way.”®

In line with the concept of a “host-citizen contract,” this article works from the
assumption that bolstering local legitimacy of host authorities and U.S. mission objectives
represents the ideal end-state of the duty of U.S. forces toward host citizens. To capture
the official U.S. notion of military duty under this “contract,” the empirical analysis is
structured around a set of focused questions. The analysis begins with identifying, and
fleshing out, the core terms of the “host-citizen contract” by asking, what areas of respon-
sibility are identified as key determinants of legitimacy in each version of the manual?
Thereafter, the analysis looks closely at the conceptualized end-state of the “host-citizen
contract” by asking, what origins, features and strategic values are assigned to legitimacy
in each version of the manual? Lastly, to clarify the envisioned roles and obligations of
the main signatories of the “host-citizen contract,” the analysis asks, what is the division
of labor envisioned between U.S. forces vis-a-vis host authorities with respect to the host
population? In particular, what are the limitations to U.S. military influence over the legit-
imacy process in the host nation?

U.S. Military Duty Under the Host-Citizen Contract

The revised version of FM3-24 has been substantially rewritten and reorganized, but
nonetheless preserves several of its predecessor’s key premises for U.S. host-citizen rela-
tions.”" The next sections of the article empirically flesh out the framework of the U.S.
“host-citizen contract” and how it has evolved between 2006 and 2014.
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Core Terms of the “Contract”

Three main and interdependent areas of responsibility permeate both versions of FM3-24:
suppressing the threat of the insurgency, empowering host-nation agency, and protecting
the lives of host citizens. Together, these three key obligations have remained largely
consistent and can be argued to represent the formal basis of U.S. military duty toward
host citizens during its quest for legitimacy. As such, they comprise the conceptual
“terms” of the U.S. “host-citizen contract.”

Upon closer examination of the (shape)—clear—hold—build—(transition) approach,
which is outlined in both versions of FM3-24, it is possible to elucidate the underlying
logic, and overlapping nature, of these core U.S. military obligations.>® The framework
has been the main operational approach employed by U.S. forces in both Iraq and Afgha-
nistan. In 2006, the framework consisted of only three phases: clear, hold and build. In
the 2014 version of FM3-24, the framework was expanded to include two additional
phases: shape and transition. This change is indicative of an evolution that permeates the
revised manual, namely a reconceptualization of the legitimacy process. This finding is
further developed in the next section; briefly put, legitimacy is no longer conceptualized
as the necessary end-state to a U.S. presence in the host nation, nor the panacea that will
consolidate the sovereignty of the host nation. As a result, the role and scope of U.S.
forces in the host-nation legitimacy process is fundamentally redefined.

Returning to the three core obligations of U.S. military duty toward host citizens, the
first “term” of the “host-citizen contract” is to clear the immediate threat of the insur-
gency at minimal cost to civilian life and property in order to create the security condi-
tions necessary for actors other than military forces to assist host citizens.>® To this end,
protecting host citizens from physical harm, the second core obligation, is given primacy
over other preferences or concerns that may resonate with the host population. It is also
conceptualized to trump the security of U.S. forces. Inconveniently, these obligations are
in a state of tension as the use of force by U.S. forces is envisioned to have different levels
of impact on the operational environment, and the host population in particular, some of
which are neither intended nor anticipated. Reports of collateral damage or perceived use
of excessive force strengthen insurgent propaganda about the illegitimacy of host authori-
ties and U.S. mission objectives.”* Therefore, U.S. forces are obligated to show restraint
in the use of force, intimidation and abusive behavior to avoid alienating the population,
which will undermine perceptions of legitimacy. Fighting a “war of perceptions,” the
main weapon at the disposal of U.S. troops is not the use of superior military force, but
rather the effective use of information and strategic messaging to the population. In addi-
tion to a combination of offensive, defensive, and stability (security) operations, informa-
tion operations are considered crucial to shaping realistic expectations toward, and
accurate perceptions of, the progress made by U.S. forces and host-nation authorities.
Local “perceptions—more than reality—drive a commander’s decision making” and
informs the ways in which U.S. forces conduct day-to-day communication and interaction
with host citizens. Human interaction is an essential element of “population-centric” mili-
tary engagements as, essentially, “[a]ll interactions between security forces and the popu-
lation directly impact legitimacy.” 3

