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America’s Flawed Approach to the Global War on Terror 
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America is not fighting a global war on terror; rather, it is engaged in a global insurgency 

whose participants are intent on destroying western culture and replacing it with an Islamic 

Caliph – or Islamic government.  For centuries, insurgencies and other forms of strife have 

plagued the global community.  Likewise, terrorists claimed center stage for high profile acts 

attributed to this asymmetric type of warfare; most notably the bombings on September 11, 2001, 

as well as earlier attacks on US embassies in Africa.  The problem is that the United States has 

incorrectly coined the current conflict the global war on terror when the term global insurgency 

more closely describes the conflict. The present global environment, complete with the 

technologies available (to the United States and its enemies) and the strategic decisions made by 

the United States of how to counter these threats will shape America‟s future, positively or 

negatively.  If the correct threat is realized and that threat‟s correct center of gravity chosen for 

attack, as well as a correct long term strategies and policies chosen and applied, America could 

very well succeed in this conflict. If, on the other hand, the incorrect threat and center of gravity 

are pursued resulting in the wrong strategy being chosen; America will fare poorly in the current 

conflict, and may very well lose the conflict.  

To be successful in such an environment, the United States must employ a holistic 

approach to battle the global insurgents. This approach must employ the entire range of 

governmental and non-governmental considerations.
1
 These solutions should include economic, 

political, social, and military methodologies. At the same time the United States battles this 

asymmetric threat with the whole of government approach, it must also minimize collateral 

damage to innocent civilians‟ property and refrain from the killing non-combatants.  Further, 

America‟s chosen strategy must be founded with a solid understanding of the enemy‟s center of 

gravity, and finally, that center of gravity‟s‟ (COG) critical vulnerabilities (CV).  It is only 

through a complete understanding of the enemy‟s critical vulnerabilities that the COGs may be 

exploited and lead to the defeat of the enemy.
2
   Current doctrine states, “[t]he most important 

                                                 
1
 General John Abizaid, USA (Ret.), discussion with author, 15 Sept 2009. During this interview, General Abizaid 

and the author discussed conventional and unconventional operations in Iraq and Afghanistan.  Among the topic 

discussed was the author‟s belief that the current GWOT is mislabeled and is more appropriately a global 

insurgency. General Abizaid indicated his concurrence on the belief that the current conflict is best described a 

global insurgency.  
2
 Dr. Joe Strange and Colonel Richard Iron. Understanding Centers of Gravity and Critical Vulnerabilities, Part 1: 

What Clausewitz Really Meant by Center of Gravity. Downloaded on 24 Sept 2009 from: 
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among those [enemy‟s] capabilities are the COGs, those aspects of the adversary‟s overall 

capability that, theoretically, if attacked and neutralized or destroyed will lead either to the 

adversary‟s inevitable defeat or force opponents to abandon aims or change behavior.”
3
 

For a holistic approach to COIN to succeed, the participants – governmental and non-

governmental alike – must see the problem with an open mind since, many times workable 

solutions require a paradigm shift in thinking.  This last issue, in particular, poses real issues for 

the United States government, since too often in the past, our foreign policy was often carried out 

by the military – so much so that today, the first response to contingency operations often seems 

to be “send in the military”.  Examples of nations employing incorrect tactics and operational 

plans for that environment are numerous.  

The most recent, and certainly one of the better known examples of excellent [mid-term] 

strategy is Germany‟s use of the Blitzkrieg tactics on Poland and the other European nations as 

the German military dominated Europe in 1939 and 1940.   To explain this disparity in tactics 

and equipment, the German – or Axis and Allied nations will be described in the opening battles 

of World War II.  Germany was barely defeated in WWI. As the defeated power in that war, 

Germany was subject to post-war restrictions on their armaments and size of their military. 

Never the less, Germany secretly started rebuilding her military forces.  During the interwar 

years (1919-1939), and although she was restricted by the Versailles Treaty, Germany took many 

lessons from her senior military officers, experiences gained from the last war and with the 

assistance and guidance of many fine German officers like Moltke and Seeckt, and rebuilt the 

German military capability.  

This rebuilding encompassed more than Germany‟s military. This transformation touched 

every facet of the military and encompassed their training and education system, equipment, 

organization, logistical, armaments, but most importantly, the German Army built a force 

capable of maneuver warfare. In short, the Germans built a military capable of getting inside the 

OODA Loop of their enemy.   In part, the OODA Loop is "...a decision cycle known as the Boyd 

cycle, or the OODA loop... According to John Boyd, decision-making occurs in a cycle of 

observe-orient-decide-act. An entity (either an individual or an organization) that can process 

this cycle quickly, observing and reacting to unfolding events more rapidly than an opponent, 

can thereby "get inside" the opponent's decision cycle and gain a military or business 

advantage."
4
 

The exploitation of technologies and strategies – critical to the German‟s Blitzkrieg (or 

Lightening War), was the single largest piece that made the real difference between what France 

did and what Germany did during the interwar years. This maneuver warfare capability led to the 

defeat of many nations later in the war (commencing on 1 Sept 1939). So what exactly was this 

maneuver war or Blitzkrieg capability?  This tactic called for the use of mobile forces, towed and 

tracked armor and artillery, the use of Stuka (and other) support aircraft, all tied together with a 

command and control (or C2) capability that enabled them to maneuver at a speed previously 

unknown in the history of warfare. For Poland and other European opponents on the battlefield, 

this meant the Germans could out maneuver and out communicate them, thus able to defeat them 

