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Counter-insurgency is fashionable again: more has been written on it in the last 
four years than in the last four decades. This is heartening for those who were in 
the wilderness during the years when Western governments regarded counter-
insurgency as a distraction, of interest only to historians. So it is no surprise 
that some have urged the re-discovery of classical, ‘proven’ counter-insurgency 
methods.1 

But some of this enthusiasm may be misplaced. Today’s insurgencies 
differ significantly – at the level of policy, strategy, operational art and tacti-
cal technique – from those of earlier eras. An enormous amount of classical 
counter-insurgency remains relevant. Indeed, counter-insurgency provides the 
‘best fit’ framework for strategic problems in the ‘war on terror’.2 But much is 
new in counter-insurgency redux, possibly requiring fundamental re-appraisals 
of conventional wisdom.

The term ‘classical counter-insurgency’ describes the theory of counter-
revolutionary warfare developed in response to the so-called wars of national 
liberation from 1944 to about 1980.3 The term ‘counter-insurgency’ was invented 
in this period, which produced a canon of works now regarded as classics (and 
listed as such in the latest US counter-insurgency manual).4 Key theorists included 
David Galula, Robert Thompson, Frank Kitson, Bernard Fall, Mao Zedong, Che 
Guevara and Vo Nguyen Giap. These classics still colour the modern view of 
earlier theorists like T.E. Lawrence, Louis Lyautey and C.E. Callwell (whose 
works are often seen through the lens of 1960s counter-insurgency). Classical 
counter-insurgency thus constitutes a dominant paradigm through which prac-
titioners approach today’s conflicts – often via the prescriptive application of 
‘received wisdom’ derived by exegesis from the classics. The 1960s theorists 
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cast a long shadow, but current field experience seems to indicate their ‘classic’ 
version of counter-insurgency is less relevant for current conflicts.5 

The concept of ‘counter-insurgency’ is logically contingent on that of ‘insur-
gency’. Counter-insurgency is ‘all measures adopted to suppress an insurgency’.6 
Thus, the nature of counter-insurgency is not fixed, but shifting: it evolves in 
response to changes in insurgency. There is no constant set of operational tech-
niques in counter-insurgency; rather, this is a form of ‘counter-warfare’7 that 
applies all elements of national power against insurrection. As insurrection 
changes, so does counter-insurgency. Hence, to understand modern counter-
insurgency one must first understand modern insurgency. 

Insurgency is a struggle to control a contested political space, between 
a state (or group of states or occupying powers), and one or more popularly 
based, non-state challengers.8 Therefore changes in the state, its functions as an 
independent polity or member of a regional community, or in the international 
system, change the nature of insurgency. History shows that insurgents rarely 
overthrow nation-states, but when they do there are usually world-historical 
consequences.9 Thus, to understand insurgency we must understand the state 
system insurgents are attacking.

Contemporary insurgency
Classical counter-insurgency theory posits an insurgent challenger to a func-
tioning (though often fragile) state. The insurgent challenges the status quo; the 
counter-insurgent seeks to reinforce the state and so defeat the internal threat. 
This applies to some modern insurgencies – Thailand, Sri Lanka and Colombia 
are examples. But in other cases, insurgency today follows state failure, and is not 
directed at taking over a functioning body politic, but at dismembering or scav-
enging its carcass, or contesting an ‘ungoverned space’. Chechnya, Somalia and 
East Timor are examples. In other cases, like Afghanistan, the insurgent move-
ment pre-dates the government. This situation is covered in works on colonial 
small wars10 but not emphasised in classical 1960s counter-insurgency theory.

Similarly, in classical theory, the insurgent initiates. Thus, Galula asserts that 
‘whereas in conventional war, either side can initiate the conflict, only one – the 
insurgent – can initiate a revolutionary war, for counter-insurgency is only an 
effect of insurgency’.11 Classical theorists therefore emphasise the problem of 
recognising insurgency early. Thompson observes that ‘at the first signs of an 
incipient insurgency … no one likes to admit that anything is going wrong. 
This automatically leads to a situation where government countermeasures are 
too little and too late.’12 But, in several modern campaigns – Iraq, Afghanistan, 
Pakistan and Chechnya, for example – the government or invading coalition 
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forces initiated the campaign, whereas insurgents are strategically reactive (as in 
‘resistance warfare’). Such patterns are readily recognisable in historical exam-
ples of resistance warfare, but less so in classical counter-insurgency theory.13 

