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T

he Joint Doctrine section of JFQ
58 (3d Quarter 2010) contained a
lively exchange between Colonel
Gian Gentile, USA, and Dr. John
Nagl over the principles advanced in Field
Manual (FM) 3–24, Counterinsurgency, and
how those principles were developed and codified into doctrine.1 One of the issues raised in
this exchange was the extent to which current
counterinsurgency (COIN) doctrine was
debated and discussed prior to the manual’s
publication. We have nothing to contribute to
that part of the discussion. Where we do wish
to contribute is with regard to concerns raised
about the demonstrated efficacy of the COIN
principles embodied in FM 3–24.
Insurgency has been the most prevalent form of armed conflict since at least
1949.2 Countering insurgents, or supporting
the counterinsurgency efforts of allies and
partners, is the primary focus of ongoing
operations in both Iraq and Afghanistan.
Such operations are also likely to remain the
U.S. emphasis should the Nation become
involved (or further involved) in places such
as Somalia, Yemen, and Pakistan. Because of
growing disparities between the capabilities
of conventional and unconventional forces,
insurgents, terrorists, and militias are likely
to become increasingly common foes.3 U.S.
doctrine for countering insurgencies matters
now and is likely to continue to matter.
Colonel Gentile contends that FM 3–24
relies on “unproven theories and assumptions about insurgencies and how to counter
them,”4 criticizes the empirical and theoretical foundation of the doctrine as based on
wars of independence that happened over 40
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years ago,5 and concludes that FM 3–24 principles and methods “have not been shown
to work in past and current operational
practice.”6
But the question remains: Whether it
was sufficiently debated or not, and whether it
was formulated on the basis of a small number
of older cases or not, how have the principles
espoused in FM 3–24 performed in recent
history?
Neither party to the discussion above
offered much beyond references to general
history or perhaps to one or two arbitrarily
selected cases in support of his views.7 Here,
we bring the weight of substantial and systematic historical evidence to bear. We find
that the record of recent history (insurgencies
worldwide from 1978 to 2008) supports the
principles espoused in FM 3–24. The vast
majority of governments and COIN forces

that adhered to multiple tenets of the manual
prevailed over the insurgencies they opposed.
In the preponderance of insurgencies in
which COIN forces did not follow the principles of FM 3–24, they lost.

The Evidence
These findings are based on data collected for and published as part of a recent
RAND study, Victory Has a Thousand
Fathers: Sources of Success in Counterinsurgency.8 In it, we compiled detailed case studies
for the 30 most recent resolved insurgencies.9
This proved to be all insurgencies worldwide
started and concluded from 1978 to 2008.
Individual cases were compiled from multiple
secondary sources and are quite rich and
detailed. The cases, their date ranges, and
their global distribution are depicted in the
map below.

Map of Studied COIN Case Dates, Countries, and Outcomes
Kosovo (1996–1999)
Moldova (1990–1992)

Croatia (1992–1995)
Bosnia (1992–1995)
Turkey (1984–1999)

El Salvador
(1979–1992)
Nicaragua
(1978–1979;
1981–1990)
Peru
(1980–1992)

Algeria
(1992–2004)
Senegal
(1982–2002)
Sierra Leone
(1991–2002)
Liberia
(1989–1997)
Zaire/DR Congo
(1996–1997;
1998–2003)

Chechnya (1994–1996)
Georgia/Abkhazia (1992–1994)
Nagorno-Karabakh (1992–1994)
Tajikistan (1992–1997)
Afghanistan (1978–1992;
1992–1996; 1996–2001)
Sudan (1984–2004)
Somalia (1980–1991)

Nepal (1997–2006)
Kampuchea
(1978–1992)

Uganda (1986–2000)
Rwanda (1990–1994)
Burundi (1993–2003)
Papua New Guinea
(1988–1998)

Green: COIN force prevailed or had better of mixed outcome
Red: Insurgent prevailed or had better of mixed outcome

Source: Figure 2.1 in Christopher Paul, Colin P. Clarke, and Beth Grill,Victory Has a Thousand Fathers: Sources of
Success in Counterinsurgency, MG–964–OSD (Santa Monica, CA: RAND, 2010). Used with permission.
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Paul and Clarke
In 8 of the 30 cases, the COIN force
prevailed or had the better of a mixed
outcome. These areas are shaded green in
the map. In the remaining 22 cases, the
insurgents prevailed or had the better of a
mixed outcome; these areas are shaded red.
Note that in all countries that hosted more
than one insurgency during the time span,
the insurgents won in every case (so the red
shading accurately applies to all cases in
those countries).

■■ The majority of the population in the
area of conflict supported or favored the COIN
force.
■■ The COIN force avoided culturally
offensive behaviors and messages.

The balance of these factors proved a
powerful predictor of COIN case outcomes
between 1978 and 2008. Seven of the eight
cases in which the COIN force prevailed had
at least three of the nine FM 3–24 factors

while killing or capturing insurgents is an important element of
any effective COIN operation, our research demonstrates the
importance of preserving the legitimacy of the use of force
As part of the case-study analysis, we
scored the presence or absence of 77 different factors potentially related to COIN
outcomes for each phase of each insurgency
case.10 Subsets of these factors were specifically identified as representative of competing
approaches to COIN. The approaches tested
included FM 3–24 explicitly.11

present in the decisive phase. In contrast, in
only one of the cases in which the insurgents
prevailed (Kampuchea, 1978–1992) did the
COIN force realize at least three of the nine
factors. This represents a remarkably strong
correlation between the application of FM 3–24
principles and success in COIN.