                                                                                                                                                             
and Analyze the Relationship between Centers of Gravity and their Critical Vulnerabilities. Downloaded on 24 Sept 

2009 from: http://www.au.af.mil/au/awc/awcgate/usmc/cog2.pdf. 
3
 United States Government. Joint Publication 5-00.1, Joint Doctrine for Military Campaigns (Washington, DC: 

GPO, 2002), ix.  
4
 John Boyd. The OODA Loop. Accessed online: http://psychology.wikia.com/wiki/OODA_Loop on 31 Oct 2009.    
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on the battlefield with uncommon speed and efficiency.  France was one such example of this 

great disparity in military capabilities. France retained their static defensive tactics and was 

simply by-passed by the fast moving German units.  France‟s defeat was secured by the fact that 

during these interwar years, France retained a military, but retained one stuck on the last 

century's methods of static warfare -- a tactic that was used in the former WWI, where all stayed 

in the trenched, restricted by rail lines and other logistical restraints. This is evidenced by 

France's use of the Maginot Line and like tactics.  

Although many frown on the German military of WWII, due mainly to their mass 

extermination of the Jews, Germany had a first rate military officer and NCO corps. Conversely, 

France might also look much different today had she taken a different view of warfare in the 

interwar years.
5
 In sum, France attempted to fight the current war with the last war‟s tactics.  

This leads to the question, “but what of insurgencies and terrorism of the current day and how is 

the United States fighting the wrong war?”  For that answer, insurgency and terrorism must be 

defined.  Without understanding the current war, it is impossible to find suitable strategies, 

tactics and policies for such endeavors.  

The United State Department of Defense‟s joint dictionary, Joint Publication 1-02, 

describes insurgency as an “organized movement aimed at the overthrow of a constituted 

government through the use of subversion and armed conflict.”
6
  As one would expect, 

counterinsurgencies (COIN) are those efforts undertaken to defeat an insurgency. Terrorism is 

defined as “the unlawful use of force or violence against persons or property to intimidate or 

coerce a government, the civilian population, or any segment thereof, in furtherance of political 

or social objectives.”
7
  The United States is fighting a war based on the belief that our enemies 

are terrorists, while in reality these jihadists are simply part of a more organized, funded and 

managed global insurgency. This new type of religious insurgent is simply using terrorist acts as 

one of the vehicles reach their end states, a new global caliphate or political order based on strict 

interpretations of Islam‟s holiest book, the Qur‟an.   If the United States is engaged in a global 

insurgency instead of a global war on terror, does this mean the incorrect tactics are being 

applied?  What tactics will be successful in such a conflict? To answer this question, the current 

tactics being applied in the global war on terror must be examined.  

The United States predominantly uses special operations forces (SOF) supported by 

advanced intelligence capabilities in support of Direct Action (DA) missions with which the Al 

Qaeda or Taliban are located and then killed or captured. These missions often rely on kinetic 

solutions; offensive or deadly force options. Oddly enough, non-kinetic solutions are tasks the 

United States Army‟s Special Forces (SF) also excels at due to their cultural expertise and 

country orientation to diverse areas of the globe.  But a more perplexing question is how did the 

world got where it is currently at?  Why is the United States seemingly dominated by kinetic 

military actions in such social and political global environment?  

Three periods are used to frame the discussion of insurgencies, and the efforts to counter 

them – counterinsurgencies. The periods are early 1961 through 1975, second - 1976 through the 

                                                 
5
 James Corum. The Roots of Blitzkrieg (Lawrence, KS: University of Kansas Press, 1992), 2-63,   

Daniel Hughes. Moltke on the Art of War: Selected Writings (Navato, CA: Presidio Press, 1993), 21-38.  
6
 United States Government. Joint Publication 1-02: Department of Defense Dictionary of Military and Associated 

Terms (Washington, DC: GPO, 2008), 268.  
7
 Federal Bureau of Investigation.  TERRoRISM in the United States: 1996 (Washington, DC: FBI Counterterrorism 

Threat Assessment and Warning Unit National Security Division, 1996), 3. 
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September 2001, and finally, September 2001 to present. The events of the turbulent sixties in 

America is remembered and perhaps well known by most.  Many do not, however, understand 

the United States‟ loss of that war being attributed to the North Vietnamese leadership‟s 

realization of the United States‟ center of gravity (COG); the United States citizens‟ loss of 

support for our involvement in that war.  What are less-well known are the COIN strategies and 

documents of the Vietnam era and how they contributed to America‟s loss of that war?  But what 

of terrorism and its strategic impact?         

Following World War II, many former colonial nations experienced a loosening of the 

grips on their former colonial countries. In many of these cases, these former colonial nations 

saw rises in nationalistic feelings as their former colonial masters‟ influence lessoned.  To some 

degree, much of the post-WWII Middle East wrestled with the idea of modernity.  Many in 

Egypt, in particular, saw modernity as an encroachment upon their Islamic traditions and culture. 

The centerpiece of this view was that the encroachment of Islamic society was directly the result 

of western societies and their corrupt values and influences.  The United States leads the list of 

corrupt western nations in many of these Islamists. Several Islamic-based works written during 

the early thirties and forties influenced many to follow the more traditional, e.g., strict path 

which offered salvation, but also offered a path that seemed to justify their stance against what 

the Qur‟an viewed as moral corruptness – or the disbelievers.
8
  Before delving into Islamism and 

a violent Middle East, we must understand the environment such conflicts thrive within.  