Politically, in many cases today, the counter-insurgent represents revolution-
ary change, while the insurgent fights to preserve the status quo of ungoverned 
spaces, or to repel an occupier – a political relationship opposite to that envis-
aged in classical counter-insurgency. Pakistan’s campaign in 
Waziristan since 2003 exemplifies this. The enemy includes al-
Qaeda-linked extremists and Taliban, but also local tribesmen 
fighting to preserve their traditional culture against twenty-
first-century encroachment.14 The problem of weaning these 
fighters away from extremist sponsors, while simultaneously 
supporting modernisation, does somewhat resemble pacifica-
tion in traditional counter-insurgency. But it also echoes colonial 
campaigns, and includes entirely new elements arising from the 
effects of globalisation.15

One of the most significant ‘globalisation effects’ is the rise of a worldwide 
audience, giving insurgents near-instantaneous means to publicise their cause. 
Globalised Internet communication also enables moral, financial and person-
nel support, creating a strategic hinterland or ‘virtual sanctuary’ for insurgents. 
Classical theory deals with ‘active’ and ‘passive’ sanctuaries, methods to quar-
antine such sanctuaries and their effects on insurgent performance.16 But it treats 
sanctuary as primarily a geographical space in which insurgents regroup or 
receive external support. Today’s Internet-based virtual sanctuary is beyond the 
reach of counter-insurgent forces or neighbouring governments, and its effects 
are difficult to quarantine. Insurgents in Iraq are adept at exploiting global 
media effects, while the ‘Global Islamic Media Front’ (al-Jabhah al-’ilamiyah 
al-islamiyah al-’alamiyah) and al-Qaeda’s as-Sahab media production arm have 
achieved new heights of professionalism.17 Internet-based financial transfers, 
training and recruitment, clandestine communication, planning and intelli-
gence capabilities allow insurgents to exploit virtual sanctuary for more than 
just propaganda. Classical counter-insurgency theory has little to say about 
such electronic sanctuary. 

As Oxford’s Audrey Cronin convincingly argues, cyber-mobilisation or ‘elec-
tronic lévee en masse’ is a major new factor. ‘Individually accessible, ordinary 
networked communications such as personal computers, DVDs, videotapes, 
and cell phones are altering the nature of human social interaction, thus also 
affecting the shape and outcome of domestic and international conflict’,18 she 
observes, noting that

In many 
cases  the 
insurgent 

fights to 
preserve the 

status quo
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the Internet is utterly intertwined with the insurgency in Iraq, for example. 
Insurgent attacks are regularly followed with postings of operational 
details, claims of responsibility, and tips for tactical success. Those who 
use insurgent chat rooms are often monitored by the hosts and, if they 
seem amenable to recruitment, contacted via email. Insurgent sites contain 
everything from practical information for traveling to Iraq to morale 
boosters for those currently involved in the struggle. Videos of killings by 
the ‘Baghdad Sniper’ or ‘Juba’, who is claimed to have killed 143 American 
soldiers and injured 54, are posted on the web. Cyber-mobilization 
already has changed the character of war, making it much harder for the 
United States to win in Iraq, and it has the potential to culminate in further 
interstate war in the 21st century.19

The transnational character of modern insurgency is also new. Classical-era 
insurgents copied each other (for example, the Algerian FLN copied the Viet 
Minh, and EOKA in Cyprus copied the Jewish Irgun Zvai Leumi).20 But each 
movement operated in its own country, emulation typically happened after 
the event, and direct cooperation between movements was rare. Thus classi-
cal theory typically regards insurgency as something that occurs within one 
country or district, between an internal non-state actor and a single govern-
ment.21 This is reflected in official definitions of insurgency.22 By contrast, in the 
field today we see real-time cooperation and cross-pollination among insurgents 
in many countries.23 Ayman al-Zawahiri has referred to a four-stage strategy in 
Iraq, involving expulsion of US forces, creation of an Islamic Emirate in Sunni 
areas, its extension to neighbouring countries and then attacks on Israel.24 This 
goes far beyond classical single-state insurgent goals. Al-Qaeda operatives 
pass messages between and among Pakistan, Afghanistan, Iran and Iraq.25 
Improvised explosive devices that first appear in Chechnya proliferate to Iraq 
and Afghanistan. Iranian improvised-explosive technology appears in Iraq,26 
and Pakistani extremists operate in Afghanistan.27 Insurgents in Iraq mount 
operations in response to events in Lebanon, and conduct attacks in Jordan.28 
Southeast Asian insurgents apply methods developed in the Middle East, which 
circulate via the Internet or on CD-ROMs.29 This transnational pattern is part of 
a deliberate al-Qaeda strategy, but there is evidence that non-al-Qaeda groups 
are also noting and copying these methods.30

