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PREFACE


THE GUERRILLA THREAT


The commitment of troops to Iraq and Afghanistan ended with ignominious withdrawal between 2011 and 2014 and saw the emergence of the cyber battlefield and of groups such as Boko Haram in Nigeria and Islamic State in Syria and Iraq. This has shown that there is a pressing need for a better understanding by the public, politicians and the military of guerrilla warfare and of the methods that can be employed to defeat it. Guerrilla warfare is arguably the future of conflict and in response armies need to function within the increased tempo and complexity of today’s multi-media information age. Since involvement in Iraq and Afghanistan the American and British militaries have been looking at ways to avoid getting enmeshed in any further counterinsurgency campaigns, although these operations have generated a renaissance in doctrine and writing on counterinsurgency.1


In an attempt to respond to the modern information environment, the British Army formed 77 Brigade in early 2015 as part of a major restructuring of the military organisation and development of a new doctrine of ‘Integrated Action’ which would enable the United Kingdom to fight in the information age. The brigade took its name, insignia and inspiration from the Chindits, an unconventional force that fought behind Japanese lines in Burma during the Second World War. The new unit was created specifically to draw together existing and developing capabilities essential to meet the challenges of modern conflict and to learn the lessons of Iraq and Afghanistan. It would comprise soldiers who are skilled not just in the use of conventional weapons but also in ‘soft power’, notably social media, such as Facebook, Instagram and Twitter, new technology and the dark arts of psychological operations (psyops), in order to win hearts and minds through unconventional ‘non-lethal’ means.


As long ago as 1971, General Sir Frank Kitson commented on ‘an analysis of world trends showing that subversion and insurgency are current forms of warfare which the army must be ready to fight’.2 Indeed, Colonel Roger Trinquier, the French counterinsurgency expert, argued somewhat prematurely as early as 1961 that traditional (or conventional) warfare no longer existed and had been replaced by a new clandestine, subversive and revolutionary warfare, which differed ‘fundamentally from the wars of the past’.3 General Sir Rupert Smith has also stated more recently (2005) that conventional war on the battlefield ‘no longer exists’.4 Smith also believes that future wars will not be state against state on well-defined battlefields but intra-state where the battlefield is less well defined.5 This is also a theme of David Kilcullen’s latest book.6


Sir Robert Thompson, like many others before and later, saw the war against subversion and revolutionary warfare as one of the most important struggles for domination of the world as a whole.7 Just as the insurgencies in Malaya, Vietnam and elsewhere became intertwined during the Cold War with a perceived communist threat based on Mao’s concept of revolutionary war, so recent struggles in Afghanistan and Iraq were linked to a Muslim jihad as part of the ‘Global War against Terror’. As Kitson noted, ‘the main characteristic which distinguishes campaigns of insurgency from other forms of war is that they are primarily concerned with the struggle for men’s minds’.8 Indian Army Doctrine observed in 2004 that ‘the likelihood’ of such wars ‘becoming the form of warfare tomorrow is being discussed quite widely’ and noted that involvement in unconventional, irregular wars, increasingly risks becoming mired in complex ‘internal unrest and disturbances’ and operating ‘in an environment of ambiguity’.9


Guerrilla warfare is irregular or unconventional warfare in which small groups of combatants (usually civilians) frustrate and eventually defeat much larger, organised but less mobile conventional security forces (police and regular army). Usually, the guerrillas are attempting to overthrow an established government or rebelling against a foreign invader. To achieve their goals guerrillas adopt the strategy of fighting as irregulars and employing fast-moving, mobile, small-scale tactics to draw the orthodox enemy forces on to terrain unsuited to them and they employ their greater mobility and surprise to attack any vulnerable targets. As they are usually fighting against larger but less mobile conventional forces, guerrillas move quickly and keep their battles short.


The classic guerrillas’ tactic is ‘hit and run’, attacking only when they can do so with overwhelming superiority of numbers and quickly disbanding to hide among a sympathetic population in order to avoid being annihilated by the subsequent reaction of the security forces. By surprising their enemy and then retreating almost immediately, they prevent their foes from either defending themselves adequately or staging a counter-attack. Che Guevara emphasised that the guerrilla tactic was to ‘hit and run, wait, lie in ambush, again hit and run, and thus repeatedly, without giving any rest to the enemy’.10 Successful guerrillas are reluctant to meet regular armies on the open battlefield where they are likely to suffer heavy defeat. The insurgents use their superior mobility and knowledge of often difficult and remote terrain to ambush any occupying regular forces who have been lulled into a false sense of security. As Guevara noted, ‘the fundamental characteristic of a guerrilla band is mobility’.11 Mao summed up guerrilla tactics:


When guerrillas engage a stronger enemy, they withdraw when he advances; harass him when he stops; strike him when he is weary; pursue him when he withdraws. In guerrilla strategy, the enemy’s rear, flanks, and other vulnerable spots are his vital points, and there he must be harassed, attacked, dispersed, exhausted and annihilated.12


The strategy is one of ‘avoiding the enemy when he is stronger and attacking him when he is the weaker, now scattering, now regrouping one’s forces, now wearing out, now exterminating the enemy, determined to fight him everywhere, so that wherever the enemy goes he would be submerged in a sea of armed people who hit back at him, thus undermining his spirit and exhausting his forces’.13 Typically, a small guerrilla force seeks to concentrate its strength against the weaknesses of the enemy’s forces, such as garrisons and outposts or lines of communication and logistics, to strike suddenly, and then to disappear into the surrounding countryside or local population. The guerrilla relies on using his greater flexibility, mobility and speed to retain the initiative and keep his more powerful enemy off-balance. Colonel C.E. (later Major General Sir Charles) Callwell noted the tactics employed by guerrillas:


They revel in stratagems and artifice. They prowl about waiting for their opportunity to pounce down upon small parties moving without due precaution. The straggler and camp follower are their natural prey. They hover on the flanks of the column, fearing to strike but ready to cut off detachments which may go astray.14


While Mao emphasised that ‘in order to mislead, decoy and confuse the enemy, there should be constant use of stratagems, such as making a feint to the east but attacking in the west, appearing now in the south and now in the north, hit-and-run attacks, and night actions’.15 Thus, the guerrilla is able ‘to extend guerrilla warfare all over this vast enemy-occupied area, make a front out of the enemy’s rear, and force him to fight ceaselessly throughout the territory he occupies’.16 Mao noted that ‘a guerrilla unit … can strike sudden blows and then vanish into hiding without a trace, thus reducing the enemy to a level where he does not feel secure whether he is withdrawing or advancing, attacking or defending, moving or remaining still, sitting or lying down’.17


The psychological aspect of sudden attack and ambushes by guerrillas on the security forces and their administration and communications has always been a very important component of the guerrilla strategy. This wears down the resistance of an enemy who is conventionally superior in terms of firepower, numbers and technology by using irregular (or unconventional) rather than conventional warfare. Robert Taber notes that while the guerrilla wages ‘the war of the flea’, his military enemy ‘suffers the dog’s disadvantages: too much to defend; too small, ubiquitous and agile an enemy to come to grips with’.18 Thus, over the centuries frustrated military commanders have consistently damned guerrillas as bandits, barbarians, brigands, outlaws, savages, and terrorists.


A Brief History of Guerrilla Warfare


The practitioners of guerrilla warfare have been called guerrillas, insurgents, irregulars, partisans and rebels. In Spanish, the word guerrilla (the diminutive of guerra, ‘war’) means ‘little war’, hence the frequent use of the term ‘Small Wars’ as well as insurgency to describe guerrilla wars. Use of the term ‘guerrilla’ originates from the Napoleonic Wars and the Duke of Wellington’s campaigns during the Peninsular War (1807–14), in which small bands of Spanish and Portuguese irregulars, or guerrilleros, helped the British to drive the French from the Iberian Peninsula. But, in fact, guerrilla warfare and guerrilla tactics have a long history dating back to ancient times, notably to the ideas of Sun Tzu (Sunzi), the Chinese military strategist who lived more than 2,000 years ago and argued in The Art of War that all warfare involves the employment of one’s strength to exploit the weakness of the enemy, especially one who is more numerous and better equipped.


In 512 BC the Persian warrior-king Darius I (‘the Great’, 550–486 BC), who ruled the largest empire and commanded the best army in the world, was frustrated by the hit-and-run tactics of the nomadic Scythians. The Macedonian king Alexander the Great (356–323 BC) also faced serious guerrilla opposition from the Persian general Beseus in the Hindu Kush and the Bactrians. The Carthaginian general Hannibal (247–c.183 BC) faced considerable guerrilla opposition in crossing the Alps into Italy. Later, following victories such as Cannae, he was frustrated by the delaying strategy of the Roman general Quintus Fabius Maximus, from whom the term ‘Fabian tactics’ is derived. The Romans themselves fought against guerrillas in their 200-year conquest of Spain.