The United States‟ insurgency problems are not new. America introduced forces in the 

Philippines at the turn of the century to defeat insurgents in that budding country.  Since the 

decades following World War II, the United States experienced insurgent problems on nearly 

every continent. These included Europe (Greece), Africa (ongoing), southeast and southwest 

Asia, as well as South America.  In 1962, a panel of counterinsurgency experts met to discuss the 

world‟s current and past guerilla activities so that a suitable strategy for COIN in Southeast Asia 

might be realized.
9
  The issues discussed during these sessions included the four major guerilla 

motivations; personal ambition, fear (for one‟s safety), seeing a successful cause and wanting to 

join, and finally, the ideals of the movement itself.
10

  This and other meetings took place, all in 

attempts to figure out the correct solution for the insurgency problem in Vietnam. The outcome 

in Vietnam was not to be a positive one; for COIN or for the larger conventional military 

establishment.  Among the many other reasons for the United States‟ defeat in this war was the 

United States‟ military and political leadership‟s failure to recognize one of the key features of 

this war; a Maoist style of insurgency pitted against the corrupt South Vietnamese government, 

and a war in which the largest proportion of the United States military were not equipped for 

such a war, did not understand this type of war, and most importantly – did not understand how 

to fight it.   The current global problems are summed up as the Muslim extremists having a belief 

and desire to establish a modern Pan-Arab caliph. This would, in the Muslim extremists‟ minds, 

add to their society‟s security by reducing corruption and thus regaining a sense of God given 

balance to their lives.   In many ways, the United States‟ military‟s misunderstanding of the 

correct strategies to be employed in the global GWOT mirror those of the Vietnam War. Like the 

                                                 
8
 Qur‘an, 9:73. In this verse, the Qur‟an states, “Strive hard against the disbelievers and hypocrites and remain 

strictly firm against them.” Other examples of influential works include Muhammad „Abdulah‟s Islam and the 

Principles of Government, as well as Abd al-Raziq‟s On Pre-Islamic Poetry.  
9
 Hosmer, Stephen and Crane, Sibylle.  Counterinsurgency: A Symposium, April 16-20, 1962 (Santa Monica, CA: 

Rand Corporation, 1962).  
10

 Hosmer, 5.   
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former North Vietnamese antagonists in Vietnam, the current Islamists have their strategy.  If a 

successful outcome is desired, changes in US strategies, approaches, and policy are warranted.  

In the current age, the United States coined the larger global conflict as the GWOT. This 

conflict saw its North American birth in Washington, D.C. and New York as Muslim extremists 

(intent on establishing a new Middle East caliph, and destroying the United States in the same 

effort) slammed three commercial aircraft-turned suicide bombs into key American targets, and a 

fourth aircraft full of passengers who lost their lives while attempting to prevent another 

American target from being struck.  Shortly thereafter, the United States Congress passed the 

PATRIOT‟s ACT which greatly increased the government‟s ability to collect intelligence on 

potential terrorists and thus prevent them from taking further American life.
11

  Although the 

merits of the PATRIOTS ACT are numerous, the ACT is not without its faults. Perhaps a more 

perplexing issue is the United States strategy for this GWOT being appropriate for the threat and 

conditions faced? Because if the strategy planned or executed does not match the threat and 

conditions faced, the United States‟ success in such an endeavor might not conclude in a manner 

favorable to the national security of the United States. 

To further illustrate this point, the words of David Galula should be reviewed. In part, 

Galula said a “revolutionary war is 20 percent military action and 80 percent political.” Galula 

later said ”Giving the soldier authority over the civilian would contradict one of the major 

characteristics of this type of war.”
12

  The current global conflict poses a less- conventional force 

on force type threat such as the seemingly looming Korea conflicts or the China-Taiwan 

scenarios. Today‟s threats are smaller scale conflicts requiring US political and military 

actions.
13

 But the current threats are not new to mankind. Although in a modern age, strategists 

have wrote of such conflicts for thousands of years.  

Sun Tzu wrote that war is politics by other means; in effect war is an extension of the 

politician.  This is an ageless concept in one that every student of our military‟s graduate schools 

adopts. Yet, if we look into the nation‟s current COIN doctrine, we see many of the same 

concepts called for in Vietnam era doctrinal works restated. The United States‟ current COIN 

doctrine was signed in 2006, and although it reflects some of the tenants of current warfare, the 

mass of the document reverts to older and less suitable doctrinal phrases, methods, and in the 

end, suggests a strategy that will not work in the current environment. 