Modern insurgent strategy – being, not doing
Classical theory describes insurgent movements as seeking to gain control of 
the state, or a portion of it. Galula asserts flatly that ‘the conflict arises from 
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the action of the insurgent aiming to seize power – or at splitting off from the 
existing country’.31 This was arguably appropriate for twentieth-century revo-
lutionary and separatist movements.32

But the intent to replace existing governments or create independent states 
is only partly evident today. For example, in Iraq multiple groups are seeking 
to paralyse and fragment the state, rather than to gain control of its apparatus 
and govern. Insurgents favour strategies of provocation (to undermine support 
for the coalition) and exhaustion (to convince the coalition to leave Iraq) rather 
than displacement of the government. This is a ‘resistance’ insurgency rather 
than a ‘revolutionary’ insurgency.33 Insurgents want to destroy the Iraqi state, 
not secede from it or supplant it. As Anthony Cordesman pointed out in March 
2006, the

insurgency has not been able to … establish sanctuaries, win larger-scale 
military clashes, or dominate the field … Much of its activity consists of 
bombings of soft civilian targets designed largely to provoke a more intense 
civil war or halt the development of an effective Iraqi government, rather 
than progress towards control at even the local level … Provoking civil war 
and undermining the Iraqi political process may not bring the insurgents 
victory, but it can deny it to the Iraqi government and the US.34

Similarly, Afghan insurgents act as ‘strategic spoilers’, seeking to discredit 
and undermine the government by targeting coalition forces, officials and 
President Hamid Karzai’s support base in the Durrani tribal confederation. 
Again, there is no apparent strategy to seize the instruments of the state. The 
insurgents seek to expel foreigners, but have little to say about what might 
replace the national government.35 

Indeed, some modern insurgents lack any unified strategy, compared to clas-
sical insurgents. As Jeffrey Record and Andrew Terrill noted in 2004, 

In Vietnam, the Communists waged a classic, peasant-based, centrally 
directed, three-stage, Maoist model insurgency, culminating in a 
conventional military victory. The Communists also had a clear and well-
publicized political, economic, and social agenda. In Iraq, small, scattered, 
and disparate groups wage a much smaller-scale war of ambushes, 
assassinations, car bombings, and sabotage against U.S. and other coalition 
forces and reconstruction targets, including Iraqis collaborating with 
coalition forces. Nor do the insurgents have an explicit set of war aims.36

This lack of a practical strategy in the Iraqi and Afghan insurgencies is reflected 
in the absence of guerrilla counter-government, a feature of classical counter-
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insurgency.37 ‘Local Taliban’ in Pakistan’s Federally Administered Tribal Areas 
have acted against local criminals and sought to impose law and order in a 
limited fashion.38 Some Iraqi groups have rudimentary local administrative 
systems to intimidate the population.39 But there has been little attempt to 
create permanent liberated areas, raise taxes, regulate daily life or control 
social interaction, as would be expected if insurgents were trying to replicate 
the ‘state capabilities’ identified by Joel Migdal.40 Analysts have used Migdal’s 
model to map the effectiveness of insurgents as shadow governments.41 But 
the parallel hierarchies42 of classical counter-insurgency are largely absent 
today.