Once the immediate threat of the insurgency is suppressed, U.S. forces are instructed
to help host-nation forces hold security gains and further expand on them by building con-
ditions for host-nation governance and security infrastructure. The third core obligation
is, thus, to create momentum for the host government and leave behind a functioning,
self-sufficient, entity that can provide an effective and legitimate alternative to the
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insurgency.56 This includes the “slow and painstaking process” of developing capable
host-nation “military, paramilitary, and police forces.” However, perceived threats
against the host population, and thus the legitimacy of the host government, extend
beyond that of the insurgency; most likely, they tap into widely held social, political, and
economic concerns, which military means alone cannot resolve.”” In order to help host
authorities tackle these grievances, U.S. forces are instructed to build “connections with
the populace that help establish real legitimacy.” To ensure effective communication
with host citizens, U.S. forces must become cognizant of the impact of foreign troops on
local livelihood and security concerns, as well as with host-nation “cultures, perceptions,
values, beliefs, interests and decision-making processe:s.”58

In 2014, the new shape-clear-hold-build-transition framework was introduced to pro-
vide “a frame of reference for understanding actions by the host nation to defeat an insur-
gency,” which helps clarify how U.S. forces can integrate “U.S. capabilities into a host-
nation effort.” Different from the previous version, the initial focus at the outset of a mis-
sion is not to clear the immediate threat of insurgents, but to shape the operational envi-
ronment in ways that “create the conditions for success of the other phases.” Thus, before
beginning to implement core obligations toward the host citizens, U.S. troops must now
first have “effectively shaped the environment, including host-nation partners and ena-
blers, and prepared all elements of the unified action partners appropriately, decided on
where to focus the counterinsurgent effort, and . . . developed the plan to progress through
to transition to host-nation responsibility.” This final transition, which is conceptualized
to occur after the build phase, is believed to depend as much on perceptions as actual
progress, if not more so. Ultimately, unless host citizens “believe they are secure” and
view host-nation forces as their “protectors,” they will “not risk overtly supporting host-
nation efforts.” Therefore, if necessary, U.S. military efforts in the host nation may be
extended beyond building functioning host-nation authorities.””

Legitimacy: The Evolving End-State of U.S. Military Duty

In both versions of FM3-24, legitimacy is conceptualized as a primary objective of U.S.
forces, which is broadly defined as a perception-based phenomenon rooted in a set of
norms and values. However, beyond this point, there are a number of distinct differences
between the two versions, which appear to indicate a fundamental evolution in how the
U.S. military defines the origins, features and strategic value of legitimacy. Initially
approached as a rational, zero-sum objective, which is attainable with extensive support
of U.S. forces, legitimacy is reconceptualized into an open-ended and intangible phenom-
enon, which may be out of reach for U.S. forces. As a result, the division of labor between
U.S. forces and host-nation authorities is realigned, and U.S. forces’ influence over the
host-nation legitimacy process is conceptualized as subordinate to the will and capability
of the host nation.

Legitimacy at the Outset of “Population-Centric” Military Engagements in Iraq. In
Counterinsurgency (2006), gaining and maintaining legitimacy in the eyes of the host
population is portrayed as the main objective and center of gravity for U.S. military oper-
ations. More specifically, this refers to the “acceptance of the legitimacy of one side’s
claim to political power by the people of the state or region.”®® The phenomenon of legit-
imacy itself is conceptualized as a finite, zero-sum resource, where an increase in legiti-
macy for the host government and U.S. objectives undermines the legitimacy enjoyed by
the insurgents. As such, U.S. forces cannot “achieve lasting success” until “the populace
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consents to the government’s legitimacy and stops actively and passively supporting the
insurgency.” For U.S. forces, the main strategic value of legitimacy is to achieve popula-
tion control without overdependence on coercive and costly methods of population man-
agement.®’ Conversely, from the perspective of insurgents, gaining popular legitimacy is
not necessarily of decisive strategic importance; rather, the main strategic aim may simply
be to discredit the legitimacy of the national government. To this end, the use of coercive
tactics can be enough to curb opposition, enforce support, and exert sufficient control
over the population.®