In the twelfth century the Crusader invasion of Syria was obstructed by the guerrilla tactics of the Seljuk (Seljuq) Turks, while the Normans were similarly thwarted in their conquest of Ireland (1169–75). Two invasions of Vietnam by Kublai Khan’s Mongols during the 1280s were defeated by Tran Hung Dao, who used guerrilla tactics. Edward I (1213–1307) and Edward II (1284–1327) of England struggled through long, hard, and expensive campaigns to subdue the Welsh under Llywelyn ap Gruffyd and to conquer Scotland against the brilliant guerrilla operations of William Wallace and Robert the Bruce (Robert I). Bertrand du Guesclin (c.1320–80), a Breton guerrilla leader in the early part of the Hundred Years’ War (1337–1453), reversed the English run of success under Edward III and his son, the Black Prince, by using Fabian tactics of avoiding battle, harassment, surprise and ambush. Shivaji Bhonsle (1630–80), founder of the Maratha Empire, used guerrilla tactics as part of his brilliant military strategy to seize strongholds from the declining Mughal Empire during the 1660s. In America, colonists adopted American Indian tactics in the wars against the French and their Indian allies (1754–63). The founder of the guerrilla tradition in America is considered to be Major Robert Rogers of Connecticut, who organised and trained Rogers’s Royal American Rangers in 1756 to carry the war deep into enemy territory and whose publication, Rogers’ Rules for Ranging (1757), remains a classic.


Guerrilla warfare became a useful adjunct to and complemented orthodox military operations both inside enemy territory and in areas seized and occupied by an enemy. For example, during the first two Silesian Wars (1740–45) and the Seven Years’ War (1756–63), when Hungarian, Croatian and Serbian irregulars supporting the Austrian army several times forced Frederick II (‘the Great’) of Prussia to retreat from Bohemia and Moravia with heavy losses. During the American War of Independence (1775–83), bands of irregulars under leaders such as Francis Marion, Andrew Pickens and Thomas Sumter supported the conventional operations of George Washington and Nathanael Greene, helping to drive the British under Lord Cornwallis from the Carolinas (1780–81) and to defeat at Yorktown, Virginia. Similarly, Wellington in Spain was supported by guerrillas, who attacked the French communications. In Italy the peasants of Calabria fought against the French invaders (1806–09). In 1812, in the long retreat from Moscow, the army of Napoleon I suffered thousands of casualties inflicted by Russian partisans and Cossacks. Following the Prussian defeats at Jena and Auerstädt in 1806, there was a mass levy of the Landsturm (People’s Army) during the War of Liberation against Napoleon (1813–14). Thus, during the early nineteenth century, guerrilla warfare was linked to a savage People’s War, epitomised by the wars of liberation in Germany and Spain against Napoleon’s occupation.


Guerrilla wars flourished in the nineteenth century as indigenous irregulars in Africa, Asia and New Zealand tried, usually in vain, to resist colonisation by the great powers. Resistance against the Russians in the Caucasus in the mountains of Dagestan, Chechnya and Avaria between 1832 and 1859 was led by the charismatic Shamil. The T’ai P’ing Rebellion (1850–64) in China, a peasant uprising against the Qing (Manchu) dynasty, killed an estimated 20 million Chinese before it was suppressed. During the American Civil War, the outnumbered Confederate forces employed guerrillas, whose leaders included Colonel John Singleton Mosby and General Nathan Bedford Forrest, to attack Union communications. A particularly fierce guerrilla war was waged in the border states of Kansas and Missouri, where William Quantrill became notorious for his daylight raid and destruction of the city of Lawrence (1863). Quantrill’s followers included Frank and Jesse James and the Younger brothers, destined to become prominent outlaws in the post-war years.


Indian tribes in North America stubbornly fought the opening up of the West, notably the Seminole in Florida who fought three wars of resistance (1818–58). Considered one of the premier practitioners of guerrilla warfare after the Civil War, the American Indian proved a formidable and elusive foe. Before being ultimately defeated, the Indians occasionally inflicted stunning reverses on the regular army, notably in the Fetterman fight (1866) and the defeat of George Custer’s 7th Cavalry at the Battle of the Little Bighorn (1876). Filipino guerrillas fought the Spanish and then the Americans (1898–1902). In the South African War, Boer commandos led by a group of able leaders who included Louis Botha, Koos de la Rey and Christian de Wet held off a large British army for two years (1900–02) before agreeing to a settlement. Emiliano Zapata and Pancho Villa employed guerrilla warfare to achieve specific political goals in the Mexican Revolution (1910–20). Assisted by T.E. Lawrence, Britain’s Arab allies supported their campaign in Palestine against the Ottoman Empire during the First World War. The Easter Rising in 1916 was the forerunner for a ferocious guerrilla war fought by the Irish Republican Army (IRA) that ended in the partition of Ireland in 1921 and an uneasy peace.


The People’s War of the nineteenth century developed during the twentieth century, notably during the Cold War era (1945–91), into revolutionary guerrilla warfare. This evolved out of Marxist–Leninist ideology and the wars of national liberation against colonialism and ‘neo-colonialism’ of countries seeking independence from European political rule. Not all guerrilla campaigns have, however, been ideologically Marxist–Leninist.19 The role of guerrilla warfare had expanded considerably during the Second World War, when guerrilla groups, both communist and non-communist, fought against the German, Italian and Japanese occupiers and political ideology became a more pronounced factor in the numerous guerrilla campaigns thereafter. While consolidating their hold on the country, some of these groups spent as much time eliminating indigenous opposition as they did fighting the enemy, but most of them contributed substantially to the Allied war effort. For example, Tito’s communist partisans in Yugoslavia, and by the French and Belgian Maquis. Many subsequently challenged existing governments after the war.


In particular, the victory of Mao Tse-tung and the communists in China confirmed not only the importance of revolutionary warfare but also transferred the emphasis within Marxism–Leninism from reliance on the support of an urban elite to mobilisation of the peasants in the countryside. Mao was profoundly influenced by Chinese culture, traditions and previous peasant wars. He was inspired not only by Sun Tzu’s classical text, The Art of War, but also by heroic tales of popular bandits who challenged the effete and corrupt court in historical novels. These included Romance of the Three Kingdoms, which records the turbulent final years of the Han dynasty, and The Water Margin, which chronicles the exploits of the outlaws of Liangshan, who led a peasant rising during the Northern Sung (Song) Dynasty. Mao had also studied the great T’ai P’ing rebellion, the mid-nineteenth-century peasant revolt that almost brought down the Manchu dynasty. From these ideas Mao gradually developed the concept of guerrilla war as a revolutionary struggle during the bitter and protracted contest with both Chiang Kai-shek’s Nationalists (the Kuomintang) and the Japanese in the 1930s and 1940s. Mao rejected the dogmatic doctrine of Marxism-Leninism-Stalinism advocated by the Chinese Communist Party’s leadership, who slavishly followed the dogma preached by Stalin in Moscow. This stated that the revolution should be led by the urban proletariat. Mao realised that, however suitable this ideology may have been for industrialised countries of the West, it was not appropriate for China. Instead, Mao proposed that the revolution should rely on the peasant masses to encircle the cities from gradually expanding territorial bases in the rural areas. The establishment of a communist government in China in 1949 was an inspiration to all revolutionaries. This was especially true of China’s neighbour, Vietnam, in the struggle for liberation against the French led by Ho Chi Minh and Vo Nguyen Giap, who adopted the techniques used by Mao in China.20


Thus, guerrilla warfare became ‘a formula of the revolutionary masses for carrying out insurrection stage by stage’ and for seizing power.21 Organising and mobilising ‘the forces of all the people and of the entire country’ guerrillas waged not only ‘an armed struggle’ but also a ‘fierce political struggle’ for the support of the population as part of a ‘national liberation war to regain power and overthrow the imperialists’ yokes’.22 As Robert Taber noted in 1970, guerrilla warfare ‘has become the political phenomenon of the twentieth century, the visible wind of revolution, stirring hope and fear on three continents’. Insurgency had become ‘revolutionary war, engaging a civilian population, or a significant part of such a population, against the military forces of established or usurpative governmental authority’. Guerrilla warfare had thus become ‘the agency of radical or political change’.23 For Che Guevara, the overthrow of the Batista dictatorship in Cuba ‘showed plainly the capacity of the people to free themselves by means of guerrilla war from a government that oppresses them’.24