Classical counter-insurgency also tends to assume a binary struggle between 
insurgent and counter-insurgent.43 In reality, classical-era insurgencies such 
as Algeria and Indochina involved multiple insurgent movements, and most 
immature insurgencies include numerous factions, though this complexity 
was often not reflected in classical writings. But insurgencies today remain 
multilateral even in their mature state, incorporating many diffuse, competing 
insurgent movements. In contrast to revolutionary war theory, these conflicts 
lack a ‘united front’. Rather, dozens of competing groups pursue their own, fre-
quently conflicting agenda. Field experience from Iraq suggests that it may be 
harder, not easier, to defeat such a complex, inchoate and disorganised swarm 
of opponents.44 

The PROVN study,45 a masterpiece of best-practice traditional counter-
insurgency, argued that a sustainable, independent, democratic state was the 

American object in the Vietnam War.46 Similar perspectives 
led theorists to describe insurgency as a ‘struggle for legiti-
macy’47 or ‘competition for government’.48 Fall expressed 
this succinctly in 1965, arguing that a government which is 
losing to an insurgency ‘is not being outfought; it is being out-
administered’.49 The same view is expressed in the latest US 
counter-insurgency manual.50

But this assumes the insurgent has real-world objectives, 
and a practicable strategy that can be defeated by denying 
these objectives. The religious ideology of some modern 
insurgents creates a different dynamic. Particularly in al-
Qaeda-linked insurgencies, the insurgent may not seek to 

do or achieve any practical objective, but rather to be a mujahid, earning God’s 
favour (and hope of ultimate victory through his intervention) through the act 
itself. Osama bin Laden alluded to this in an October 2001 interview with al-
Jazeera journalist Tayseer Alouni:

The religious 
ideology of 
some modern 
insurgents 
creates a 
different 
dynamic
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[Alouni]: …How can al Qaeda defeat America militarily? 

Bin Laden: This battle is not between al Qaeda and the U.S. This is a battle 
of Muslims against the global crusaders … God, who provided us with his 
support and kept us steadfast until the Soviet Union was defeated, is able 
to provide us once more with his support to defeat America on the same 
land and with the same people. We believe that the defeat of America is 
possible, with the help of God, and is even easier for us, God permitting, 
than the defeat of the Soviet Union was before … Remember the saying, ‘If 
they want to exile you, they can’t exile you unless it is written by God’.51 

Insurgent operational art – the self-synchronising swarm 
At the operational level, there are many similarities between today’s insur-
gents and those of the classical era. Insurgencies remain popular uprisings that 
grow from, and are conducted through, pre-existing social networks (village, 
tribe, family, neighbourhood, political or religious party).52 Insurgent opera-
tional art remains fundamentally a matter of aggregating dispersed tactical 
actions by small groups and individuals, and orchestrating their effects into 
a strategically significant campaign sequence. Similarly, the operational art of  
counter-insurgency remains fundamentally concerned with displacing enemy 
influence from social networks, supplanting insurgent support within the pop-
ulation, and manoeuvring to marginalise the enemy and deny them a popular 
base. Thus, at the operational level counter-insurgency remains a competition 
among several sides, each seeking to mobilise the population in its cause. The 
people remain the prize.

But today’s environment ensures that this operational art develops differ-
ently than in the past. Modern insurgents operate more like a self-synchronising 
swarm of independent but cooperating cells than like a formal organisation. 
Even the fashionable cybernetic discourse of ‘networks’ and ‘nodes’53 often 
implies more structure than exists.

Classical theorists considered the aggregated effect of many small incidents 
– the ‘war of the flea’ – as the key driver even while recognising the impact of 
well-publicised incidents.54 By contrast, modern communications compress the 
operational level of war, so that almost any tactical action can have immediate 
strategic impact. This makes counter-insurgency more unpredictable and even 
less linear, rendering statistical trends55 less important as an operational driver 
than the ‘single narrative’ of public perception. Again, this factor was accounted 
for in classical theory but ‘globalisation effects’ have dramatically increased its 
influence.
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The term ‘strategic corporal’56 was coined to illustrate this, but media pen-
etration has created strategic privates (like Lynndie England, ‘whose smiling 
poses in photos of detainee abuse at Baghdad’s Abu Ghraib prison made her the 
face of the scandal’),57 strategic marines (like the marine who killed a wounded 
Iraqi in a mosque during the second battle of Fallujah)58 and strategic civil-
ians (like the Blackwater contractors whose murder sparked the first battle of 
Fallujah).59 The contractors’ deaths provoked political intervention that forced 
the operational commander to abandon a well-developed campaign plan and 
instead pursue, then precipitately abandon, a set-piece urban battle.60 This con-
tributed to a strategic shift in the insurgency, although the roots of the crisis lay 
deeper.61 More generally, given pervasive media presence, the demeanour of a 
single soldier or official instantaneously communicates more about the state of 
a campaign than any public information operation.