For its part, the host population is conceptualized to consist of a largely passive
“uncommitted middle” on the fence about granting legitimacy to either the host govern-
ment or the insurgency. Only a minority of host citizens are expected to actively support
either side. However, passivity does not denote a lack of host-citizen agency and influ-
ence over the legitimacy process per se. Indeed a “passive populace may be all that is nec-
essary for a well-supported insurgency to seize political power.” Yet, even though the
manual recognizes that “the most important attitude” lies with the host population, it
operates from the assumption that the main obstacle to legitimacy is the presence of an
insurgency. Thus, understandably, it focuses primarily on how U.S. forces can analyze
and combat the insurgency rather than how to learn about, and interact with, the wider
host population.®?

Ultimately, from the perspective of host citizens, local legitimacy is conceptualized
to boil down to a matter of rational choice. Put bluntly, it is expected that “[c]alculated
self-interest, not emotion, is what counts.” Thus, legitimacy is a rational outcome if U.S.
forces persuade the host population of the strategic advantage of supporting host nation
authorities and U.S. objectives while, at the same time, convincing them that violent
resistance is futile.* This way of reasoning conveys two underlying assumptions: U.S.
forces have the power to exert positive influence—persuasion or manipulation—over the
legitimacy process and, thus, that host citizens are “receptive” to the information con-
veyed by U.S. forces. Working from these assumptions, local legitimacy does not require
host citizens to form emotional bonds with, or necessarily “like” U.S. forces; rather, host
citizens must merely be convinced that U.S. forces and host authorities “have the means,
ability, stamina, and will to win.” To reach this end, U.S. forces must “continually diag-
nose” what the host population understands as “effective and legitimate governance,”
while at the same time shape “reasonable expectations” on the progress of host-nation
authorities and U.S. forces in addressing local grievances. This endeavor requires that
U.S. forces shoulder the role of main collectors, producers, and distributors of informa-
tion. U.S. forces are expected to, in various ways, cultivate an image of themselves as
trustworthy and caring human beings who empathize with the host population, “rather
than as aliens who descended from armored boxes” for the principal purpose of facilitat-
ing effective communication.®

In addition to the importance of rational considerations and security concerns, the
2006 version of FM3-24 recognizes the perception-based quality of legitimacy and,
thereby, its normative and subjective dimensions. However, the manual demonstrates an
inconsistent understanding of whose norms, values, and beliefs are the most influential to
the process of bolstering local perceptions of legitimacy. The manual briefly develops the
concept of legitimate authority, where it (implicitly) leans on Max Weber’s ideal types.
In doing so, it distinguishes between legitimate authority ascribed through “law and con-
tract” (rational-legal authority) as opposed to “tribal and religious forms of organization”
(traditional authority). It associates the former with “developed Western societies” and
the latter with “non-Western societies,” which commonly applies to host nations.
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Acknowledging the importance of cultures, norms, values, and beliefs prevalent in a cer-
tain context, the manual points out that “[d]ifferences between U.S., local, and interna-
tional visions of legitimacy can further complicate operations” in the host nation. It also
underscores that local understandings of legitimacy do not necessarily rely on “freedoms
associated with Western democracies.” Particularly, in the context of “a serious break-
down of order,” an emblematic feature of host nations, the provision of basic security
may provide an actor with “enough legitimacy to govern in the people’s eyes.”*®