Mao’s political goal was the communist takeover of China. Guerrilla warfare alone, he realised, could not achieve this. But it was an indispensable weapon during a protracted revolutionary war, allowing the insurgents to delay and wear down the enemy until orthodox armies could take to the field. Mao saw guerrilla warfare as part of a series of three merging phases for political control of the state and to destroy and replace the existing society and its institutions. Phase One was the organisation, consolidation and preservation of support in the countryside for the rebels, who develop their bases and wage a guerrilla war against the enemy and their supporters. Phase Two was one of expansion of the rebel support and bases, while simultaneously mounting relentless insurgent operations to wear down the enemy forces. Phase Three was the destruction of the enemy as a significant proportion of the irregular force completed its transformation into conventional, regular forces that were capable of engaging the enemy in decisive battles, supported by continued guerrilla operations that were closely co-ordinated with the conventional campaign.25


Mao noted that ‘leaders in guerrilla war must exert their utmost to build up one or several guerrilla units and, in the course of the struggle, develop them gradually into guerrilla corps and eventually into regular units and regular corps’.26 The Vietnamese provided a good example of this transition from a guerrilla force to a regular army. As Giap emphasised:


In twenty years, it has gradually developed from guerrilla units and masses’ self-defence units into independent armed groups; from guerrilla cells into increasingly concentrated units, including main-force, regional, and militia units; and from poorly equipped infantry units into armed forces with numerous branches and services operating with modern equipment.27


A rash of new insurgencies, both communist and non-communist, followed Mao’s example to end the rule of the Dutch in Indonesia, the French in Indochina and Algeria and the British in Palestine, Malaya, Kenya, Cyprus and South Arabia. The overthrow by Fidel Castro and Che Guevara of the corrupt regime of Fulgencio Batista in Cuba in 1959 provoked other rural insurgencies throughout Latin America, Asia, the Middle East and Africa. Old and new insurgencies flourished during the Cold War in Peru, Colombia, El Salvador, Nicaragua, the Philippines, Thailand, Sri Lanka, India, Kashmir, Lebanon, Syria, Morocco, Angola, Mozambique, Northern Ireland and Spain. In the following decades during the prolonged Cold War period, the Soviet Union and United States supported a series of widespread guerrilla insurgencies in a series of costly proxy wars. These were fuelled by ethnic and religious rivalries in which numerous guerrilla forces of various political beliefs were showered with money, modern weapons and equipment. In Afghanistan (1978–92) a coalition of Muslim guerrillas known as the mujahideen, commanded by regional warlords who were heavily subsidised by the United States, fought against the government who were supported by Soviet forces during 1979–89. The Soviets withdrew in 1989, leaving the various Afghan factions to fight on in a civil war.


In the post-Cold War period, the collapse of the Soviet Union in 1991 did little to alter the emphasis on guerrilla warfare, which had become the primary form of conflict. But, while variants of communist ideology, Marxist or Maoist, continued to fuel insurgencies in Mexico, Turkey, Nepal and East Timor, other guerrilla groups, notably in Colombia, Peru, Northern Ireland and Spain, have turned to criminal terrorism on behalf of drug barons and other Mafia-style overlords. Increasingly, however, many insurgencies, notably in Palestine, Kashmir, Afghanistan and Chechnya, were fuelled by Islamic fundamentalism. The growth of this religious factor was seen in the emergence of renegade terrorist organisations. Al-Qaeda, for example, had been patched together by Osama bin Laden, a wealthy Saudi Arabian expatriate and religious zealot, who recruited fellow religious fanatics from various countries to form a worldwide network of followers that had carried out terrorist attacks since the 1990s. The most famous of these was the 11 September attacks on the United States in 2001, which led to the American invasions of Afghanistan (to eliminate bin Laden’s headquarters there) and Iraq and the subsequent ‘war on terror’. Nevertheless, al-Qaeda and other such groups have continued to launch terrorist attacks and insurgencies in Africa, the Middle East and Asia.


How to Win a Guerrilla War


Traditionally, guerrilla warfare has been employed to nullify the conventional superiority of the forces deployed either by a ruling government or by an invader. As Mao appreciated:


Guerrilla warfare … is a weapon that a nation inferior in arms and military equipment may employ against a more powerful aggressor nation. When the invader pierces deep into the heart of the weaker country and occupies her territory in a cruel and oppressive manner, there is no doubt that conditions of terrain, climate, and society in general offer obstacles to his progress and may be used to advantage by those who oppose him. In guerrilla warfare, we turn these advantages to the purpose of resisting and defeating the enemy.28


Thus, guerrilla warfare is ‘the war of the broad masses of an economically backward country standing up against a powerfully equipped and well trained army of aggression’.29 In essence, guerrilla war allows ‘a brave, intelligent, stalwart, and resourceful people’ to use ‘a small, weak army to fight and defeat the huge, strong, aggressive army of an imperial power whose vast and populous country has a great economic and military potential and modern technical equipment’.30


The overall strategy of guerrilla warfare is to enmesh the much larger and stronger enemy’s forces in a long-drawn-out war and to gradually wear them down. The broad strategy underlying successful guerrilla warfare is that of continuous harassment that is designed to break the enemy’s will to continue. The object is to gain time. This allows the rebels either to develop sufficient military strength to defeat the enemy forces in orthodox battle (as did Mao in China) or to subject the enemy to sufficient internal and external military and political pressures to force him to accept a peace favourable to the guerrillas (as in Algeria, Angola, Mozambique and Vietnam). As Giap noted in Vietnam:


Only a long-term [guerrilla] war could enable us to utilise to the maximum our political trump cards, to overcome our material handicap and to transform our weakness into strength.31


Owing to ‘not only an imbalance of numerical strength and population but also a great imbalance of technical equipment’, guerrillas are forced to fight a long, protracted war because ‘we must have time gradually to weaken and exterminate enemy forces, to restrict his strength and aggravate his weaknesses, gradually to strengthen and develop our forces, and to overcome our deficiencies’.32 Guerrillas thrive on the political miscalculations made by their enemies. The Japanese in invading China in 1937 made all the mistakes that drove the population into the arms of the resistance. This produced the environment that allowed the guerrillas to flourish and assert credibly that they were the politico-military manifestation of an all-inclusive nationalism against a foreign invader:


They advanced far into the interior, only holding key cities and lines of communication. They sought to destroy the Chinese field armies … but neglected to search out and scotch the beginnings of guerrilla Resistance. They continued to cherish the hope that the capture of this or that city would bring the capitulation of the Chinese Government. They permitted their troops to treat the population with great brutality and disgraced their army by the ferocious sack of Nanking, the wanton attacks on universities and other cultural institutions, and the slaughter of prisoners … They could not have adopted policies more calculated to rouse the Chinese people to enduring opposition.33


As Karl Marx had noted, ‘insurrection is an art quite as much as war or any other, and subject to certain rules of proceeding, which, when neglected, will produce the ruin of the party neglecting them’.34 Leaders who do not respect the principles of guerrilla warfare soon find themselves in trouble, particularly against effective counterinsurgency forces. Greek communist guerrillas were defeated (1946–49) because they lost both the sanctuaries and supplies provided by Tito’s Yugoslavia and popular support in northern Greece as a result of their cruel treatment of the local population. During the 1940s and 1950s Filipino, Malayan, and Indonesian guerrillas failed because of weak organisation, poor leadership, and lack of external support. Uruguayan and Guatemalan insurgents lost support because of their use of indiscriminate terrorist tactics. Similarly, Basque guerrillas became unpopular in Spain because of their brutal assassinations and the Provisional IRA suffered loss of financial support from previously sympathetic Irish–Americans. Angolan and Mozambican guerrillas split into several factions and became pawns in the Cold War conflict between Cuba (and by extension the Soviet Union), South Africa and the United States.


