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THE CHALLENGES OF INSURGENCY

Insurgency and Weakness
Insurgencies are usually waged by groups that do not have the military capability to win a conventional military confrontation.  The most famous theorist of guerilla warfare and insurgency was Mao Zedong, who suggested that aggressive political action can ultimately defeat a superior military force.  Mao had years of experience fighting both conventional and insurgent wars—first against Chinese nationalists, then against invading Japanese armies, and then against Chinese nationalists again.  

Mao’s most famous insight into guerilla war is that insurgents “swim like fish” in the sea of a supportive populace.  Mao concluded that political efforts to win the support of the people are the bedrock of a successful insurgency.  But even Mao—the most important insurgent theorist —did not believe that insurgency itself was sufficient for winning major wars.  Mao believed that “protracted wars” have three distinct stages.  In the first, the more powerful enemy is on the offensive while the insurgents consolidate political support from the population.  The most important way they do that is by de-legitimizing the enemy.  In the second stage, the state attempts to consolidate its military gains, and the insurgents work to translate their political gains into military power.  Often times, this occurs in remote locations where the state has difficulty projecting its power.  This is the period when the insurgents use traditional guerilla tactics: ambushes, IEDs, etc.  In the third stage, Mao argues that the insurgents should transition away from guerilla tactics and develop conventional military forces of their own in order to ultimately destroy their state enemy.  

Defining Insurgency


Both politicians and academics have a hard time succinctly defining the concept of insurgency.  Nevertheless, this section will identify some characteristics often associated with insurgencies.

Insurgencies are conducted by non-state groups.  This characterization comes almost by definition: insurgencies aim to upset and alter the political status quo, not to preserve it.  Sometimes states use special forces that are trained to use military tactics that resemble those used by insurgents.  Many scholars would reject the idea that a state can wage an insurgency on its own.  This is because insurgencies are usually conducted by inhabitants of a particular state against their own government.  Is there a difference between the actions of insurgents and a state’s special forces?  Is it possible for a state to conduct an insurgency?  What kinds of lessons should the United States learn from insurgents that it can potentially use for its own purposes?
Many observers confuse insurgency with terrorism because the militant tactics used by insurgents and terrorists are often very similar, and neither insurgent nor terrorist groups are state actors.  What is the difference between terrorism and insurgency?  Is it a difference in the tactics that groups use, or is the difference determined by the political purpose and structure of the organizations conducting attacks?  What kinds of societies create terrorists and insurgents and how do insurgents and terrorists relate to the society in which they act? Terrorists often use violence in order to compel a government to accede to discrete political goals, but they tend to be less focused on inspiring a mass revolt against the established political order.  How do insurgents hope to achieve their goals?  

Because insurgent groups want to establish a new political authority, they generally want to seize and control territory.  This enables them to begin building an oppositional government to demonstrate their own vision of appropriate political authority.  How does this compare to terrorist organizations?  On the one hand, terrorist can embed themselves within host societies, but some groups labeled terrorists (Sendero Luminoso, Al Qa’ida in Iraq, GIA) also seek to carve out governable spaces.  Can we use a group’s focus on territory as a way of classifying whether or not they are insurgents or terrorists?

Finally, we have to ask ourselves why it is important to distinguish between insurgents and terrorists in the first place.  On the one hand, both are armed groups and can be dealt with using military means.  On the other, a clear system of classification may help identify strategies and tactics for defeating the enemy organization.  Reconciliation is also an important issue.  Many people feel that ‘insurgents’ are legitimate combatants while ‘terrorists’ are not.  When we label a group as one or the other, we create incentives and disincentives for groups to negotiate and lay down their weapons.  How should we label organizations?  Is it important to distinguish between terrorists and insurgents?  Is this important for today’s fight in Iraq?  Are there some ‘insurgents’ in Iraq that are legitimate combatants and could ultimately be welcomed into the government?  If so, what distinguishes them from ‘terrorists’ who must be killed, captured, or neutralized?

Politics

The purpose of an insurgency is inherently political.  Insurgencies are designed to undermine the legitimacy and authority of specific governments in order to seize control of or destroy the established political authority.  Although circumstances differ, the conditions necessary to excite a populace to rebel exist in “any country where the government consistently fails in its obligation to ensure at least a minimally decent standard of life for the great majority of its citizens. If there also exists even the nucleus of a revolutionary party able to supply doctrine and organization, only one ingredient is needed: the instrument for violent revolutionary action.”


Of course, the reasons for determining that the present political situation is unjust are extraordinarily diverse.  Insurgents can be motivated by political ideology, ethnic or religious concerns, or a simple thirst for power.  All of these motivations are on display in Iraq today.  Some Iraqi insurgent groups aim to create an Islamic state within the borders of Iraq; others hope to reestablish Sunni control of the country, similar to the political system under Saddam Hussein; others hope to entrench Shiite control over the current Iraqi government, or secede from Iraq altogether.  


