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We must inform these people (The South Vietnamese) of what is happening and how important it is to them to get on our side.  Then they will want to choose victory.
   
President Dwight D Eisenhower

Politics is more important than military affairs

Ho Chi Minh


FM 3-24 Counterinsurgency states “The Primary objective of any COIN (counterinsurgency) operation is to foster development of effective governance by a legitimate government.”
   This objective is political.  It is achieved when the people are motivated, even in the face of insurgent threats, to actively support government efforts to defeat insurgents and build effective institutions.  While military operations contribute to this goal by creating a secure environment, it is the political struggle between the government and the insurgents that determines the ultimate outcome of a counterinsurgency campaign.   

Ideology plays a decisive role in the contest for the support of the people.  Insurgents seek support by exploiting grievances, appealing to nationalism, manipulating ethnic prejudice, and offering a vision of a better life.  The insurgent ideology is the narrative that justifies their cause. 
   It is the story that insurgents tell to answer the core questions that people face in their daily life.
  It explains why people suffer, who makes them suffer, and what must be done to end their suffering.   A story grounded in the people’s history and their daily experience will give voice to frustration and provide a coherent guide to action.   A powerful ideology will motivate people to make extraordinary sacrifices for a cause.  Without ideological support, an insurgent movement, or a government, must fall back upon self-interest or fear to motivate supporters, much weaker foundations for a political movement. 
  Ideological struggle is the contest over whether the people will accept the insurgent narrative and act in accordance with its teachings.


A strong network of ideologically motivated leaders is the key to the hearts and minds of the people.  Effective insurgents devote tremendous efforts to recruiting and indoctrinating a leadership cadre.
  To compete, the counterinsurgent must do the same.  There are two approaches for developing leaders who support the government.  The transformation approach seeks to create converts by replacing existing ideological belief systems with a new pro-government ideology.  The accommodation approach attempts to persuade local leaders that supporting the government is consistent with their existing ideological worldview.  Unfortunately, current Joint Information Operations doctrine provides inadequate guidance for winning an ideological struggle.   

The lack of doctrinal guidance for winning an ideological contest with a committed insurgency creates significant risk.  The classic counterinsurgency campaigns upon which current U.S. doctrine is based, Algeria and Vietnam, failed because the Algerian nationalists and the Vietnamese communists won the ideological struggle to define the core beliefs of the people.  U.S. efforts in Afghanistan and Iraq, even though they are making significant operational gains, may suffer the same fate unless the ideological struggle to develop a national leadership committed to beliefs consistent with a pro-western Islamic government is won.
 


The foundation of a functioning government is a network of leaders who share core ideological beliefs about the rules of the political system.  In the United States the ideology of democracy and freedom promotes values that include the rule of law, elections as source of power, and respect for individual rights.   Because these rules are beyond dispute in American culture, they have attained the status of a national ideology.     Commitment to the national ideology drives leaders to resolve disputes within the framework of government institutions.   Attempts to resolve disputes outside of government institutions are seen as illegitimate and unacceptable.
  Nations that face insurgencies lack a widely-accepted ideology that unifies the people in support of an effective political order.  Facing the challenges of failed systems, globalization, poverty, and social disruption, countries such as Iraq and Afghanistan lack an ideological framework that enables leaders to address grievances and resolve disputes.
  Insurgents seek to widen the ideological void by attempting to convince the population that government institutions cannot resolve their basic grievances.   


The success of the ideology of freedom and democracy in creating stable governments throughout the world creates the appearance that Western values are the natural and best foundation for an effective government.  It is tempting to assume that promoting this ideology should be part of a counterinsurgency campaign.  However, history teaches caution.  There are historical examples of ideologies abhorrent to American beliefs and yet effective in creating and motivating a network of leaders capable of leading a nation.  Communism, although a brutal system imposed by force, propelled the Soviet Union and China into the industrial age.   Nationalism and militarism served as the basis of the Japanese national development.  To defeat an insurgency, a government does not necessarily have to adopt Western political ideals, but it must develop an ideology that attracts enough popular support to enable core institutions to function. 


After the immediate requirement of protecting the population is met, the counterinsurgent’s ultimate task is to convince the people that government institutions are the best mechanism for meeting their needs and resolving disputes.  In this contest insurgents have significant advantages.  An insurgency can survive and even thrive with the support of a relatively small percentage of the population.  Roger Trinquier describes the process in his classic work, Modern Warfare.  A few fanatics can drive an insurgency by using terrorism to create so much fear among the people that popular support for the government collapses, making it impossible for economic, political and security institutions to function.
    A government requires much broader support to defeat an insurgency.  It requires the active support of the vast majority of the population to make government institutions work to the degree necessary to eradicate an insurgency.
   