Fought largely by independent, irregular bands, sometimes working in support of regular forces, the guerrilla employs ambushes, raids, sabotage, subversion and terrorism to wear down the enemy in a protracted political–military struggle. The aim of the guerrilla leader is ‘to exhaust little by little by small victories the enemy forces and at the same time to maintain and increase’ his own.35 The tactics employed have been described by Robert Taber, who observed Fidel Castro’s guerrillas in Cuba, as ‘The War of the Flea’, in which:


The flea bites, hops, and bites again, nimbly avoiding the foot that would crush him. He does not seek to kill his enemy at a blow, but to bleed him and feed on him, to plague and bedevil him, to keep him from resting and to destroy his nerve and morale. All this requires time. Still more time is required to breed more fleas. What starts as a local infestation must become an epidemic, as one by one the areas of resistance link up, like spreading ink spots on a blotter.36


The guerrilla is often on the defensive and forced to undertake a strategic retreat, which ‘is a planned step taken by an inferior force for the purpose of conserving its strength and biding its time to defeat the enemy, when it finds itself confronted with a superior force whose offensive it is unable to smash quickly’.37 Guerrillas should be reluctant to meet regular armies in the open field, where they would be liable to heavy defeat. Giap stressed that in Vietnam:


To maintain and increase our forces, was the principle to which we adhered, contenting ourselves with attacking when success was certain, refusing to give battle likely to incur losses to us or to engage in hazardous actions.38


Mao summed up the attitude required by the guerrilla in avoiding battle on unfavourable terms:


If we do not have a 100 per cent guarantee of victory, we should not fight a battle, for it is not worthwhile to kill 1,000 of the enemy and lose 800 killed ourselves. Especially guerrilla warfare such as we are waging, it is difficult to replace men, horses, and ammunition; if we fight a battle and ourselves lose many men, and horses, and much ammunition, this must be considered a defeat for us.39


The Nagas who fought the British on India’s North-East Frontier during the nineteenth century were natural guerrillas and employed model guerrilla tactics out of necessity, given their numerical inferiority:


On approaching the enemy’s territory, they collect their troops and advance with great caution. Even in their hottest and most active wars, they proceed wholly by stratagem and ambuscade. They place not their glory in attacking their enemies with open force. To surprise and destroy is their greatest merit of a commander, and the greatest pride of his followers… Such a mode of warfare may be supposed to flow from a feeble and dastardly spirit, incapable of any generous or manly exertion. But … these tribes … not only defend themselves with obstinate resolution, but attack their enemies with the most daring courage … The number of men in each tribe is so small, the danger of rearing new members amidst the hardships and dangers of savage life so great, that the life of a citizen is extremely precious, and the preservation of it becomes a capital object in their policy.40


The guerrillas employ a wide variety of weapons, some home-made, some captured, and some supplied from outside sources. In the early stages of an insurgency, weapons have often been primitive before they can be replaced by arms and ammunition stolen from army and police depots. The Mau Mau in Kenya initially relied on knives and clubs while the Viet Cong in Vietnam frequently employed home-made rifles, hand grenades, bombs, mines and booby traps. Nearly every guerrilla campaign has relied on improvisation, both from necessity and to avoid a cumbersome logistic tail. Molotov cocktails and plastic explosives are cheap but extremely effective. Mao noted that ‘a kitchen knife, a wooden cudgel, an axe, a hoe, a wooden stool, or a stone can all be used to kill people’.41 The worldwide proliferation of weapons during the decades of the Cold War added a new dimension to guerrilla capabilities, as the superpowers and other states provided modern assault rifles, machine guns, mortars, and more sophisticated weapons such as rocket-propelled grenades and anti-tank and anti-aircraft missiles. The collapse of the Soviet Union has also produced a proliferation of weapons.


Sympathetic neighbouring countries provide not only material support but also refuge for the guerrillas. Vietnamese guerrillas, in their struggle against France, relied on China for sanctuary, training, and supply of arms and equipment. Later, in the war against the United States, they used Laos and Cambodia for refuge. Similarly, Nicaraguan guerrillas found sanctuary in Honduras. Palestinians have benefitted from refuge in Arab states bordering Israel, and a wide variety of militant groups were given sanctuary in Afghanistan during the 1990s. Basque ETA terrorists took shelter in France, while the IRA had hideouts in southern Ireland and Chechen guerrillas went into hiding in adjacent Ingushetia and Georgia.


Successful, large-scale guerrilla campaigns have a number of other important features in common. One is favourable terrain, which is rugged and difficult to operate in and often remote from the main population centres. A second is plenty of space within which the guerrillas can manoeuvre and evade the security forces. A third is popular support from the local population, which provides the guerrillas with superior intelligence and hence superior mobility while denying them to the enemy’s more conventional forces. A fourth is foreign support and aid, which often proves crucial in maintaining and expanding the fledging guerrilla movement. This strategy allows the guerrillas to have a cumulative effect while building outwards from base areas that are safe from the enemy’s main conventional forces. These essentials of guerrilla warfare were grasped long before the twentieth century but it was not until then that these techniques were linked to revolutionary warfare, mobilising the peasantry for political ends.42


Guerrillas operate outside the formal constraints of the military and, therefore, outside the laws of war, often taking up arms in response to an invasion and using terrorist tactics directed at civilians to intimidate perceived ‘collaborators’ with the enemy or government within the local population. This often results in a brutal struggle for control and support of the population in which terror is one of the most basic and widely used techniques. Tactically, its purpose is to intimidate the security forces by killing their soldiers and attacking their garrisons. At a strategic level it is used to eliminate political and military leaders and officials in order to destabilise the government; to persuade the general populace to offer sanctuary, money and recruits; and to maintain discipline and prevent defections within the organisation. It is also employed to gain international recognition of and support for the rebel cause, including financial and military assistance, while simultaneously maintaining internal morale and attracting recruits.


The lack of a viable political cause or goal to galvanise support from the population has often been the key factor in an insurgency’s failure. As Mao warned, ‘if guerrilla warfare is without a political objective, it must fail; but if it maintains a political objective which is incompatible with the political objectives of the people, failing to receive their support, participation, assistance, and active co-operation, then this too must fail’.43 He also observed that ‘because guerrilla warfare basically derives from the masses and is supported by them, it can neither exist nor flourish if it separates itself from their sympathies and co-operation’.44 Mao made a famous analogy to compare the relationship between the local population and the guerrillas in which ‘the former may be likened to water and the latter to the fish who inhabit it’ and emphasised that ‘it is only undisciplined troops who make the people their enemies and who, like the fish out of its native element, cannot live’.45 When outlining the flexibility required from guerrilla commanders in adjusting their tactics ‘to the enemy situation, to the terrain, and to the prevailing conditions’, Mao developed this analogy:


The leader must be like the fisherman, who, with his nets, is able both to cast them and to pull them out in awareness of the depth of the water, the strength of the current, or the presence of any obstructions that may foul them. As the fisherman controls his nets through the lead ropes, so the guerrilla leader maintains contact with and control over his units. As the fisherman must change his position, so must the guerrilla commander.46


At first the insurgents operate in remote base areas where they can mobilise support and are undisturbed by the security forces before expanding outwards into the massed population. The guerrillas are ‘waging a war of attrition, slowly nibbling away the rural areas, gradually expanding the free territories and building a military force with captured arms while strangling the army in its barracks’.47 Once sufficient base and operational areas are established, guerrilla operations can be extended to include cities and vulnerable lines of communication. If a guerrilla force is to survive and prosper it must control safe areas where its guerrillas can recuperate, resupply and repair arms and equipment, and where recruits can be indoctrinated, trained and equipped. Mao emphasised that ‘guerrilla warfare cannot exist and develop over a long period without bases’.48 Such areas are traditionally located in remote, rugged terrain, usually mountains, forests and jungles. In Vietnam, the guerrillas built ‘secret armed bases’ in ‘forests, mountains, and, occasionally, in the swampy plains’ from which they could ‘step up political struggle in combination with armed struggle’. They sought ‘continually to enlarge the guerrilla-infested areas and guerrilla bases that had been established throughout the enemy rear area’ 49 in order ‘to arouse and organise the masses and to train guerrilla units and armed forces’.50 It is only when all the rural areas are under their control and they are convinced that they outnumber the opposition, that the guerrillas come out into the open and take part in conventional warfare.


Thus, an insurgency attempts to gain control of a country through the use of irregular military forces and an illegal political organisation which builds up support amongst the population, usually in conjunction with a larger political–military strategy. The rebels rely on the support of the local population to provide logistic support and hide guerrillas from retribution and searches by the security forces, providing not only recruits for the insurgent bands but also money, food, shelter, refuge, transport, medical aid and intelligence. A successful guerrilla movement is very careful to cultivate the support of the population and to be disciplined in its behaviour, avoiding alienating their allegiance by brutal or arrogant treatment. This support and intelligence from a population, which is sympathetic to the political aims of the insurgency, also allows the insurgents to terrorise the supporters of the government while simultaneously denying the security forces the ability to locate and track down the guerrillas. Giap observes that:


Submerged in the great ocean of people’s war, the enemy finds that his eyes and ears are covered. He fights without seeing his opponent, he strikes without hitting, and he is unable to make effective use of his strong combat methods. For this reason, even though the enemy has many troops and much equipment, his forces are scattered, weakened, and unable to develop their efficiency as he wants.51


Regular armies are at a serious disadvantage when unable to gather intelligence from a hostile population and their communications are being continually harassed by a seemingly invisible foe. For example, Callwell remarked that in Cuba at the end of the nineteenth century:


The Spanish troops were obstructed by the intense hostility of the inhabitants. They could get no information of the rebel movements, while the rebels were never in doubt about theirs. An insurgent was distinguished from a peaceful cultivator only by his badge which could be speedily removed and by his rifle which was easily hidden. Hence the Government forces, whether in garrison or operating in the country, were closely surrounded by an implacable circle of fierce enemies who murdered stragglers, intercepted messages, burned stores, and maintained a continual observation.52


Callwell also comments that ‘guerrilla warfare is what the regular armies always have most to dread, and when this is directed by a leader with a genius for war, an effective [counterinsurgency] campaign becomes nigh impossible’ because ‘no amount of energy and strategic skills will at times draw the enemy into risking engagements, or induce him to depart from the form of warfare in which most irregular warriors excel and in which regular troops are almost invariably seen at their worst’.53 The search for solutions to this threat over the last century are now examined.