The late nineteen fifties and early nineteen sixties was the period in which the COIN 

strategy that guided the United States military in Vietnam was born.  On February 3, 1961 a 

National Security Action Memorandum (NSAM) was signed, which stated the United States 

government should examine “the means for placing more emphasis on the development of 

                                                 
11

 United States Government. PUBLIC LAW 107–56—OCT. 26, 2001, UNITING AND STRENGTHENING 

AMERICA BY PROVIDING APPROPRIATE TOOLS REQUIRED TO INTERCEPT AND OBSTRUCT TERRORISM 

(USA PATRIOT ACT) ACT OF 2001. Washington, DC: GPO, 2001, 273.  
12

 David Galula. Counterinsurgency Warfare: Theory and Practice (Westport, CN: Praeger Security Group, 2006), 

63.  
13

 Aside from the author‟s beliefs on the global insurgency; three other authors believe much the same with regard to 

a global insurgency, as well as the more asymmetric nature of the current conflict requiring not just more agile 

forces, but also for the US Department of States, Justice, and Treasury to take larger roles. The sources include: 

Collin S. Gray. Another Bloody Century: Future Warfare (London, England: Phoenix, 2005), 9-255., David 

Kilcullen. The Accidental Guerilla: Fighting Small Wars in the Midst of a Big One (New York, NY: Oxford 

University Press, 2009), 12-16., as well as Thomas Barnett. The Pentagon‘s New Map: Blueprint for Action, A 

Future Worth Creating (New York, NY: Berkley Books, 2005).  
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counter-guerilla forces.”
14

  Similarly, a NSAM issued on February 12, 1961 stressed the need for 

more counter-guerilla capabilities in Vietnam.
15

  During November, 1963 President Kennedy 

was assassinated and Vice President Lyndon Johnson assumed the presidency.  During this 

timeframe, the United States was trying to come to grips with race relations within its borders, 

especially those states most well known for racism and slavery in the past - the southern United 

States. Moreover, the United States was wrestling with Cold War issues and potential thermo-

nuclear war with the Soviet Union Socialist Republic (USSR) and their client states, the Warsaw 

Pact nations.  At roughly the same time, the United States‟ military was pursuing a doctrine that 

allowed it to fight, train, and equip its armed forces for unconventional warfare (UW).   

Up to that point, the United States‟ counterinsurgency experiences were limited to mostly 

the turn of the century experiences in the Philippines, as well as post WWII COIN campaigns in 

Greece, and China. The UW experiences gained in WWII, which included the Office of Strategic 

Services‟ actions in occupied Europe and the China-Burma-India theaters, but had been allowed 

to lapse as the nation believed its main threats were thermonuclear capable aircraft and 

submarines, as well as intercontinental ballistic missiles.  UW was an area of expertise not often 

studied or taken seriously by most in the United States government, thus atrophied in the post 

war years.    

These nineteenth and twentieth century COIN experiences later translated into historical 

documents (in the place of) doctrine with which the United States framed its early Vietnam 

strategies.
16

  This doctrine was based on Maoist insurgencies. Such insurgencies typically have 

three phases; an initial phase in which the guerillas formulated their strategies, a second phases 

where limited guerilla actions were executed against the occupying forces, and a third phase 

where the guerilla and conventional forces carried out open pitched battles for gaining the power 

base within the country. The early sixties‟ COIN operations were largely carried out by US 

Army Special Forces in Southeast Asia.  The resultant American strategies for Vietnam missed 

the mark; an incorrect COIN strategy being only part of the problem. Post WWII was an era 

where not only the occupations of Nazi Germany and the Japanese Empire were turned back, but 

the yoke of colonialism was shed worldwide. It was in this environment that:  

 ―The real problems facing Southeast Asian countries are related to the 

‗Colonialism‘ of the past rather than to the present. Through the exposure of 

Southeast Asia to European rule and European influence, European institutions 

and standards have been inherited. The education, economy, political institutions, 

and even the philosophy of Southeast Asian nationalism are products of Western 

thought and practice. Ideas of Western democracies are competing with Marxism 

and religious mysticism, while the great majority of the people still live in the 

                                                 
14

 United States Government. National Security Action Memorandum 12: Development of Counter-Guerilla Forces 

(Washington, DC: The White House, 1961), 1.  
15

 United States Government.  National Security Action Memorandum No. 12 (Washington, DC: The White House, 

1961), 1.   
16

 At the forefront of the referenced works that guided early United States doctrinal guidance was the Lieberman 

Code. Officially known as General Orders no. 100 : the Lieber Code (instructions for the government of armies of 

the United States in the field). This code, Prepared by Francis Lieber, promulgated as General Orders No. 100 by 

President Lincoln, 24 April 1863 provided the guidance on how to treat combatants and non-combatants and served 

the United States military until the Geneva Conventions (1949) were ratified. A copy was downloaded from: 

http://avalon.law.yale.edu/19th_century/lieber.asp.  

http://avalon.law.yale.edu/19th_century/lieber.asp


 

Page 7 of 18 © 2010, Small Wars Foundation smallwarsjournal.com 

traditional village manner. As yet, no political force appears to have emerged 

which has been able to amalgamate these diverse influences‖….
17

 

 

Between 1989 and the end of the twentieth century, militant Islamist groups became more 

violent and thus posed an increased threat for the United States and its allies. The perpetrators of 

these attacks were not always state supported groups but, many times were non-state actors. And, 

although the fact of a group or entity being a non-state actor might make it seem a more 

attractive target, non-state actors prove more elusive since they can hide behind the legitimacy of 

state actors and are thus more difficult to locate and strike. Examples of these attacks, which 

would provide a glimpse of what the future would hold, included the attack on the USS Cole, as 

well as several American embassy bombings in Africa. Following the attacks in Washington, DC 

and New York, the US Special Forces (and other governmental agencies) were key to forcing the 

Taliban to leave Afghanistan, albeit just across the border to Pakistan. The US Army Special 

Forces were doing two missions they had long trained to do; Unconventional Warfare through 

the training and employment of the Northern Alliance against the Taliban, as well as direct 

action missions against Taliban and Al Qaeda hide-outs. The splendid successes in Afghanistan 

formed opinions in some policy makers minds that these Special Forces, as good as they are, 

were the answer to all of the United States problems  in this new war. Was an entire strategy 

based on these early successes? More importantly, was our strategy based on a correct 

understanding of this new threat? 