Media-driven political interference, of course, featured in classical counter-
insurgencies.62 And historical experience starkly illustrated the influence of 
mass media.63 But media penetration has reached unprecedented levels, largely 
through the emergence of insurgent mass media,64 with every incident in Iraq,65 
and many in Afghanistan, Palestine and Chechnya,66 being recorded for propa-
ganda purposes by insurgent video teams. Political leaders’ involvement is 
entirely valid given the importance of home-front morale as a success factor in 
counter-insurgency. Educating these leaders, and proactively controlling ‘spin’ 
from incidents, is now central to the operational art in counter-insurgency. 
Hence, most coalition operations in Iraq and Afghanistan now routinely include 
embedded video teams to record events.67

A key component of insurgent operational art in classical revolutionary 
warfare was the creation of local, regional and main force components able to 
transition from defensive to offensive and, ultimately, decisive operations.68 
Theorists like Mao and Giap spent considerable effort on the operational devel-
opment of insurgent forces, treating the transitions between developmental 
‘stages’ as key campaign milestones.69 Classical counter-insurgency therefore 
emphasised the creation of a range of security forces to counter local, regional 
and main force insurgents and cadres.70

By contrast, today’s insurgents often employ diffuse, cell-based structures 
resembling ‘leaderless resistance’.71 This generates far less organisational 
superstructure than in classical movements. Such methods were recognised 
in traditional counter-insurgency – ‘focoist’ guerrillas72 used this system, and 
the Irish Republican Army developed a cell structure based on ‘Active Service 
Units’.73 But today’s movements apply this approach on an immense scale, 
creating mass movements without mass organisation and rendering classical 
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countermeasures ineffective. For example, the Phoenix programme targeted a 
stable and well-developed Viet Cong infrastructure. No equivalent exists in 
Iraq or Afghanistan, where independent cells and micro-movements cooper-
ate in constantly shifting alliances of convenience.74 So Phoenix-style operations 
might have benefits in eliminating tactical ‘players’, but have less operational 
impact than the original programme. Moreover, in Iraq (a community-based 
insurgency) or Afghanistan (a tribally based insurgency), the blood feuds and 
community alienation arising from this would be more severe than in Vietnam, 
where professional party cadres (often from other districts) were key targets.

Logistically, classical insurgency assumes that the insurgents live off the pop-
ulation and resupply themselves from their opponents. Thus, the 1954 Conduct 
of Anti-Terrorist Operations in Malaya states that ‘the most important factor in 
destroying the [Communist Terrorist] is to complete his isolation from the rest 
of the community. He must get no money, no food or clothing; no help of any 
sort.’75 The key operational concept of the Malayan Emergency – the Briggs Plan 
– was designed to achieve precisely this,76 and similar efforts occurred in most 
other classical counter-insurgencies. 

But the economic relationship between insurgents and the population is 
exactly the opposite in some modern insurgencies. For example, in Iraq the 
insurgents’ primary funding sources in 2004 were courier infiltration and access 
to buried caches.77 The insurgents were wealthier than the population, and rou-
tinely paid poverty-stricken locals to conduct attacks for cash.78 Thus, efforts to 
isolate the insurgents (intended, based on classical theory, to hurt the guerrillas 
and protect the population) had precisely the opposite effect, starving and thus 
alienating the population, while leaving the insurgents largely unaffected.79 
Donations from abroad also provide funds for insurgents: the emphasis on 
videotaping attacks is intended precisely for sponsorship and fund-raising pur-
poses. In Afghanistan narcotics, corruption and extortion also provide funds. 
Thus, the economic and logistics base of modern insurgency may be very differ-
ent from classical theory.