INTRODUCTION


THE CHANGING NATURE OF COUNTERINSURGENCY SINCE 1899


Political Nature of Counterinsurgency


Over the centuries, regular armies have been faced with defeating guerrillas in numerous counterinsurgency or counter-guerrilla campaigns. Given the difficulty of locating and defeating the elusive insurgent or rebel, the emphasis in most successful campaigns has been on finding a political solution rather than in gaining a victory by purely military means. Thus, ‘winning hearts and minds’, a phrase that is usually attributed to Field Marshal Sir Gerald Templer in Malaya but which was in fact first used by Colonel Robert Sandeman in the Punjab in 1866 and again by Colonel Charles E. Bruce on the North-West Frontier of India in the 1930s,1 is often used to describe the emphasis placed on gaining the support of the local population rather than on killing the rebels. In short, as David Kilcullen (the Australian counterinsurgency expert) points out:


Hearts means persuading people their best interests are served by your success; minds means convincing them that you can protect them, and that resisting you is pointless. Note that neither concept has anything to do with whether people like you.2


The key and crucial factor in any counterinsurgency is the inherently politicised nature of the struggle between the insurgents and the state that seeks to assert its authority.3 Major General Charles Gwynn concluded that the insurgents’ aim ‘is to show defiance of Government, to make its machinery unworkable and to prove its impotence; hoping by a process of attrition to wear down its determination’. To do this, the rebels employ political agitation, rioting, sabotage, subversion and guerrilla warfare. Also ‘by terrorising the loyal or neutral elements of the population, they seek to prove the powerlessness of the government to give protection, and thus provide for their own security, depriving the Government of sources of information and securing information themselves’.4


In insurgencies, as Kitson explained, ‘the mixture of harassing the government and mobilising international opinion is a theme that constantly recurs’.5 In what ‘becomes a battle of wits’ with the rebels,6 the government must have a clear strategy ‘designed to achieve its aim of regaining and retaining the allegiance of the population’. It must reassure the people that the security forces can control the country and protect them against intimidation by the insurgents.7 ‘Controlling the level of violence is a key aspect of the struggle’ because ‘a more benign security environment’ allows the civilian agencies and the security forces to operate, ‘regaining the population’s active and continued support’ for the government, which ‘is essential to deprive the insurgency of its power and appeal’.8 In other words, a ‘competition in government’ in which the insurgents and the security forces strive to show through good governance that they deserve the support of the population is at the centre of any counterinsurgency campaign.9


The War Office concluded in 1949 that ‘civilian morale is most important’: If it cracks, the whole situation may be lost. Great attention must therefore be paid to maintaining civilian morale and to leading civilian thought in the right direction.10 Thus, counterinsurgency ‘is usually a project dealing with the social, economic, and political development of the people’.11 The political nature of counterinsurgency also requires close civil–military co-operation, ensuring that the political objectives are built into the counterinsurgency campaign and that humanitarian aid and reconstruction are part of that campaign.12


Kitson commented that:


For this to happen, security-force commanders from the top to the bottom must work closely together with national and local politicians and officials to implement the programme.13


To ensure this co-operation there must be some recognition that a political rather than a purely military solution is required. As the French counterinsurgency expert, David Galula, pronounced:


Essential though it is, the military action is secondary to the political one, its primary purpose being to afford the political power enough freedom to work safely with the population.14


Moreover, ‘the government must give priority to defeating the political subversion, not the guerrillas’. In other words, ‘if the guerrillas can be isolated from the population, i.e. the “little fishes” removed from “the water”, then their eventual destruction becomes automatic’. Also, an effective organisational framework, such as the committee system employed by the British in Malaya, must be set up at all levels of the government structure to co-ordinate administrative, military and political activities.15 To use another metaphor used frequently by the British, the government sought to clear the swamp rather than trying to kill the elusive mosquitoes that emerged continuously from it. It focused on ‘the political dimension of the campaign’ – the population and their support for the insurgency – rather than on ‘the strictly military problem of killing terrorists’.16


Yet, as one commentator notes, ‘a regular army must make fundamental changes to its conventional doctrine, tactics, and procedures to be successful in counterinsurgency’.17 The emphasis placed by regular armies on a capability to wage conventional warfare and their reluctance to abandon such conventional methods in order to be able to defeat an insurgency are constant and universal themes. The negative impact of fighting guerrillas using their ability to fight a conventional war reinforces their reluctance to adapt. Thus, in a sense, armies often defeat themselves by refusing to make the radical changes required to fight counterinsurgencies because they threaten their most basic institutional and hierarchical structures.18


In such circumstances, ‘dynamic conduct’ of the counterinsurgency campaign is very important, as operations need to ‘break free of set patterns, stereotyped plans and rigid responses’ to the insurgency.19 Thus, a major factor in a successful campaign is the character and competency of counterinsurgency leaders. The role of individuals such as Field Marshal Sir Gerald Templer in Malaya and General Sir George Erskine in Kenya can be overemphasised but nevertheless is significant in providing charismatic, energetic and flexible leadership.20 Just as crucial is dynamic political leadership, notably by men of the calibre of Tunku Abdul Rahman in Malaya and Ramon Magsaysay in the Philippines.21


Equally, the actions of the troops on the ground could have great repercussions in undermining the winning of hearts and minds. It is of great importance that each individual soldier is aware of the political dimension and behaves accordingly. Soldiers need to accept that military demands should always be subordinate to political considerations and show ‘cultural awareness’, respecting the population and understanding that brutality or retaliation are counterproductive, aiding the insurgents.22 General Peter Chiarelli (1st US Cavalry Division in Baghdad, 2006–07) stressed that ‘cultural awareness and an empathetic understanding of the impact of Western actions on a Middle East society were constantly at the forefront of all operational considerations’, notably understanding their effect ‘through the lens of the Iraqi culture and psyche’.23 Similarly, the 1st US Infantry Division (Major General John Batiste) in Samarra during 2004 operated on ‘the basic premise’ that ‘no one platoon could win the campaign but any platoon could lose it’ through ‘the way soldiers conduct operations and treat people’.24 The population is unlikely to support the government and its security forces and provide information about the rebels if they have been mistreated, beaten up or tortured.


This requires good training both prior to entering and during service in the theatre. Training includes inducting the troops not only in the peculiarities of an area of operations, for example jungle warfare in Malaya or the Philippines, but also in the requirements of counterinsurgency, notably in fighting an elusive enemy and treating the population well. Major General Anthony Deane-Drummond observed that:


The change in role from conventional military operations to internal security and para-military duties is neither rapid nor easy. Intense – and time-consuming – periods of training are required to prepare troops tactically and psychologically for a role which although less lethal in terms of overall casualties than conventional war is equally demanding and stressful.25


British doctrine emphasised training in ambushes, field-craft, patrolling and shooting.26 Moreover, the counterinsurgency force must have two skills, which are not needed in conventional warfare:


First, it must be able to see issues and actions from the perspective of the domestic population; second, it must understand the relative value of force and how easily excessive force, even when apparently justified, can undermine popular support.27


As one officer, who served in Oman, comments ‘low-tech war’ needs greater preparation and training than ‘high intensity war’, as it requires additional skills:


The patience and tolerance to live harmoniously in an unfamiliar culture; the fortitude to be content with less than comfortable circumstances for prolonged periods; an understanding of and sympathy for a foreign history and religion; a willingness to learn a new language; the flexibility, imagination and humility necessary to climb into the head of people who live by a very different set of assumptions; none of these are found automatically in modern developed Euro-Atlantic culture.28