Put into current context, many of the terrorists involved in the attacks on the Pentagon 

and Twin Towers received training and support through an international organization that 

recruits and trains such Islamist operatives who are willing to die for their God.
 18

  Often times, 

these recruitments are conducted through religious schools that teach more than Qur‟anic verses. 

Many such religious schools (or madrassas) are located in Sudan, Pakistan, Afghanistan and 

Saudi Arabia. Moreover, these schools often received funding and support through many of the 

same aforementioned governments. These locations are often the focal points such insurgents use 

for spotting, assessing, recruiting, training and employ their forces – many times young, 

uneducated youth with seemingly no other options in life. 
19

    

Moreover, these Islamists parallel insurgents of an earlier age due to other tactics and 

strategies employed. They continue to use asymmetric forms of attack, thus lessening the 

effectiveness of the overwhelming conventional United States military. Likewise, through the 

use of the Internet, successes are publicized to their supporters, members and the larger world 

audience. Examples of this use of propaganda and information operations is seen through the use 

of American (or allied hostages) seen on television, often through the noted Al Jazeera news 

network.
20

 Like information (or propaganda) operations of past insurgents, Al Jazeera (and 

others) attempt to make their websites appear more legitimate in the world‟s eyes, thus create 

                                                 
17

 Paul Jureidinl (and others). Casebook on Insurgency and Revolutionary Warfare: 23 Summary Accounts 

(Washington, DC: Special Operations Research Office, American University, 1962), 21.   
18

 United States Government. 9/11 Commission Report: Final Report of the National Commission on Terrorist 

Attacks Upon the United States (Washington, DC: GPO, 2007), 57, 86, 167, and 187. Also available at: 

http://www.gpoaccess.gov/911/.  Paragraph 5.4 (page 187) is particularly helpful because of its discussion of the 

money trails.  
19

 Angela Rabassa (and others). Part 1: Beyond Al Qaeda, The Global Jihadist Movement (Santa Monica, CA: 

RAND Corp, 2006), 100.  
20

 See Al Jazera on the World Wide Web at: http://english.aljazeera.net/.  

http://english.aljazeera.net/
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legitimacy for the insurgents or those that would use their services. These groups, although they 

aspire to political goals, still use violence as a tool towards their end. 

Fast forwarding to 1990, COIN was an out of vogue, Vietnam-era, term that had been in 

large replaced by newer terms like low intensity conflict (LIC),
21

smaller scale contingencies 

(SSCs)
22

, military operations other than war (MOOTW)
 23

, fourth generation warfare (or 

4GW),
24

 and most recently, Irregular Warfare
25

 (or IW). One manual published during the 

nineties tried to fuse the political, social, and military considerations in such contingency 

operations when it said in part “In LIC operations, political objectives drive military decisions at 

every level from the strategic to the tactical. All commanders and staff officers must understand 

these political objectives and the impact of military operations on them.‖…
26

  By the early 

nineties, the world had changed. The Soviet empire had been defeated in Afghanistan; the 

world‟s economies were becoming intertwined, as well as China and other Asian countries were 

fast becoming economic juggernauts.    

Currently, several United States Government (USG) documents describe threats to the 

United States by such asymmetric opponents. Moreover, some of these documents offer hope 

and a means, others not but most alarming is the assertion that none of these address the true 

threat the United States faces.  And as has been previously stated, if the United States (or any 

government) does not understand the threat it faces, that government cannot expect to forge a 

viable strategy to defeat that threat.  

First and foremost is the PATRIOTS Act of 2001 (Uniting and Strengthening America by 

Providing Appropriate Tools Required to Intercept and Obstruct Terrorism of 2001). Although 

the Act clearly states who is the target of America‟s counterterrorism efforts; the Islamist 

extremists – not Muslims at large, the Act does authorizes actions which are counter to what 

needs to occur in the post 9-11 COIN environment. The most disturbing portion of the act, as it 

applies to global insurgency, is that unlimited funds are authorized for countering any terrorist 

acts.
27

  With unlimited funding, not only are we funding the wrong military actions, but we are 

doing so with seemingly unending funds.  One of several issues will spell disaster for US 

military operations; the loss of popular support and funding.   Among the other documents is the 

already discussed 2006 NSS.   