Strategic information operations campaigns modeled on marketing techniques or Western-styled election campaigns will not be sufficient to win the ideological contest with the insurgent.  The short sound bites of a western campaign are designed to activate a voter’s pre-existing commitments.   Ideological struggle requires something much more profound.   The combatants must seek converts to a new set of beliefs and the creation of the will to act on them.  Protagonists in an ideological struggle seek converts who will believe in the ideological narrative with such intensity that they are willing to make extraordinary sacrifices for the cause.   

Generating committed converts requires leaders.   Conversion is an intense personal experience in which a person discards old ideas and adopts a new view of the world.  Information disseminated through the media via a strategic information campaign is usually not sufficient to trigger a conversion experience.
   It is dedicated and persistent leadership that converts people to a cause.   The decisive role that leadership plays in the ideological struggle to win converts makes the creation of a network of ideologically committed leaders the strategic center of gravity in a counterinsurgency campaign.   

The communists recognized the importance of leadership by focusing on creating an elite “vanguard” of the revolution.  The Viet Minh’s earliest military units were called “Armed Propaganda Teams.”  Propaganda, in Leninist terms, was more than simply spreading information to the people.  Propaganda, to the communists, was an intensive effort focused on identifying, recruiting, and indoctrinating a few converts who would become the deeply committed leaders of the revolution.  The purpose of the armed propaganda team was to provide security for the recruiting of leaders.  The Vietnamese communists understood that the key to winning the ideological struggle is the development of a cadre of influential leaders passionately committed to the movement’s ideology


Counterinsurgents often shy away from ideological struggle.  Forced to defend an unpopular government and lacking an effective ideological response, counterinsurgency forces often fall back on self-interested incentives to motivate supporters.
    Finding it easier to offer pay and other inducements to win support, the counterinsurgent neglects to develop support for core ideals.  The counterinsurgent is also tempted to seek tactical advantages though actions that contradict core principles.   The rule of law is suspended, arbitrary detentions become routine, and firepower is used indiscriminately.
   While these actions may bring the short term illusion of success, they reinforce the insurgent narrative and weaken support for the government.   These actions make it more difficult to develop a network of ideologically committed leaders.
The failure to develop a leadership group that shares an ideological commitment is devastating to a counterinsurgency campaign.  In Algeria, the French used effective counterinsurgency tactics to defeat the AFLN in the Battle of Algiers.  After several brutal years of increasing chaos, the French initiated a counterinsurgency strategy that reduced violence to a minimal level for over a year.  Yet the French were unable to build political support for the government and popular discontent continued to fester.  In December of 1960 Algiers erupted in massive civil disobedience and riots.   The French were forced to leave Algeria.
   In the words of Colin Gray:
“Modern war, French-style could work tactically and operationally in Algeria, but never strategically.  The reason was that the French military effort, no matter how tactically excellent and intellectually sophisticated was always politically hollow.  The French had, and could promise, no political idea with a potent appeal to the Moslem populace.”

The American experience in Vietnam followed a similar path.  After initial over reliance on conventional forces, an aggressive counterinsurgent campaign defeated Viet Cong insurgents and allowed U.S. forces to withdraw from South Vietnam.  Yet Republic of Vietnam, despite U.S. aid, failed to develop the national leadership that could sustain the reforms needed to win popular support and resist North Vietnamese aggression.


The insurgencies in Iraq and Afghanistan are in many ways more complex than the Algerian and Vietnamese conflicts.  Rather than a bi-polar struggle between two well-organized opponents, in Iraq and Afghanistan weak governments compete for power with a wide variety of groups.   Political struggle is characterized by shifting allegiances and abrupt changes in tactics.   Groups move from supporting the insurgency, to fighting each other in a civil war, to supporting the government with dizzying speed.
  Today’s enemies are tomorrow’s key allies.    A bewildering array of leaders is unable or simply refuses to reach agreement on core principles and freely resort to violence when it suits their interests.
    In this context, the challenge that a counterinsurgency campaign faces, after minimum levels of security are established, is to create a national leadership cadre committed to a core set of beliefs that may serve as the ideological foundation for a stable political order.  As David Galalu notes, “… the turning point really comes when leaders have emerged from the population and have committed themselves on the side of the counterinsurgent.”
   