Nevertheless, the manual suggests “[s]ix possible indicators of legitimacy,” which all
resonate strongly with liberal, democratic norms. In particular, rule of law that is devel-
oped “through a credible, democratic process” is deemed “a powerful potential tool” with
which counterinsurgents can consolidate legitimate host-nation authority. This interde-
pendence, and to a certain degree conflation, between legality and legitimacy is recurrent
throughout the manual. To bolster mission legitimacy, U.S. forces must abide by legal
and ethical codes of conduct stipulated in the law of war, domestic laws, and “certain HN
[host nation] laws” while refraining from engaging in “illegitimate actions,” or the use of
“power without authority.”®” Another dimension of the relationship between the per-
ceived legality and legitimacy of U.S. mission objectives is that they are conceptualized
to uphold the “moral high ground” in contrast to “amoral and often barbaric” insurgents
that are “not constrained by neither the law of war nor the bounds of human decency as
Western nations understand them.” In this respect, U.S. forces have a “responsibility to
serve as a moral compass that extends beyond the COIN force and into the community”
and to set “an example for the local populace.”®®

However, there is ambiguity surrounding how U.S. forces, on the ground, are to
traverse both the normative concerns of the host population and those upheld by the
U.S. mission. On the one hand, the manual instructs U.S. forces to resist any “HN
[host-nation] positions contrary to U.S. or multinational values or policy.” In case
host-nation authorities are deemed to act in a “dysfunctional” manner or pose a
threat to the local population, U.S. forces should intervene for the purpose of safe-
guarding the political, legal, and moral integrity of the mission. On the other hand,
U.S. forces are told to respect local idiosyncrasies and refrain from attempting to
shape host-nation forces into replicas of themselves. Instead, they should patiently
learn “what normalcy looks like” in the host nation. Somewhat contradictory to
the assumption of U.S. forces’ inherent “moral high ground,” the manual stresses
the need to reevaluate “Western or American values” and criteria for success,
because they may block an accurate understanding of what legitimacy entails for the
people in the host state.®®

Relatedly, in terms of the division of labor between U.S. forces and host authorities,
the 2006 version of FM3-24 acknowledges that a perceived reliance on, or subordination
to, “foreign forces for internal security” can have a negative impact on local “perceptions
of the capacity and legitimacy” of the host government. Problematically, “U.S. forces
usually operate with the security forces of the local populace or host nation” because
“U.S. and multinational military forces often possess the only readily available capability
to meet many of the local populace’s fundamental needs.” Realistically, U.S. forces are
therefore likely to temporarily shoulder the role of lead military actor and principal coun-
terinsurgent in the host nation.” In this all-inclusive role, U.S. forces are conceptualized
to function both as “nation builders as well as warriors,” ready to implement wide-rang-
ing and large-scale operations. At the same time, if necessary, U.S. forces are tasked with
creating unity of effort among multinational contributions in support of host-nation
authorities and U.S. mission objectives.”!
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Assuming the role of principal counterinsurgent, U.S. forces are envisioned to
achieve the legitimacy objective if they effectively suppress the insurgency with legiti-
mate means, engage with and protect the host population in a legitimate fashion, and
strengthen host-nation authorities’ ability to govern legitimately. Nevertheless, at some
point, the host government must be able to convey a similar commitment to the host pop-
ulation on its own, without the support of U.S. counterinsurgents. Ultimately, the insur-
gents’ “primary battle is against the HN [host-nation] government, not the United States”
and, eventually, “all foreign armies are seen as interlopers or occupiers.”’* To this end,
host authorities are conceptualized as the preferred key partners for U.S. forces in both
the planning and execution processes of counterinsurgency efforts and “the sooner the
main effort can transition to HN [host-nation] institutions, without unacceptable degrada-
tion, the better.””* At the very least, the U.S. military notion of legitimate authority, and
thus end state of U.S. efforts in the host nation, requires authorities that are willing and
capable of providing “reasonable levels” of internal and external security in accordance
with the rule of law and basic civil liberties.”*