Insurgent tactics – the urban bomb
At the tactical level, one obvious feature of today’s campaigns is their urbanised 
quality. Classical theory treats insurgency as primarily rural – urban insur-
gency is usually considered a supporting action (as in Vietnam, Malaya or the 
Irish Civil War) or ultimately futile (as in some Latin American cases). Classical 
insurgencies actually included several campaigns with urban components, 
such as Aden, Algeria, Cyprus and Palestine. But these also had significant, 
and ultimately dominant, rural components. The reason was straightforward: 
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insurgents must hide to survive, and in classical-era insurgencies in ‘colonial 
or independent under-developed territories’80 concealment was better in rural 
areas.

But this is often not so today, as is apparent when flying in Afghanistan or 
Iraq. Cover and concealment are far greater in the urban jungle of Baghdad, 
with its no-go areas and sectarian slums, than in the open desert outside the 
Tigris and Euphrates valleys. Incidents in Iraq cluster in urban centres or areas 
of suburban sprawl around Iraq’s major cities.81 The insurgent, as in classical 
theory, continues to hide amongst the population. But in urbanised societies 
(like Iraq) or countries with under-populated mountains, deserts and forests 
(like Afghanistan), the cover is in the cities.

This has significant tactical implications: engagements are short 
range and fleeting as in traditional insurgencies, but bystanders are 
now always present and cleverly exploited by insurgents. Media 
presence is greatest in cities, fuelling propaganda-based tactics 
that target the population to generate shock and provoke sectar-
ian unrest. Traditional counter-insurgency methods like fencing 
villages, cordon and search, curfews and food control (accepted as 

routine in Malaya) have drawn sharp criticism in Iraq and Afghanistan because 
of the enhanced disruption they cause in urban neighbourhoods, combined with 
the negative propaganda effect of enhanced media coverage.82

Internet, mobile-phone and television coverage (most houses in Iraqi 
cities have at least one satellite dish, for example83) enables web- and mobile-
phone-based coordination, changing insurgent tactics and countermeasures. 
Underground newspapers, pirate radio stations and posters still matter in places 
like the North West Frontier, which lacks the Internet coverage and urbanised 
population of Iraq.84 But perception management is vastly more complex when 
the population has instantaneous access to media broadcasts intended for third-
nation audiences.85 

Modern insurgent tactics centre on the urban bomb and its exploitation for 
propaganda and intimidation purposes, rather than the more traditional rural 
ambush. Improvised explosive devices, particularly suicide bombs, generate 
‘good copy’ for insurgents and encourage sponsorship from supporters. They 
also overcome the ‘lethality self-limit’ of classical insurgents, whose rifle-based 
tactics meant that they had to field more fighters, and risk more casualties, to 
generate greater lethality.86 The Irish Republican Army developed this approach 
20 years ago, but unlike Northern Ireland (where acquisition, storage, transport 
and caching of explosives were so difficult that insurgent quartermasters were 
key players87), theatres like Iraq are awash with military-grade ordnance. 

Media 
presence is 
greatest in 
cities
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This has forced changes in counter-insurgent tactics – particularly for 
patrolling. In classical counter-insurgency, patrolling is a key tactic designed 
to dominate an area, reassure and protect the population, disrupt insurgents 
and gather intelligence. But improvised explosive devices have forced patrols 
(and private security details)88 to move down the centre-line of roadways, dis-
rupting traffic and alienating the population. And attacks on patrols usually 
cause civilian casualties, making locals wary of foot patrols and frightened to be 
near them. Far from finding ‘presence patrols’ reassuring, the population finds 
them alienating and a source of danger.89 The intelligence value of patrols is 
reduced, along with their ability to disrupt insurgents. Emplacement of snipers 
overlooking likely bomb sites, employment of informant networks and targeted 
raids have proven more effective than classical-style patrolling in Iraq and 
Afghanistan. Thus the purpose of patrolling remains valid, but classical patrol 
tactics may require substantial modification.

New counter-insurgency paradigms
It is dangerous to be prescriptive, since the latest cycle of counter-insurgencies 
is just beginning, and there is undoubtedly more adaptation ahead. But, fortu-
nately or not, we have at our disposal a continuous live experiment, enabling us 
to validate tentative hypotheses in the field. What follows is a series of prelimi-
nary judgements to be refined as events disprove them. They are presented in a 
spirit of open inquiry, not as firm conclusions.