In the context of the disintegration of national ideology and a multi-polar struggle for power, the counterinsurgent faces a strategic choice between transformation and accommodation.  The counterinsurgent may seek to transform society by attempting to create a new ideology and a new network of national leaders and impose them on the people.  This is what the United States and its allies did in Germany and Japan after WWII and what the United States tried to do in the immediate aftermath of Operation Iraqi Freedom.   The transformation approach is also implicit in the U.S. National Security Strategy’s bold language in support of democracy.
  


Creating an ideology that transforms a society is resource intensive and very risky.  It requires extraordinary commitment of resources to convert leaders and the people to a new ideology.  This approach works best when the old ideologies have been discredited such as Nazism in Germany after WWII.
   It also works best when the government has a monopoly on the means of communication and faces little competition from opposing ideas.   These conditions were met in Germany in 1945.  They were absent in Iraq in 2003.     


The risk that the transformation strategy generates is resistance by defenders of established groups and cultural traditions.  The U.S. mistakenly assumed that the fall of the Baathist regime could be replaced with new regime based on democratic ideals.
   In fact, the removal of Baathist domination both created an ideological void and unleashed a passion for older Islamist ideas, both Sunni and Shiite, which saw Western democratic ideals as a threat to their existence.
  The attempts at transformation that marked the first years of the U.S. intervention in Iraq failed in the face of bitter resistance.
   

The second option is to reach an accommodation with selected local leaders.  The British took this approach when they worked with Malaysian nationalists to defeat largely ethnic Chinese communists in Malaysia.
  The United States is now trying this approach in Iraq.
  The accommodation approach seeks leaders of existing groups who will support the government and will work through a legislative assembly, accept compromises, and tolerate the existence of opponents.   It adapts to local cultures and beliefs by arguing that supporting the government is consistent with the preservation of the values of dominant groups.   In Iraq, the task is to convince both Sunni and Shiite leaders that their way of life will not be profoundly threatened by the new political order.   The risk of this approach is that local leaders will develop local centers of power, weaken the central government, leading to the fragmentation of the country.
  

Both the transformation and the accommodation approach require the creation of a network of leaders.   The transformation approach builds a cadre of new leaders who will replace the previous power structure.   To be effective these leaders must share an attachment to a new national ideology which they articulate to supporters.   The accommodation approach also develops a network of leaders who promote support for the government within the constraints of existing cultural values.   A minimalist ideology that explains why different groups can coexist in a common government may suffice, but it must be powerful enough to generate a commitment to the system.   


The counterinsurgent must develop leaders with an ideological commitment to the government.  There is no clear doctrine for this task.  Information Operations (IO) provides the closest approximation to guidance.  Current IO doctrine unsuccessfully attempts to combine the military problem of maintaining an accurate operational picture of the battle space with the very different political task of winning the ideological struggle.   The first step towards an effective doctrine is to reduce the intellectual confusion by developing a separate doctrine for political communication at the tactical and operational level.  


The guidance on political communication that is buried in IO doctrine ignores the role of ideology in political struggle.  IO doctrine assumes that if the people are provided with the correct information then they will make the correct decisions.   Joint doctrine states that Psychological Operations (PSYOP) “are planned operations to convey selected truthful information and indicators to foreign audiences to influence their emotions, motives, objective reasoning, and ultimately the behavior of their governments, organizations, groups and individuals.”
  The focus is therefore on providing the correct message to the appropriate audience.  The implicit metaphor is from the artillery.  The correct message (ammunition) is delivered by the appropriate mechanism (weapon system) to service the appropriate audience (target).
  The construct is a simple linear model.   The US provides information that causes behavior to change.   It is Eisenhower’s vision of how to deal with South Vietnamese.  This approach is not effective for waging ideological struggle because it ignores the role of ideology in determining how messages are received by the target audience.   

Ideology frames how the population perceives a message.   If the message uses words in ways that are consistent with an accepted ideology, then the message is more likely to trigger the desired action.   If words are used in ways inconsistent with the understandings inherent in the accepted ideology, then the target population may have a hostile reaction to the message.   A strong ideology serves as a filter that prevents messages that conflict with core beliefs from being received.  It will defeat target messages that are inconsistent with an accepted ideology.  


Joint Forces face the challenge of conducting information operations in areas where American ideals about the rule of law, elections, and individual rights are fundamentally hostile to the dominant culture and ideology.  Waging ideological struggle in this context is complex.  It requires both a highly sophisticated understanding of the local culture and of the ideological beliefs that drive political behavior.  FM 3-24, Counterinsurgency,  recognizes the importance of ideology but provides little guidance on how to incorporate ideological analysis and efforts into an operational campaign.   Joint doctrine also lacks specific guidance for understanding the role of ideology in information operations.  A doctrine for waging ideological struggle is needed.   
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