After Afghanistan: Reconceptualization of the U.S. Quest for Legitimacy. In Insurgen-
cies and Countering Insurgencies (2014) the quest for legitimacy remains the strategic
backbone of U.S. operations. In fact, the revised manual refers to legitimacy even more
extensively than its predecessor.”” However, the origins, features, and strategic value of
legitimacy have changed. The 2014 version of FM3-24 understands legitimacy as “the
acceptance of an authority by a society”, thereby removing the element of political power
from its core definition. The new definition of legitimacy recognizes that whomever the
host population accepts as “providing legitimate authority to govern their actions is that
group’s legitimate authority.”’® This modification has significant impact on what condi-
tions are conceptualized to bear influence on the development of legitimacy. It also
realigns the division of labor between U.S. forces and host authorities in ways that subor-
dinate the positive influence that U.S. forces exert over the legitimacy process to the will
and capability of the host-nation. In doing so, it downplays the strategic necessity of
achieving legitimacy in order to end U.S. military efforts.

Although legitimacy is still conceptualized as highly entwined with matters of political
power and population control, the nature of this tripartite relationship appears less straight-
forward. From the perspective of the host government, political legitimacy is no longer a
necessary condition for sustainable population control. Instead, the revised manual makes
the more moderate claim that, “[t]he host-nation government generally needs some level of
legitimacy among the population in order to retain power. This provides some level of con-
sent.” As such, the revised manual does not conceptualize legitimacy as the panacea for con-
solidating the sovereignty of host-nation authorities. Similar to its predecessor, the revised
manual points out that a principle goal of the insurgency is to credibly undermine the legiti-
macy of the host government. However, suppressing the insurgency is no longer conceptual-
ized as leading to an automatic increase in the perceived legitimacy of the host government.
Relatedly, the revised manual recognizes that coercive methods, although a more costly and
therefore less sustainable form of population control than popular support, do not conflict
with the element of popular consent. Even though coercive action may lead to perceptions of
“[i]llegitimate governments,” it may also be deemed “justifiable under the norms and values
of the population” and therefore “not necessarily undermine the legitimacy of the govern-
ment or host nation.” Thus, any act by either “the government and the insurgency must be
viewed from the perspective of the population experiencing those acts and not from an out-
side perspective that will bring its own bias.””’
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In the revised manual, the previous understanding of legitimacy as a finite and
zero-sum resource has been reconceptualized into a dynamic and open-ended
resource, which no longer demands the ultimate defeat of the insurgency. Instead,
conditions for legitimacy vary and change over time “as a society evolves and
groups or individuals change their conceptualization of who they are and what
authority they accept.” To this end, host-nation culture and norms gain reinforced
prominence in the revised manual, which devotes an entire chapter (chapter 3) to
the role of culture in the operational environment. In doing so, it modifies the previ-
ous rational-legal approach to bolstering legitimacy by shifting focus to the decisive
importance of emotional considerations, or the logic of appropriateness. As a result,
a complex relationship between rational and normative dimensions unfolds, which
poses a problem to U.S. forces. Conditions for legitimacy are principally “decided in
the minds of the population,” where the legitimate authority is granted to whomever
resonates most with local notions of identity, culture, and religion. This inevitably
limits the extent to which U.S. forces, or any other external forces, can positively
influence the legitimacy process.”®

Relatedly, the revised manual has removed explicit references suggesting the superi-
ority of “American” ideals and downplays the relevance of employing democratic indica-
tors to gauge local legitimacy. It is acknowledged that host citizens may not view their
politically elected “government as legitimate or effective.” In some cases, it is the norma-
tive appeal of host authorities rather than efficiency in providing public goods that is the
decisive legitimizing factor: the revised manual portrays religion as a particularly
“powerful source in shaping beliefs,” while efficiency or professionalism, as defined by
U.S. forces, are no longer considered sufficient “to establish legitimacy among the pop-
ulation.” To illustrate, even if U.S. forces initially perform more efficiently than host-
nation authorities, they may be perceived as less legitimate than their host-nation counter-
parts because of their foreign status.”