Insurgents use a variety of tactics to undermine the legitimacy of a government.  Ultimately, insurgents try to convince a populace that their government does not serve them effectively.  Sometimes they use violence to demonstrate that a government does not really have control over its territory, and thus cannot be trusted.  Insurgents also use educational campaigns and formal propaganda to convince the populace that their government is unjust and illegitimate.  Especially during Mao’s first stage, these political activities supercede violence in importance. During the Cold War, for example, many leftist insurgencies used classical Marxist or Maoist ideology to convince poor urban and rural dwellers that their governments were illegitimate.  Likewise, numerous nationalist groups used anti-colonial messages to inspire uprisings against colonial governments in Asia and Africa.  Historically, what are the most important motivations for insurgents?  Do different core motivations change the structure, strategy, and tactics of insurgencies?  How do the different motivations of Iraqi insurgent groups affect their strategies and tactics?  What historical insurgencies provide valuable lessons for the current struggle in Iraq?  Should counterinsurgents employ different strategies based on the purpose of their enemies?
Counterinsurgency


Counterinsurgency is its own formal field of study.  Insurgents and counterinsurgents compete using military tools, political services, and propaganda.  Counterinsurgents often have difficulty providing services to their population, either because their government is inherently weak or because insurgents prevent such services from being delivered.  How important are the military, political, and propaganda battles in the overall scheme of an insurgency?  Over which factors do counterinsurgents generally have the advantage?  What advantages do the insurgents have? 


The fundamental purpose of government is to provide safety and security for the people governed.  That is why insurgents often project violence against unprotected people: by attacking regular citizens they de-legitimize the government by demonstrating that it cannot achieve its most fundamental mission.  Because defending the livelihood of individuals is so important, counterinsurgents often try to protect specially delineated geographic areas from insurgents.  The thinking is that providing security is the most important step to maintaining legitimacy.

But this strategy is not always so easy to implement.  If counterinsurgents concentrate their forces in population centers they may leave large swaths of the countryside undefended.  The situation in Baghdad today is illustrative.  The U.S. has moved troops into Baghdad in order to stem the sectarian violence in Iraq’s capital.  This is a reasonable strategy because if the Iraqi government and its U.S. allies cannot defend the citizens of Baghdad, they will lose legitimacy with Iraq’s population.  The problem is that it means fewer troops to patrol Iraq’s outer provinces, which may allow insurgent groups operating in Al Anbar and elsewhere in Iraq to expand the scope of their political and military authority.


Thus, the fundamental military dilemma for counterinsurgents is whether to prioritize chasing after insurgents and denying them safe havens or protecting the civilian population.  In a world of limited resources, this is a difficult choice.  How should governments allocate their military resources?  Is it more important find and eliminate insurgents and their safe havens?  Or should the military concentrate on protecting specific geographic areas so the population is safe from insurgent attacks?  How do you approach this problem with limited resources?

Governments provide other services besides security: education, transportation, health care, food, etc.  While insurgents, in an effort to separate people from their government, work to prevent governments from providing these services, counterinsurgents are trying to provide them.  How important are these services in the overall scheme of a counterinsurgency?  Providing food and aid is important, but it can also be very dangerous.  Should military resources be put aside to protect people providing aid?  Is it more important to provide a comprehensive set of services for the population, or to find and eliminate insurgents?  How should counterinsurgents balance the need to provide services and the need to find and eliminate insurgents?  Would providing more services stem the insurgency in Iraq?  In the political realm, what can the United States do to weaken the hold of insurgents? Provide aid to stand up more effective bureaucracies and courts? Assist civil society and fledgling political parties, particularly those associated with moderate Islamic values, to organize constituencies and then enter the arena of democratic competition?  Offer programs and incentive to buttress the growth of a middle class that hopefully will be the bearer of liberal values?  Or will American aid programs, no matter how well-crafted and well-intentioned, be seen by most of the population as tools of imperial influence? 
Ending Civil conflict

The previous sections discuss how insurgencies evolve and how they are carried out.  An additional aspect to consider is how insurgencies and civil wars are terminated.  In some conflicts, both sides fight until one side is victorious and other surrenders.  In other conflicts, both sides come to an agreement where power, land, and/or resources are shared.  In other situations, one or even both sides would like to stop fighting, but cannot trust the other to abide by any rules or norms of civility much less conduct negotiations or observe an agreement.  In political science literature such a situation is often referred to as a “commitment problem,” where players involved cannot trust the other to commit to an agreement and thus continue to fight.  

In these instances, the intervention of an outside or third party actor(s) is often required to facilitate a conclusion to hostilities.  This intervention can come in the form of mediation or negotiation efforts as well as military intervention to impose or monitor a tenuous peace.  In other cases, separating the belligerent groups by partitioning the territory of the state might be an option.    An additional argument exists that these types of conflict need to simply “burn themselves out,” and any attempts and ending them prematurely will be counterproductive.
  In any case, an effective US strategy ought to bear in mind not only the challenges of conducting a successful counterinsurgency campaign, but, ultimately, successfully concluding that campaign  

Challenges Ahead

Both insurgencies and counterinsurgencies are incredibly difficult to wage: insurgencies because they have comparatively few resources; counterinsurgencies because they must defend an entire society and because even a few successful attacks may weaken their legitimacy.  This problem is compounded in Iraq because of the number and diversity of the insurgent groups.  Each group has an independent command structure and unique political goals.  Although this complicates the situation for each insurgent group, it also makes waging counterinsurgency much more difficult.  What kinds of groups in Iraq have the greatest and most significant advantages, both tactically and strategically?  What advantages do the Iraqi government and U.S. forces have?  What are their weaknesses?  How, ultimately, can the fight for political legitimacy be won? How should the U.S. and Iraqi forces use their resources to win the struggle for legitimacy?
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