If we looked more closely at what occurs following the issuance of the 2006 NSS, we 

would gain clarity on the problem. Following the issuance of the 2006 NSS, the Secretary of 

Defense and Chairman, Joint Chief of Staff produces two other documents; the National Military 

                                                 
21

 United States Government. Field Manual 7-98, Low Intensity Conflict (Washington, DC: GPO, 1992).  
22

 United States Government. 1998 Quadrennial Defense Review (Washington, DC: GPO, 1997), sec 3. Accessed on 

10 Oct 2009 at http://www.defenselink.mil/qdr/archive/sec3.html.  
23

 United States Government. Joint Tactics, Techniques, and Procedures for Joint Special Operations Task Force 

Operations (Washington, DC: GPO, 2001), GL-15.  
24

 Colonel Thomas Hammes. The Sling and the Stone: On War in the 21
st
 Century (Minneapolis, MN: Zenith Press, 

2006), 2.  
25

 United States Government. IrregularWarfare (IW): Joint Operating Concept (JOC) (Washington, DC: GPO, 

2007).   
26

 United States Government. Field Manual 100-20: Operations in a Low Intensity Conflict (Washington, DC: GPO, 

1990), 1-5.  
27

 United States Government. PUBLIC LAW 107–56—OCT. 26, 2001 (Uniting and Strengthening America by 

Providing Appropriate Tools Required to Intercept and Obstruct Terrorism (USA PATRIOT ACT) Act of 2001 

(Washington, DC: GPO, 2001), 276. 

http://www.defenselink.mil/qdr/archive/sec3.html
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Strategy (NMS) and the Joint Strategic Capabilities Plan (or JSCP).  The NMS translates 

national security goals into military objectives, while the JSCP translates these national military 

objectives into planning requirements for the geographic combatant commanders (GCCs).
28

  This 

is pivotal to the argument at hand because in the case of the GWOT, the United States Special 

Operations Command receives its guidance for its execution of GWOT through the Joint 

Strategic Capabilities Plan via a series of pentagon plans known as the 7500 series.
29

 

This seems feasible, yet, if the United States‟ strategies and tactics used in the Global 

War on Terror were examined, troubling information would be found. If we look to the 2006 

National Security Strategy (2006 NSS), we see the beliefs of President Bush and his cabinet:  

―In the short run, the fight involves using military force and other instruments of 

national power to kill or capture the terrorists, deny them safe haven or control of 

any nation; prevent them from gaining access to WMD; and cut off their sources 

of support.‖
30

   
 

Conversely, Field Manual 3-24, Counterinsurgency starts with a definition of 

insurgencies and counterinsurgencies and then discusses the current environment. In part:  

―Long-term success in COIN depends on the people taking charge of their own 

affairs and consenting to the government‘s rule. Achieving this condition requires 

the government to eliminate as many causes of the insurgency as feasible…. Over 

time, counterinsurgents aim to enable a country or regime to provide the security 

and rule of law that allow establishment of social services and growth of 

economic activity. COIN thus involves the application of national power in the 

political, military, economic, social, information, and infrastructure fields and 

disciplines. Political and military leaders and planners should never 

underestimate its scale and complexity; moreover, they should recognize that the 

Armed Forces cannot succeed in COIN alone.”
31

 

 

Most importantly, however to the question at hand is how these Islamic movements are 

insurgencies – as opposed to being terrorists with a global reach.  As previously discussed, 

classical insurgencies typically move through phases in which a political movement and cause is 

developed, an organization is created, and until the time is right for full conventional battle with 

the opposing government, much of the insurgents‟ activities remain clandestine. The insurgents 

often create cellular structures that guarantee security through compartmentalization, but often 

times contain political and military wings, all lead by a headquarters element.  Moreover, these 

organizations often contain financial, logistical, and training cells, all compartmentalized for 

security.
32

  Although the global community is less likely to experience purely socialist or Maoist 

based insurgencies as are discussed in Human Factors Considerations of Undergrounds in 
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Insurgencies, the basic requirements for organization, security, logistics, intelligence and 

propaganda all remain valid in the current conflict.  

One of the early proponents of this more radicalized view of Islam and how to apply the 

tenants of that faith to fit their world view was Sayyid Qutb, “a poet, educator, journalist, critic, 

controversial Islamic ideologue, and radical Islamist.”
33

  Eventually, Qutb was imprisoned and 

executed by the Egyptian government, but not before he made his mark on Islamic extremism in 

Egypt, the greater Middle East, and the world.  Qutb‟s beliefs are easily surmised; the west‟s 

corruptness makes the western civilization no longer capable of leading humanity.
34

   The British 

wartime measures, seen in the period 1917-1918, lead to increased requirements upon the 

Egyptian citizenry. As a result, many, but especially the poorer in this occupied land caused an 

increase in hostility towards their British occupiers. This occupation and the accompanying 

resentment were some of the overriding factors which lead to many in that society the desire to 

revert to an earlier, more pure time when Islamic law and society.
35

 This was true in the micro 

sense, internal to Egypt, but was also evident in the larger pan-Arab movement in the Middle 

East. Qutb is not the only one that proposed such asymmetric measures.  

If we examine Robert Pape‟s influential work, Dying to Win: The Strategic Logic of 

Suicide Terrorism, we would see that countries that are invaded (or occupied) often resort to 

suicide operations against the occupying forces because of the helplessness felt when facing 

tanks and armored vehicles. This phenomenon (as a modern occurrence) was noted by Pape in 

1982 when Israel invaded its northern neighbors.  When Israel invaded Lebanon, the Shia soon 

resorted to such suicide attacks.
36

   So where does that leave the United States? 