Aside from pointing out limitations to U.S. forces’ positive influence over the host-
nation legitimacy process, the revised manual extensively problematizes the likely nega-
tive impact of U.S. forces. At worst, “the presence of U.S. forces in the region can lead to
the conditions for an insurgency.” Bearing this in mind, the host nation is “[i]deally ...
the primary actor in defeating an insurgency.” For their part, U.S. forces should princi-
pally advise and assist host-nation authorities by supporting existing capabilities. Prefera-
bly, U.S. forces should adopt an indirect approach that is limited to different forms of
national assistance and security cooperation. If necessary, U.S. forces may instead
employ a direct approach, or a combination of both, which involves “decisive action.”
This involves actions ranging from the use of “modest force . . . to a large force that could
be, at least for a time, the primary counterinsurgency force.” A direct approach, such as
the shape-clear-hold-build-transition framework, is conceptualized as “a valid option” if
“the success of a host nation’s counterinsurgency efforts is critical to U.S. interests.”
However, it is also criticized for having “unintended consequences, such as increased ten-
sions among segments of society or to U.S. involvement.” Furthermore, “even if the U.S.
is directly involved in defeating the insurgency, its primary role can be only to enable a
host nation.” Thus, unlike the 2006 version, “an exceptionally high degree of coopera-
tion” with host-nation authorities is not only preferable, but also necessary, for direct
action to pave the way for effective and legitimate host-nation authorities. Even in the
worst possible cases, “the goal is still for the host nation and its forces to defeat an insur-
gency” because U.S. forces “cannot compensate” for a host government or host popula-
tion that is unwilling to maintain legitimate governance.*°
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Similar to the 2006 version of FM3-24, U.S. forces are still expected to achieve “an
end state acceptable to the host-nation government, the populace, and the governments
providing forces,” and thereby satisfy both “U.S. policy goals” and “the host nation’s
essential political goals.” However, the revised manual resolves some of the ambiguity,
conveyed by its predecessor, on how to determine the best course of action when host-
nation authorities do not comply with the political, legal, and moral framework of the
mission. The revised manual situates the answer to this query, on the one hand, with U.S.
political leadership and underscores that, ultimately, “U.S. national ends” “determine the
criteria for success” for U.S. forces. On the other hand, the revised manual also redirects
responsibility onto the host nation by stating that, “the host nation must eventually pro-
vide a solution that is culturally acceptable to its society and meets U.S. policy goals.”®!
There is, in fact, a striking difference in how the revised manual applies the concepts of
victory and defeat compared to its predecessor. In 2006, these “conventional” concepts of
warfare are applied nearly exclusively to the ultimate defeat of insurgents and, thereby,
victory of U.S. forces. Conversely, in 2014, the fight against insurgents is reconceptual-
ized into the host nation’s quest. With this framing, the principal role of U.S. forces is to
help, assist, or enable host authorities to prevent or manage the insurgency, rather than
directly participating in achieving its ultimate military defeat. The revised manual states
that, success “often depends on developing host-nation capacity to contain, reduce, and
defeat the insurgency without requiring direct U.S. involvement.”%?

With a shift away from its previous insurgency-centric focus, the revised manual now
turns first to the “strategic and operational context” of the insurgency, which includes situat-
ing the insurgency in relation to U.S. national interests. In doing so, the revised manual
emphasizes the need to, from the outset, clearly delineate and critically assess the specific
aims of deploying U.S. forces to the host nation. This assessment must carefully consider to
what degree the host population is expected to be receptive to the influence of U.S. forces’
“assistance, advice, and reform.” At the same time, strategic end-states “may change as the
situation changes.” The revised manual underlines that “[cJounterinsurgency is not a substi-
tute for strategy” and, thus, meeting the “conditions necessary for the host nation to counter
an insurgency independently” does not automatically terminate a U.S. military presence in
the host nation. Although transitioning to host-nation leadership represents “the end point
for the U.S. when it acts as the primary counterinsurgent,” the host government “often deter-
mines the criteria for success” in the host nation. Thus, at the request of the host government,
the United States can “continue to support the host nation through a long-term relationship
that addresses that nation’s legitimacy” and whereby U.S. forces can “remain in an area dur-
ing and beyond transition to help train host-nation security forces or institutions, provide ena-
blers, or begin security cooperation tasks.”%?