In modern counter-insurgency, the side may win which best mobilises and energises 
its global, regional and local support base – and prevents its adversaries doing likewise. 
Most fundamentally, we might reconsider the classical conception of counter-
insurgency as a competition for legitimate government, seeing it instead as a 
competition to mobilise, interpreted in the broadest sense. Modern insurgents 
may not seek to seize government, relying instead on their ability to mobi-
lise sympathisers within a global audience and generate local support. Thus 
local government legitimacy may be a secondary factor. Likewise, the counter- 
insurgent must mobilise the home population, the host country, the global 
audience, the populations of allied and neutral countries, and the military and 
government agencies involved. Success may be less about local legitimacy and 
more about the ability to energise and mobilise support, and to deny energy 
and mobility to the enemy’s support base. 

In modern counter-insurgency, the security force ‘area of influence’ may need to 
include all neighbouring countries, and its ‘area of interest’ may need to be global. 
The classical single-state paradigm for counter-insurgency may no longer 
apply, since insurgents operate across boundaries and exploit a global ‘virtual 
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sanctuary’. Legal and political considerations will probably prevent military 
activity outside a single-country ‘area of operations’. But border security, 
money transfers, ungoverned areas, ethnic minorities, refugees and media 
in neighbouring states may all play key operational roles for the insurgent 
– hence the counter-insurgent must be able to influence them. Similarly, the 
insurgents’ propaganda audience, funds, recruits and support may be global. 
So the counter-insurgent’s parent government must work globally to counter 
propaganda and disrupt funding and recruiting. The people remain the prize, 
but comprise a global audience rather than a local citizenry. This implies a 
vastly increased role for diplomacy, global intelligence liaison and informa-
tion operations.

In modern counter-insurgency, the security force must control a complex ‘conflict 
ecosystem’ – rather than defeating a single specific insurgent adversary. Classical 
counter-insurgency focuses on securing the population rather than on destroy-
ing the enemy. But it still fundamentally views the conflict as a binary struggle 
between one insurgent (or confederation) and one counter-insurgent (or coa-
lition). Modern insurgencies belie this binary approach, since there are often 
multiple competing insurgent forces fighting each other as well as the govern-
ment, and the ‘supported’ government’s interests may differ in key respects from 
those of its allies. Hence, we might conceive of the environment as a ‘conflict 
ecosystem’ with multiple competing entities seeking to maximise their surviv-
ability and influence. The counter-insurgent’s task may no longer be to defeat 
the insurgent, but rather to impose order (to the degree possible) on an unstable 
and chaotic environment. 

In modern counter-insurgency a common diagnosis of the problem, and enablers 
for collaboration, may matter more than formal unity of effort across multiple agen-
cies. A key principle of classical counter-insurgency is unity of effort – unified 
control of all elements of power, vertically from local to national level, and 
horizontally between districts. Even this is a watered-down version of the mili-
tary’s preferred ‘unity of command’. But today, international aid organisations, 
global media, non-government organisations and religious leaders are critical 
for success, yet outside the counter-insurgent’s control. Many of these entities 
will not accept direction, but can deny success unless collaboration is achieved. 
Since command requires control, ‘unity of effort’ (let alone ‘unity of command’) 
may be unworkable in this environment. Luckily, international relief organi-
sations have developed collaboration and information-sharing tools, designed 
to build a common diagnosis of ‘complex emergencies’, enabling collabora-
tion in precisely this situation.90 A similar approach may work for modern 
counter-insurgency.
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Modern counter-insurgency may be 100% political – comprehensive media coverage 
making even the most straightforward combat action a ‘political warfare’ engagement. 
General Gerald Templer famously asserted that ‘the shooting 
side of this business is only 25 per cent of the trouble’,91 while 
Galula described counter-insurgency as ‘80% political, 20% 
military’.92 This certainly remains relevant to modern counter-
insurgency in the sense that non-military elements of national 
power remain decisive, though less well resourced than military 
elements. But it could be misinterpreted as implying that some 
issues remain outside political leaders’ purview and subject to 
conventional norms of combat. In modern counter-insurgencies, 
this may not be so. Given pervasive media presence and near-
instantaneous propaganda exploitation of all combat action, 
counter-insurgency may now be 100% political. Commanders, 
even at the lowest tactical level in the most straightforward combat action, may 
need to conceive of their task as a form of ‘political warfare’ in which perception 
and political outcomes matter more than battlefield success. Counter-insurgency 
specialists already understand this, but broadening it to conventional units and 
‘big army’ commanders would be a true paradigm shift.