In the current environment, non-kinetic approaches should dominate the United States‟ 

strategy if the outcome is to be a positive one.  When kinetic means are used in Afghanistan, for 

example, whether or not the intended target escapes the operations – too often times -- kill 

innocents. These innocents include Afghans, Pakistanis, or others – those civilians who „s 

allegiances may have been undecided before such attacks, will often go over to the insurgent‟s 

side believing the force used was disproportionate, if not outright wrong.  In short, the United 

States developed COIN doctrine, which addressed many of the military aspects of the world‟s 

insurgencies, but at the same time was (and remains) short on political, social, and economic 

solutions which offered more tangible long term benefits. Following the United States‟ defeat in 

Vietnam, the doctrine of the eighties and early nineties contained many of the same traits as 

those of the Vietnam era; long on kinetic military solutions – but lacking in social, economic, 

infrastructure, and political solutions.  One interesting aspect of the eighties and nineties doctrine 

however, was the nearly universal propensity for newer terms to describe the environments we 

fought these wars in.      

 The world had become smaller through the impacts of the global Internet. As a direct 

result, unilateral COIN or other military efforts were becoming less common.  All the while, a 
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global realization that international political organizations (NATO, OAS, ASEAN, and others) 

were beneficial but at the same time required more political, social, and financial backing. The 

Soviets‟ failed efforts in Afghanistan (1979-1989) linked with their economic failures in their 

homeland provides one such example. Following the Soviets‟ withdrawal in the early Spring of 

1989 and after a decade of continued violence, a politico-religious organization - the Taliban 

seized power in Afghanistan. The Taliban appeared on the world stage but many did not 

understand their genesis, much less their global agenda. Moreover, many did not understand the 

links between the Taliban and Osama bin Laden‟s (OBL) global Al Qaeda (AQ) network.  

 In the end, a proper understanding of the enemy and that enemy‟s tactics are vital to 

choosing the correct course of action for defeating the enemy.  If the threat an enemy poses, or 

tactics used by an adversary are not understood, a less than optimal course of action will likely 

be chosen.  Such is the case with the global insurgency. Successful COIN efforts require the 

support of the people, or at a minimum, the COIN efforts must alienate the insurgents from the 

population.  The global insurgents seek to form a new political order. In the case of the global 

insurgency, the population that OBL and his AQ are vying for their support is the globe‟s 

Muslim community (or umma). The scope of this global insurgency is different from past 

insurgencies; however, the underlying concepts remain the same.   

Today‟s conflicts, many times are more asymmetric than conventional.  In a small 

number of cases, and although the threat may be conventional, unilateral approaches are not 

typically employed due to the influence of such organizations as NATO‟s International Security 

Augmentation Force (ISAF) or perhaps the Organization of African States. Therefore, it is 

entirely appropriate that the international community remedy such perplexing problems with 

finesse, while at the same time understanding that many of these contingencies‟ solutions are as 

much political as military.   Therefore input, and in many cases, active participation by NATO-

led forces are quickly becoming the norm.  But the belligerents are often armed. So how is the 

issue of technologically based militaries engaging with asymmetric forces armed with only AK-

47s, and often in politically sensitive areas of the globe?  Being more specific, how are remedies 

applied in the current GWOT? 

The problem is the agency assigned the leading roles for executing this global 

insurgency.  But, the problem goes further than simply who should lead this global insurgency.  

This global insurgency certainly calls for a USG response, but who should assume the lead in 

such an effort?  The US military should not be the lead or even as the main component.  When a 

DOD component is the lead for GWOT, insurgency, or any other mission, historically the DOD 

was assigned as the lead agent.  Although the military does train forces in civil affairs and 

psychological operations, those forces (subordinate to US SOCOM) are low density and high in 

demand – or simply stated there are not enough to go around.  Similarly, SOCOM has some of 

the best trained and equipped forces in the world for the kinetic response, or DA in military 

parlance.   But as already discussed, a kinetic response is not the optimal method for winning a 

global COIN campaign.  The question posed then is, who should be this lead?   

The United States Department of State (US DOS) should be the lead agency for such 

global COIN operations.  The DOD should be but one of several interagency partners placed in a 

supporting roles.  The task before us then is to describe how the USG‟s strategic documents 

should read as to properly reassign the GWOT tasks from the DOD (US Special Operations 

Command) to the US Department of State, as well as re-labeling the GWOT efforts 

counterinsurgency.  With COIN, diplomatic initiatives should be more at the forefront while 
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military action should receive less attention and focus. Looking past diplomacy, we would 

expect more of a civilian presence in counterinsurgency efforts in locations such as Afghanistan. 

There are too few DOS personnel on the ground in Afghanistan and far too many military 

personnel giving the Afghanistan Provincial Reconstruction Teams more of a military 

appearance and less a civilian appearance.   Although security is certainly required for a 

government to regain its footing, an overwhelming military presence appears more like an 

occupation force to that nation‟s inhabitants.  

Having the US Department of State the lead, however is not as simple as stating this new 

role. This new role, and in reality new strategic approach must be founded by several other 

actions. These actions include rewriting the United States National Security Strategy. The NSS 

describes the threats faced by the United States and thus underpins other national strategic 

documents such as the DOD‟s National Military Strategy. Moreover, the rewriting of the NSS 

would cause a realignment of national priorities, such as the US DOS‟s funding for overseas 

operations, training for the DOS‟s new roles and responsibilities, and perhaps the most difficult 

change – the culture. This cultural change would be required in the US DOS, the DOD, and 

certainly the US Congress and Executive Branches since the current way of thinking keeps the 

US DOD in the lead role. The Department of Defense would also face sizable changes. 