Conclusion: A Legitimate Breach of the Host-Citizen Contract?

The starting point of this article was to explore how “population-centric” military engage-
ments and the quest for local legitimacy in Iraq and Afghanistan have shaped the way in
which the U.S. military conceptualizes its duty toward host citizens. To shed light on this
important topic, this article conducted a qualitative analysis that compared the 2006 and
2014 versions of the U.S. Army and Marine Corps’ counterinsurgency field manual,
FM3-24. Based on empirical findings, three broad and interdependent obligations are
argued to constitute the core of the U.S. military’s duty toward host citizens, namely sup-
pressing the threat of insurgents, building host-nation agency, and protecting host citi-
zens. As such, they represent the conceptual “terms” of the U.S. “host-citizen contract.”
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Beyond this core framework, the notion of legitimacy appears to have evolved in
ways that appear to reflect the understanding that U.S. armed forces exert limited positive
influence on the host-nation legitimacy process. This fundamentally realigns the role and
duty of U.S. forces vis-a-vis host-nation authorities, as it subordinates the influence of
U.S. forces to that of host-nation authorities. In 2006, legitimacy is treated as a finite,
zero-sum resource, which is achievable with extensive influence and involvement of U.S.
forces. Conversely, in 2014, legitimacy is reconceptualized into an open-ended and intan-
gible phenomenon, which U.S. forces cannot attain without the will and capacity of the
host nation. Thus, the duty of U.S. forces is no longer to lead, but rather to assist host-
nation efforts.

With this new point of departure, the revised manual presents a self-problematizing
and cautious—verging on defeatist—pledge to “first, do no harm.” This is a message that
not only challenges the historical narrative of the almighty U.S. military and the
“American Way of War,” but it also raises concerns about the role and utility of U.S.
forces in fighting insurgencies, or more broadly, operating “among the people” of a host
nation. Considering the challenges associated with military engagements in Iraq and
Afghanistan, the decision to downplay the role of U.S. forces in leading a host-nation
legitimacy process is perhaps a wise one. Nevertheless, it challenges the underlying
assumption and contemporary narrative on counterinsurgency, namely that if done right,
it can be done.

As it reads now, the main revision to the narrative of U.S. counterinsurgency inter-
ventions has been is to shift focus away from the military and the duty of deployed troops
and instead place it onto the political leadership of both domestic and host-nation authori-
ties. In sum, without realistic and compatible U.S. and host-nation objectives, U.S. forces
cannot be expected to achieve victory. In light of recent experiences, this cautionary tale
indeed carries weight. On the one hand, the revised FM 3-24 provides a means by which
the military can understand, and explain, the lack of sustainable military gains; that
flawed objectives cannot be saved by operational methods, regardless of how skillfully
they have been adopted. On the other hand, it justifies the political and strategic decision
to breach the “host-citizen contract” and support the decision to, once again, withdraw
U.S. forces “prematurely” from a host nation. Perhaps more importantly, looking ahead,
it appears to provide a rationale as to why U.S. troops should not be deployed in the first
place.

Yet, how does this way of thinking move the U.S. military forward, and what does it
say about the future duty of Western armed forces toward foreign host nationals? Insur-
gencies have existed for centuries and the U.S. military, together with other Western
nations, have fought both with and against them over the years. If anything, this past
decade has demonstrated that insurgencies, most likely, will continue to shape operational
theaters in the next decades. Even if U.S. armed forces have never been particularly fond
of these wars, they have had to fight them, nonetheless, and undoubtedly will continue to
do so in the future.

Judging by the content of the revised FM 3-24, which is likely the new starting-point
for such future missions, this article concludes that U.S. forces remain caught between
the responsibility to serve U.S.-specific objectives and a duty to protect host citizens and
the sovereignty of nascent host authorities.** Striking the balance between these, perhaps
conflicting, mindsets weakens the perceived utility of U.S. forces in the role of an “invited
leviathan,” and fundamentally calls into question to what extent they can, in fact, be
deployed to advance a sustainable and legitimate social contract between a host govern-
ment and its citizens.
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