On Firepower
Test of History
In our analysis, the application of FM
3–24 was represented by the presence or
absence of nine factors in each phase of each
of the 30 insurgencies shown on the map. The
factors were as follows:
■■ A

perception of security was created
or maintained among the population in areas
that the COIN force controlled or claimed to
control.
■■ Government corruption was reduced
or good governance increased since the onset
of the conflict.
■■ Insurgent-claimed grievances were
substantially addressed since the onset of the
conflict.
■■ The COIN force sought to engage and
establish positive relations with the population
in the area of conflict.
■■ The COIN force provided or ensured
the provision of basic services in areas that it
controlled or claimed to control.
■■ There were short-term investments,
improvements in infrastructure or development, or property reform in the area controlled or claimed by the COIN force.
■■ The COIN force received substantial
intelligence from a population in the area of
conflict.
n d u p res s .ndu.edu

In addition to railing against the
“unproven” assumptions underpinning the
principles espoused in FM 3–24, Colonel
Gentile attacks the operational emphasis on
restraint in firepower that results. Because
of the “stock mantra” that the greater the
number of civilians killed, the greater the
number of insurgents made, he argues, “firepower . . . has come to be viewed as something
dirty, bad, and to be avoided.”12
While killing or capturing insurgents is
an important element of any effective COIN
operation, our research unambiguously demonstrates the importance of avoiding repressive tactics and preserving the legitimacy of
the use of force.
In our analysis, the repression-based
“crush them” approach to COIN is represented by two factors:
■■ The COIN force employed escalating
repression.
■■ The COIN force employed collective
punishment.

In the 30 insurgencies fought between
1978 and 2008, fully 20 included the COIN
force employing both escalating repression
and collective punishment in the decisive
phase. Of those 20, only 2 were wins for the

COIN force (Turkey, 1984–1999, and Croatia,
1992–1995), and in both those cases, the
COIN force engaged in a substantial number
of positive COIN practices that offset the
impact of repression.13
Worse, we found evidence that repression can appear to give the COIN force the
upper hand temporarily while decreasing long-term prospects for success. In 19
intermediate phases in the cases (that is, not
the decisive phase), the COIN force had the
upper hand but ultimately lost in a later phase
(so they won the phase and lost the case).
Seventeen of those 19 winning phases on
the way to a case loss included COIN force
employment of both escalating repression and
collective punishment. Many of the detailed
narratives follow this general progression:
Once the government decides to take an
insurgency seriously, it sends in its military
with few restraints. This COIN force smashes
the insurgents and the population, dealing
a heavy blow to the insurgents while significantly alienating the population in the area
of conflict. In a later phase, the insurgents
recover and gain strength and effectiveness
through the (now dramatically increased)
support of the population.
Our analysis also considered the legitimacy of the use of force in insurgencies over
the past 30 years. Legitimate use of force was
represented by five factors:
■■ The COIN force avoided excessive collateral damage, disproportionate use of force,
or other illegitimate applications of force.
■■ COIN force collateral damage was not
perceived by the population in the area of conflict as worse than that of the insurgent.
■■ In the area of conflict, the COIN
force was not perceived as worse than the
insurgents.
■■ The perception of security was created
or maintained among populations in areas that
the COIN force claimed to control.
■■ The COIN force was not viewed as an
occupying force in the area of conflict.

The presence of these factors was
also correlated with COIN success. Six of 8
winning COIN forces realized at least 3 of the
5 legitimacy-of-force factors in the decisive
phase of their case compared to only 3 of 22
losing COIN forces.
Bottom line: Repression reliably wins
phases, not cases. When force is used, care
must be taken to ensure that it is legitimate
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and that civilian casualties are minimized.
After all, COIN is complex and not a zerosum game. Combined arms prowess and
effective restraint both belong in the doctrinal
toolbox.
So the principles in FM 3–24 showed
strongly in insurgencies worldwide over the
past 30 years, not just ambiguously in wars
of independence more than 40 years ago, as
Colonel Gentile argued. While the details of
FM 3–24, like all doctrine, should be subjected
to continuing scrutiny and refinement based
on operational experience, there appear to be
no grounds in the past 30 years of insurgency
worldwide for any attack on the core principles of FM 3–24. Similarly, firepower need not
be wholly eschewed in COIN, but the record
of history suggests that victory over the long
term is much more likely to go to those who
are judicious in their application of force. JFQ
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Enhancing Civilian Protection in Peace
Operations: Insights from Africa
by Paul D. Williams
Protection of civilians, which is “the very
essence of peacekeeping,” poses huge
challenges in African security. Paul D.
Williams first examines empirical cases in
Rwanda, Democratic Republic of the Congo,
and Sudan to both define the problem and
find innovative solutions. He then summarizes
the interrelated streams of thought and
developments in law and humanitarian
agencies, including the United Nations,
that helped create the universally endorsed
“responsibility to protect” principle. After
discussing the challenges that civilian
protection presents for peacekeepers
on the ground, he examines how civilian
protection policies might be enhanced. He
concludes with 10 policy recommendations,
such as strengthening deterrence, devising
clear operational concepts, investing in
quality peacekeepers and leaders, being
prepared to coerce perpetrators, and keeping
humanitarian military intervention on the table.
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