The Department of Defense receives its guidance through several key documents; the 

NMS having already been discussed. Assuming the NMS were changed to reflect the change in 

primary roles for the DOD, follow-on changes would then be required.  First among these 

changes are the services‟ approaches to training, organization, and funding. It is the separate 

services (Marine Corps, Navy, Air Force, Army, and Special Operations Forces – under Special 

Operations Command) that recruit, train, and equip forces for the various geographic combatant 

commanders (GCCs). Therefore, the GCCs authorities, missions, and manning require 

modification. Currently, the Chiefs of Missions (or ambassadors) are responsible for all 

personnel in their countries except those under the OPCON (or operational control) of the GCCs. 

That being said, changes to the GCCs roles are also required for the DOS‟s new roles and 

responsibilities.  

In summation, this interagency guide states the “strains created by globalization, by the 

collapse of weak state structures, by demographic, environmental, and economic pressures, by 

the ease of cooperation among insurgent groups and criminals, and by the appearance of 

destructive radical ideologies, all augur a period in which free and moderate governance is at 

risk.” The guide goes on to say that governments are less likely to engage in unilateral actions, 

citing the political and economic restraints of the modern international community.
37

 Although 

seemingly moving in the right direction, the US Interagency COIN Guide (USICG) and the 

DOD‟s FM 3-24 (COIN) partially speak to the issues at hand but they do not provide direction or 

policy direction.  

The following recommendations are thus offered.  First, the USICG and the military‟s 

FM 3-24 are not policy, nor are they included in law or any governmental regulations. Therefore, 

the steps discussed in the USICG, such as the US DOS being the lead agency, are just guidance 

and recommendations. Until these words are included in legislation and get passed as law, they 

will be of little consequence.  Until the requirements are stated in law, they can not affect 

funding. Only with the necessary funding, can the DOS and DOD change those department‟s 

                                                 
37

 United States Government. US Government Counterinsurgency Guide (Washington, DC: GPO, 2009), 5. 



 

Page 13 of 18 © 2010, Small Wars Foundation smallwarsjournal.com 

recruitment, training, equipping, or employment. United States law requires the separate services 

recruit, train and equip their forces. It is the Geographic Combatant Commanders (GCCs) that 

employ these forces in support of national objectives. Without the requisite laws and funding the 

GWOT mission will remain a kinetic response through the GCC‟s use of available assets and as 

a reflection of their primary mission – fighting our nation‟s wars.  Likewise, this same funding 

would similarly affect the DOS‟s recruitment, manning, organization, and missions.  

Second, the US DOS should take more of a lead in the global insurgency. As already 

discussed this will require a cultural change within the DOS, but such changes are not 

impossible.  Moreover, the US DOS should establish an organization which is responsible for 

leading global COIN efforts. This branch would, necessarily be funded but it could then employ 

personnel experienced in military and expeditionary operations.  More is required than being part 

of meetings for national strategy meetings when they deal with insurgencies.  The US DOS 

should chair and report to the US Congress for the United States‟ global COIN efforts. Third, the 

United States global COIN efforts should be, and already are in many occasions, part of 

multilateral efforts such as that found in Afghanistan / ISAF.  The ISAF model of 

counterinsurgency is a suitable template for COIN efforts elsewhere in the globe.  Among the 

tenants of the ISAF COIN model is the “shape, clear, hold, and build” methodology, all being led 

by a political organization, as well as relying on political leadership, and all being back-stopped 

by the host government‟s efforts at social and political solutions. This methodology would apply 

for all current COIN environments since this technique relies on the host government 

(Afghanistan in this case), the US DOS (or other political body) to be the lead, and therefore 

reduces the military footprint in the affected countries, thereby reducing the perception of an 

occupation by a military force.
38

 And, although the former Secretary of Defense was using a 

multilateral, internationally sanctioned approach to the War on Terror, the United States need 

only redirect some of the positive efforts already being executed.
39

 

Fourth, the strategies chosen for COIN campaigns must reflect the needs of the host 

nation. Moreover, the United States‟ national strategies must contain the end state as well exit 

strategies that compliment the host nation‟s overall goals. For in the end, if that country‟s 

priorities are not the overall goals for the insurgency, the mission is much less likely to succeed. 

Fifth, and lastly, these strategies must be intrinsically linked to the center of gravity for that 

conflict. Moreover, the centers of gravity must be linked to the critical vulnerabilities and critical 

capabilities. Only when the centers of gravity are thus prosecuted can a positive resolution be 

enjoyed.  

In closing, current and future COIN efforts must rely on the efforts of multiple nations, 

agencies, and international organizations. Successful COIN campaigns do (and will) rely heavily 

on political solutions, non-kinetic solutions, and in all cases should be based on the needs of the 

host nation involved.  The world is in a post modern environment; a period of high speed global 

communications, global connectivity through the Internet, and a global economy in which the 

counterinsurgency doctrine of yesteryear will not suffice. Former colonial powers, as well as 
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former Cold War nations will continue to experience internal violence as nationalistic issues 

continue to surface.  Until these measures are realized and appropriately changed, the global 

insurgency will plague the international community and international community with little hope 

of a successful conclusion.  America is on the brink of repeating history of four decades ago 

when it lost the Vietnam War. It is often heard that America lost the war in Vietnam but never 

lost on the battlefield. Unless America changes its strategies for GWOT (to include Afghanistan) 

– Americans might again be repeating this oft heard quote.  
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