In modern counter-insurgency, ‘victory’ may not be final – ‘permanent contain-
ment’ may be needed to prevent defeated insurgents transforming into terrorist groups. 
Classical counter-insurgency defines victory as military defeat of the insurgents, 
destruction of their political organisation, and their marginalisation from the 
population.93 Typically, destruction of insurgent remnants takes decades, but 
once permanently marginalised they are no longer considered a threat.94 Yet this 
may no longer apply to modern counter-insurgency, in which cell-based organ-
isations, bomb-based tactics, global communications and improved lethality 
make it easier for marginalised insurgent movements to transform themselves 
into terrorist groups. Pursuing classically defined victory over insurgents, 
particularly those linked to al-Qaeda, may simply create a series of virtually 
linked, near-invisible ‘rump’ terrorist movements in previous insurgent thea-
tres. Since terrorists do not require a mass base, this may perpetuate rather 
than end the broader conflict. In modern counter-insurgency, victory may need 
to be re-defined as the disarming and reintegration of insurgents into society, 
combined with popular support for permanent, institutionalised anti-terrorist 
measures that contain the risk of terrorist cells emerging from the former insur-
gent movement.

In modern counter-insurgency, secret intelligence may matter less than situational 
awareness based on unclassified but difficult-to-access information. A final observation 

Perception 
and political 

outcomes 
matter 

more than 
battlefield 

success



124  |  David Kilcullen 

is that today’s intelligence paradigm, which emphasises the acquisition of secret 
intelligence from foreign governments, may be ill suited to modern counter-
insurgency. Secret intelligence is often less relevant than information which is 
not classified by any government, but is located in denied areas. Feedback on 
the effect of counter-insurgent operations on public perception may be criti-
cal. Human intelligence and tactical signals intelligence are clearly crucial, and 
additional effort in these areas would be valuable. But in modern counter- 
insurgency, where there is no single insurgent network to be penetrated but 
rather a cultural and demographic jungle of population groups to be navigated, 
‘basic intelligence’ – detailed knowledge of physical, human, cultural and infor-
mational terrain, based on a combination of open-source research and ‘denied 
area ethnography’ – will be even more critical.

*               *               *

Today’s insurgencies differ significantly from those of the 1960s. Insurgents may 
not be seeking to overthrow the state, may have no coherent strategy or may 
pursue a faith-based approach difficult to counter with traditional methods. 
There may be numerous competing insurgencies in one theatre, meaning that 
the counter-insurgent must control the overall environment rather than defeat 
a specific enemy. The actions of individuals and the propaganda effect of a 
subjective ‘single narrative’ may far outweigh practical progress, rendering 
counter-insurgency even more non-linear and unpredictable. The counter-
insurgent, not the insurgent, may initiate the conflict and represent the forces of 
revolutionary change. The economic relationship between insurgent and popu-
lation may be diametrically opposed to classical theory. And insurgent tactics, 
based on exploiting the propaganda effects of urban bombing, may invalidate 
some classical tactics and render others, like patrolling, counterproductive 
under some circumstances. Thus, field evidence suggests, classical theory is 
necessary but not sufficient for success against contemporary insurgencies. As 
Fall – who learned resistance warfare in the French underground, mastered 
counter-insurgency in the 1950s in Indochina, and reapplied it in the radically 
different circumstances of the American effort in Vietnam, before being killed 
on operations near Hue in 1967 – observed: 

There are no easy shortcuts to solving the problems of revolutionary 
war. In fact, I would like to close with one last thought, which applies, of 
course, to everything that is done in the armed forces, but particularly to 
revolutionary war: If it works, it is obsolete.95

5474
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All this is, for the moment, a tentative set of field observations, many of which 
could eventually prove incorrect. But they should give us pause in seeking to 
‘cut and paste’ the tenets of classical 1960s counter-insurgency. We are experi-
encing a paradigm shift in the discipline of counter-insurgency, driven by new 
expressions of one of war’s oldest forms. Much of classical counter-insurgency 
remains, but in today’s conflicts we must apply its precepts with judicious scep-
ticism and willingness to admit error. 
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