Typical of those who lacked this empathy were American advisers in Vietnam, who were self-assured and driven by the need for results,29 but lacked the necessary language and cultural skills. They were ‘too inflexible, too mechanical, and not realistically adapted to the Vietnam battlefield’ so that ‘the language barrier and cultural difference … formed a wide and seemingly unbridgeable gap’.30 Similarly, in Afghanistan and Iraq, the shortage of personnel who could speak the local languages frustrated not only effective communication with the local population but also the collection and analysis of intelligence that is key to a successful counterinsurgency campaign.31 One observer of the US Army in Iraq during 2003–04 noted that ‘many personnel seemed to struggle to understand the nuances’ of the environment in Iraq and that ‘at times their cultural insensitivity, almost certainly inadvertent, arguably amounted to institutional racism’.32


The co-ordination of the various civilian and military elements of the security forces under a unified command is also vital to overcome inertia and bureaucracy, ensuring a speedy, efficient and flexible response to the threat posed by an insurgency.33 But it ‘is one of the most sensitive and difficult-to-resolve issues’ given the ‘political sensitivities’ and often ‘inherently problematic’ relationships between civilian and military agencies.34 The security forces must offer a political solution, which will win and retain the voluntary political support of a good majority of the population.35 The ‘centre of gravity’ for the traditional counterinsurgency campaign is the population,36 protecting the civilian inhabitants against the insurgents, because as Trinquier noted:


We know that the sine qua non of victory in modern warfare is the unconditional support of a population.37


As a British Army field manual noted, ‘the success or failure of an insurgency is largely dependent on the attitude of the population’ and thus ‘counterinsurgency is about gaining and securing the support of the people in the theatre of operations and at home’.38 Galula explained that:


If the insurgent manages to dissociate the population from the counterinsurgent, to control it physically, to get its active support, he will win the war, because, in the final analysis, the exercise of political power depends on the tacit or explicit agreement of the population or, at worst, on its submissiveness.39


‘Success’ in counterinsurgency is based on the ability to recognise the reality of the situation and to acknowledge what is possible given those circumstances. Given the intractability of insurgencies, which may be able to gain significant support from the population, counterinsurgency campaigns have lasted for decades rather than years. Moreover, the methods of measuring progress, which are used in conventional warfare, such as statistics of prisoners and weapons captured, are of little use in assessing the impact of the counterinsurgency campaign on the insurgency, as the Americans discovered in Vietnam. In the 1950s and 1960s the acceptance of the inevitability of decolonisation by the British political elite allowed the undermining of the insurgency in Malaya by granting independence. This was in stark contrast to the inflexible resistance to decolonisation by the British in Kenya, Cyprus and Aden and by the French in Indochina and Algeria until withdrawal became inevitable. Such opposition committed the security forces to achieving the military defeat of the insurgents and did not permit a withdrawal based on a political compromise.40 Similarly, the Portuguese opposed decolonisation in Africa.41 Great powers seek to obtain ‘victory’ against insurgencies but usually have to settle for something far less in order to achieve a lasting settlement. It is essential to have a realistic ‘endstate’ or objective, which can be achieved by the government. In successfully combating an insurgency this often requires the negotiation of a political settlement based on some concessions to the insurgents or the population which provides them with support.42


In 1936 Gwynn recorded that the suppression of insurgencies ‘unless nipped in the bud, is a slow business, generally necessitating the employment of numbers out of all proportion to the actual fighting value of the rebels’.43 Politicians in particular must be aware that although so-called ‘low-intensity conflicts’ involve fighting with companies, platoons and sections rather than battalions, brigades or divisions, counterinsurgency campaigns are often protracted and tie down large numbers of troops. These represent a significant commitment in peacetime. For example, 45,000 Commonwealth troops were deployed in Malaya during the Emergency that lasted some twelve years. These large numbers were necessary in order to keep the violence from escalating beyond levels that were politically acceptable. However, this means the cost of such campaigns is high.44 As Sir Robert Thompson, a member of the Malayan Civil Service who had served as Staff Officer (Civil) to the Director of Operations, Lieutenant General Sir Harold Briggs, and played a key role in the implementation of the Briggs Plan during the Emergency,45 admonished:


It is a persistently methodical approach and steady pressure which will gradually wear the insurgent down. The government must not allow itself to be diverted either by countermoves on the part of the insurgent or by the critics on its own side who will be seeking a simpler and quicker solution. There are no short-cuts and no gimmicks.46


In the long term, central to the strategic planning of a counterinsurgency is winning the hearts and minds of the civilian population by building up ideological support for the government and improving their lives. Attempts to win hearts and minds are supported by ‘civic action’, providing education, medical care and amenities to improve the standard of living of the population. In some cases special military units are raised to provide ‘civic action’. The concept of ‘winning hearts and minds’ is often misunderstood and maligned, conjuring up images of soldiers building playgrounds and handing out sweets to smiling children. In fact, it consists of analysing what has caused the population to rebel and devising a campaign to redress the deep-seated causes of discontent and unrest, such as unemployment and political dissatisfaction. Long-term political reform is often necessary in order to prevent a resurgence of the insurgency. Above all, this can only be achieved by providing security for the population, protecting and separating them from intimidation by the insurgents.47


Consequently, since the insurgents hide among the population, ‘like fish in water’, in the words of Mao Tse-tung (Mao Zedong), and their support was ‘indispensable’ to the guerrillas, one crucial tactic was to cut the rebels off from their support from within the local community.48 The British manual, The Conduct of Anti-Terrorist Operations in Malaya, concluded that ‘the most important factor’ in destroying the insurgent ‘is to complete his isolation from the rest of the community’, allowing him ‘no money, no food or clothing; no help of any sort’.49 As Galula explained, success for the security forces is not made possible by the destruction of ‘the insurgent’s forces and his political organisation’ but by ‘the permanent isolation of the insurgent from the population’ from which all else follows.50 By concentrating their efforts on the population, the security forces make the most of their assets, notably control of administrative, economic and media resources. This avoids the need to catch the elusive insurgent, who becomes isolated from and loses the support of the populace.51 This phenomenon is reinforced by the fact that the population tends to move away from the insecurity of contested areas in the countryside towards the relative safety of government-controlled urban areas, as shown in Vietnam and during the Soviet occupation of Afghanistan.52


There must be a realisation that there is a link between an appropriate use of force and a successful counterinsurgency campaign. For example, British theorists advocated the use of ‘minimum force’ when dealing with insurgencies. They realised that the Empire relied on the support of the population and imperial policing could not rely on force alone.53 The concept of using restraint or ‘minimum force’ is of great importance in conducting a successful counterinsurgency. One historian of the US Army’s experience of counterinsurgency commented that:


Atrocities have taken place in virtually all wars, but the frustrations of guerrilla warfare, in which the enemy’s acts of terror and brutality often add to the anger generated by the difficulty of campaigning, create an environment particularly conducive to the commission of war crimes.54


As Major General Sir Charles Gwynn noted, ‘ruthlessness in military methods’ often leads to controversy.55 The prospect of alienation is increased if the troops are unsympathetic or have been riled by insurgent attacks, leading to accusations of brutality against the population and of damage to and looting of property. Such behaviour often occurs in areas associated with the insurgents when the troops have become frustrated by the lack of clear-cut progress or enraged by the deaths of colleagues.56 Having served in Palestine during the Arab Revolt and as the last Governor of Cyprus, Sir Hugh Foot summed up that:


... action against a subversive or terrorist movement ... must be selective and not indiscriminate. That sounds obvious, but in Palestine and then in Cyprus there was often a tendency to attempt to make up for a lack of Intelligence by using the sledgehammer – mass arrests, mass detentions, big cordons and searches and collective punishments. Such operations can do more harm than good and usually play into the hands of the terrorists by alienating general opinion from the forces of authority. It is not by making the life of ordinary people intolerable that a nationalist movement is destroyed – it is by a selective drive against the terrorist leadership undertaken by small numbers of skilled forces acting intelligently on good information.57


Kitson stressed ‘the importance of handling the population correctly in wars of counterinsurgency’.58 Gwynn commented that officers ‘must rely on their own judgment to reconcile military action with the political conditions’, deciding ‘what is the minimum force they must employ rather than how they can develop the maximum power at their disposal’. He then noted that:


Mistakes of judgment may have far-reaching results. Military failure can be retrieved, but where a population is antagonised or the authority of government seriously upset, a long period may elapse before confidence is restored and normal stable conditions are re-established.59


Following Operation Banner in Northern Ireland, the British Army emphasised that the ‘desired end-state’ was one ‘which allowed a political process to be established without unacceptable levels of intimidation’. This could only be achieved by the ‘recognition of the need for a sensitive approach to the use of military force, and avoiding overreaction’.60 The US Marines Small Wars Manual elaborated:


The aim is not to develop a belligerent spirit in our men but rather one of caution and steadiness. Instead of employing force, one strives to accomplish the purpose by diplomacy. A Force Commander who gains his objective in a small war without firing a shot has attained far greater success than one who resorted to the use of arms.61


This principle has been reinforced in the post-colonial era on the grounds that excessive use of force, such as torture, massacres of the local populace, or ‘shoot-to-kill’ policies, merely provides more recruits for the insurgency by generating ‘the three “Rs”: resentment, resistance and revenge’.62 Recently, the concept of ‘minimum force’ has been interpreted as requiring that the actions of the security forces ‘be projected in a transparent, honest and positive manner for maximum psychological gains’ and ‘aim at respecting and protecting human rights, reducing the threat to the people and inspire a sense of security’.63 For example, the modern Indian Army seeks ‘conflict management rather than conflict resolution’, aiming to achieve ‘low profile and people-friendly operations rather than high intensity operations related only to body and weapon counts’.64 But, as Gwynn notes:


Excessive severity may antagonise the neutral or loyal element, add to the number of rebels, and leave a lasting feeling of resentment and bitterness. On the other hand, the power and resolution of the government forces must be displayed. Anything which can be interpreted as weakness encourages those who are sitting on the fence to keep on good terms with the rebels.65


A balance is needed in keeping the support of the local populace while destroying the insurgents but this equilibrium is difficult to detect or sustain. The implication is that while coercion plays a role in counterinsurgency it must underpin rather than undermine the strategic objectives, a technique of combining the ‘stick’ (punitive measures) with the ‘carrot’ (winning hearts and minds).66


Thus, as early as 1940 the US Marine Corps manual recommended ‘a serious study of the people, their racial, political, religious and mental development’ in order to deduce ‘the reasons for the existing emergency’ and ‘to apply the correct psychological doctrine’ in response.67 Recently there has been much more emphasis on studying ‘the human terrain’, notably the cultures, languages, ideologies, religions, economics, politics, group interests and social structures, of the area which is being operated in. This is to understand and neutralise the insurgents and gain and maintain popular support, which is ‘an essential objective for successful counterinsurgency’.68 Believing that ‘a policy of reprisals is always dangerous’, Gwynn stated that:


Punishments of a nature humiliating to a community, or which outrage religious susceptibilities, are contrary to the principle that no lasting feeling of bitterness should be caused.69


The US Marine doctrine also recommended ‘minimum interference’ with the sovereignty of the ‘host nation’, avoiding ‘unnecessary’ humiliation of the local population, learning ‘a working knowledge’ of the local language. Indeed, ‘all ranks’ should be indoctrinated to display ‘the proper attitude toward the civilian population’ in order to avoid antagonising them.70 The policy of ‘minimum interference’ has proved difficult with rulers such as Diem in South Vietnam or Karzai in Afghanistan who presided over deeply corrupt regimes that were dominated by a small, unrepresentative elite, prone to cronyism and hostile towards reform.


What is often forgotten, however, is that winning hearts and minds is often part of a carrot-and-stick strategy in which one element is also explicitly coercive. Thus, very often the key to winning over the population, so important to a successful counterinsurgency campaign, is not economic or political reforms or ‘civic action’ but establishing control over the population. Indeed, extensive repression, such as employed by the British in Kenya and Malaya and by the French in Algeria, can be a very effective counterinsurgency strategy.71 In the past the principle of ‘minimum force’ has not necessarily precluded harsh treatment of the insurgents, particularly if they are a religious or ethnic minority lacking widespread support. It is possible to retain the wider support of the population for the security forces if the use of force is well targeted as a result of good intelligence. But it has excluded brutality towards or mistreatment, such as looting and rape, of civilians in general. When badly targeted as a result of poor intelligence or a growing frustration at being unable to locate the insurgents the use of force is likely to lose the security forces support from the wider population. Sir Robert Thompson believed that ‘the government must function in accordance with the law’ not only to maintain the principle of law and order but also to avoid the very real risk of alienating the support of the population.72 Thus, in some cases, the security forces seek to control the population and separate it from the insurgents while using the winning of hearts and minds as a fig leaf to hide its true intention.


The French in Algeria advocated a ‘tight organisation’ to control the local community in order ‘to cut off, or at least reduce significantly, the contacts between the population and the guerrillas’. They conducted a census of the entire population to find out where they lived, restricting and controlling movement and the distribution of food supplies, and using checkpoints, curfews, informants and identity cards to maintain surveillance of their movement and activities.73 Galula emphasised that:


Control of the population begins obviously with a thorough census. Every inhabitant must be registered and given a foolproof identity card.74


The British employed similar restrictions in the Strategic Hamlets of Malaya, requiring the population to carry an identity card with a photograph and thumbprint.75 Such systems are easier to implement under colonial or totalitarian regimes and the clear implications for the civil liberties of inhabitants may preclude their use in a democracy.76


In the independent Malaya and Kenya the new regimes retained authoritarian powers, such as detention without trial, which had been introduced during the Emergency and employed the security apparatus left by the British to keep political rivals under surveillance.77 As a legacy of its colonial past, the head of state of Kenya still ‘controls a formidable security and intelligence service’.78 Implicit in the control of the population is the concept of divide and rule. This was often employed to re-establish control, notably in Tsarist Russia and the Soviet Union, when economic, ethnic, political, religious or tribal divisions could be exploited either to split the insurgents or separate them from the population.79 Security forces, notably the British in Malaya, Kenya and Cyprus and the French in Algeria, often created ‘prohibited areas’ or ‘forbidden zones’ that were closed to the population and anyone found there was assumed to be an insurgent and shot on sight.80


One widely pursued policy was the forced resettlement of the population, whose ‘fundamental aim’ is ‘to isolate the insurgent both physically and politically from the population’.81 This was part of the effort to break the hold of the insurgents over the local inhabitants and to prevent them from supporting the insurgency.82 In Kenya large numbers of suspected Mau Mau were detained by the British, removing the guerrillas from contact with the population, while more than a million people were controlled in villages by the local home guard and under constant state surveillance.83 Relocating the population away from the guerrillas meant that they could be better protected from attack and intimidation while being coerced, restrained and watched over by the security forces. This technique also destroyed the underground infrastructure, which supported the insurgents. It is important that the resettlement should be accompanied by ‘civic action’ providing welfare and amenities to ensure that the resettled population is persuaded by ‘the carrot’ of a better standard of living to accept ‘the stick’ of being forced to relocate. However, as Galula warned, resettlement is ‘a radical measure’ which is both ‘complicated’ as large numbers of people need to be moved, housed and given modern facilities and ‘dangerous’ because ‘nobody likes to be uprooted and the operation is bound to antagonise the population seriously’.84 For example, the resettlement of the Boers in ‘concentration camps’ by the British in South Africa (1901–02) was an example of the disastrous consequences of poor conditions and a failure to accompany ‘population concentration’ with any attempt to win hearts and minds.85 Other unsuccessful resettlement projects were those employed by the Japanese in China in the 1940s, the French in Algeria in the 1950s, and the South Vietnamese in the 1960s.86


The Key Importance of Intelligence


Intelligence is the key to success in defeating an insurgency. As early as the 1890s, Charles Callwell believed that ‘in no class of warfare is a well organised and well served intelligence department more essential than in that against guerrillas’.87 General Lord Bourne noted that good intelligence is ‘the key to success in dealing with bandits or with a full-scale rebellion’,88 while Julian Paget believed that it ‘is undoubtedly one of the greatest battle-winning factors in counterinsurgency warfare’.89 As experts such as Trinquier, Thompson and Kitson have concluded, the main difficulty in suppressing the insurgents, whose nature is largely anonymous and clandestine, is locating them.90 The War Office noted in 1949 that:


Good military intelligence is essential. Nothing is so wasteful of troops or of any kind of security forces as using them on internal security tasks without sufficient information for them to know what they are trying to do and where they are likely to find their opponents.91


Operations in Iraq after 2003 taught that:


Without good intelligence, a counterinsurgent is like a blind boxer wasting energy flailing at an unseen opponent.92


Good intelligence is the difference between victory and defeat and, ideally, one single director or organisation should be responsible for obtaining and disseminating information. Intelligence provides an ability to understand the insurgent organisation, intentions and capabilities. It additionally enables the security forces to launch counterinsurgency operations that are targeted against clearly identified targets, such as insurgent bases, cells and supporters. Poor intelligence results in ill-considered and poorly targeted reactions to insurgent attacks, such as overly aggressive and intrusive patrols and stop-and-search operations, which alienate the population. Good intelligence also supports the political objectives of the counterinsurgency campaign by, for example, identifying divisions within the insurgent leadership and its support among the population. Furthermore, it allows assessment of likely acquiescence by the local inhabitants towards government policies and operations.93 But, as Galula noted:


Intelligence is the principal source of information on guerrillas, and intelligence has to come from the population, but the population will not talk unless its feels safe, and it does not feel safe until the insurgents’ power has been broken.94


The police are an important factor in any counterinsurgency campaign as ‘the primary front line COIN force’.95 As ‘a static organization reaching into every corner of the country’, it possesses ‘long experience of close contact with the population’.96 According to Gwynn, ‘in all internal trouble the basis of the intelligence system must depend on police information’,97 because of ‘their minute knowledge of the area to which they belong’.98 The police are one of the primary intelligence gathering agencies, employing their local expertise and contacts in a particular area to identify and detain the political and supply networks supporting the insurgency, but also to provide security for the population. In contrast to paramilitary or militarised police, who tend to alienate the population, community policing provides the intelligence necessary for effective operations and the means for ‘population control’ and to win hearts and minds. These are vital if the security forces are to undermine and defeat the insurgents. It also helps to build the bridges with the local inhabitants that foster an environment conducive to collecting intelligence and providing a long-term settlement.99 Protected by the army, the police control the population, identify and destroy the insurgent infrastructure, search, interrogate and detain suspected rebels, and gather information.100 However, under the pressure of constant attack by insurgents there is always the danger of paramilitarism, in which the police become heavily armed for self-protection and ‘bunkered down’ in fortified police stations, alienating the local population that ideally they are meant to serve.


The intelligence provided by the police as the unit of the security forces serving among the community is the key factor in the maintenance of internal order and control. As such, the police are one of the main targets for insurgent terrorism in order to break down public security and destroy the organisation’s effectiveness. This deprives the security forces of intelligence and thus their ability to function and defeat the insurgents while also demonstrating the incompetence of the incumbent government. The campaigns in Ireland, Palestine, Cyprus, Aden and Northern Ireland show the effectiveness of systematic tactical assassination and targeted terrorism as a political weapon when employed by insurgents to break the resolve of the police.101 The British experience highlights the difficulties for the security forces when a substantial proportion of the population is at best neutral and at worst actively hostile towards the government’s rule.102 In such cases, ‘the normal civil control does not exist, or has broken down to such an extent that the Army becomes the main agent for the maintenance of or for the restoration of order’.103 The question for the security forces is how to implement civilian control and to protect the police so they can work effectively within the community.


However, politicians and soldiers also need to be aware that repression of insurgents can also degenerate into ‘state terror’, in which intelligence can be exploited by unscrupulous officials not just to contain opposition by the rebels but to eliminate other groups that have been identified as opponents of the state. An insurgency provides a political environment where arbitrary and even extreme brutality can be condoned in the name of security.104 For example, the British saw their counterinsurgency campaigns very much in the light of the Cold War. In Malaya the detentions under Emergency regulations were employed to curb left-wing opinions and Malay nationalism generally,105 while in Cyprus, having declared a State of Emergency in November 1955, they promptly banned AKEL (the Communist Party) and detained 128 of its leading members, even though it opposed the insurgency.106


Similarly, methods employed against urban terrorists in Algiers and Constantine during the Algerian War could be transferred for use against Algerian protestors in Paris during 1961.107 Operations in Northern Ireland drove a demand for population surveillance in which a census of the population would include the taking of photographs and fingerprints to allow the issue of identity cards and the setting up of computer databases.108 It has also been noted, as regards Afghanistan and Iraq, that:


Intelligence in a counterinsurgency needs a national computerised database that can be readily shared by the police and coalition military.109


The government and its security forces also needs to win the propaganda war, as counterinsurgency ‘is a battle of ideas’.110 The US Marine manual noted the importance of maintaining ‘cordial relations with the local, American, and foreign press’.111 As Jamie Shea, NATO’s chief spokesperson in Kosovo, warned, ‘a media strategy won’t win you the war, but if it is bad it will lose you the war’.112 Above all, the information services need to be co-ordinated and working in close co-operation with its intelligence organisation. The security forces must gain the initiative by developing their own themes and conveying a unified ‘message’. This seeks to boost the government’s image and rally the population to it while sowing dissension amongst the insurgents and their supporters and wherever possible inducing them to surrender or support the government.113 As Tony Jeapes commented:


Persuading a man to join is far cheaper than killing him. Words are far, far less expensive than bullets, let alone shells and bombs. Then, too, by killing him you merely deprive the enemy of one soldier. If he is persuaded to join the Government forces the enemy again become less one but the Government forces become one more, a gain of plus two. So the use of information services is not only a humane weapon of modern warfare but a singularly cost-effective one.114


The use of amnesties, pardons and rewards to get insurgents to surrender was a major feature of many counterinsurgency campaigns, notably in Malaya, the Philippines, and Northern Ireland. It is therefore interesting that the more modern terminology, ‘amnesty, reconciliation and reintegration’ (AR2), is not mentioned in either the American (FM 3-24) or British doctrines (British Army Field Manual, Volume 1, Part 10) that were developed as a response to operations in Iraq and Afghanistan.115


The central importance of the media in the vital propaganda and psychological battle to win the support of the population and the exploitation of imagery by insurgents as the primary instrument of their campaign has increased with the development of global communications since the end of the Cold War. ‘The propaganda of the deed’, in which highly visible and sensational terrorist attacks by organisations such as the Irish Republican Army (IRA) and Palestine Liberation Organization (PLO) were employed to catch the attention of the world and its media, took on a new significance as a result of the growing power of communications and the dispersal of populations across the globe. The news value of an act of violence now outweighs its tactical value and an insurgent campaign now measures its success in terms of recognition, notoriety and activism rather than the amount of territory it holds or the number of governments it has overthrown.116


The revolution in digital communications and the torrent of news and imagery that followed has given insurgency a global dimension that campaigns in isolated colonies during the 1950s and 1960s simply did not have.117 However, a significant number of campaigns, notably Ireland, Palestine, Algeria and Vietnam, had an international dimension that foreshadowed that of the early twenty-first century. This undermines the credibility of the claim that colonial campaigns could somehow be fought in ‘splendid isolation’. Moreover, the population affected by a modern insurgency is no longer just the local population in one well-defined area but multiple, global populations spread across the world. Modern technology and social media erode the cohesion and increase the complexity of the counterinsurgency campaign, making it difficult to define its centre of gravity. Suppressing an insurgency is no longer a local, internal matter but one carried out by multiple, multinational agencies and forces against a global jihad under the glare of international media scrutiny.118 Intervention to ‘stabilise’ Afghanistan and Iraq has done little to develop a strategy as a solution to this challenging situation; rather it has exacerbated the problem.


Securing Territory


One important characteristic of counterinsurgency throughout the twentieth century is the principle of securing ‘the more highly developed areas of the country’ containing ‘the greatest number of the population’ which ‘are more vital to the government’. This allows the government to limit the expansion of the insurgency and secure the support of the population, creating a secure base from which the security forces can ‘work methodically outwards’ into insurgent-controlled areas.119 Linked to this concept is deployment of units to specific areas for an extended duration so that they could get to know the terrain and the local population.120 Apart from using a ‘grid’ system to partition the countryside and thus restrict the movement of the guerrillas, the most important task for such units was that ‘of constantly maintaining pressure’ on the insurgents ‘to deprive them of any chance of resting or of reorganizing and preparing new operations’.121 But there was also ‘the temptation to dissipate military forces far and wide in order to provide protection for all vulnerable points’, dispersing the security forces in ‘scattered detachments’.122


The types of operation employed against the insurgents are also crucial. Large-scale sweep operations by troops when directed by good intelligence disrupt potential guerrilla operations and allow the security forces to maintain a tempo of active operations that break up and harry any large insurgent bands. However, without intelligence such ‘drives’ tend to be ineffective and counterproductive. As well as requiring large numbers of men to carry them out, cordon-and-search operations to gather intelligence and to locate arms, documents, supplies, the insurgents and their supporters, too often expose civilians to a greater risk of violence. The benefits, which are gained from cordon-and-search operations, are often limited by the poor search techniques of the troops and the alienation of the community by their brutality and misconduct when conducting those searches. They are thus likely to alienate and antagonise the local population, especially if it is already sympathetic to the insurgency. Given the mobility of the insurgents who employ unconventional tactics, such as ambushes or hit-and-run raids, the security forces need to abandon large-scale sweep operations, which usually fail, unless directed by good intelligence. Moreover, aggressive and arbitrary ‘cordon-and-search’ operations do not achieve the security forces’ main objectives of killing insurgents or more crucially destroying their infrastructure.123


Thus, a clear-and-hold strategy is key to a successful counterinsurgency campaign. Clearance of the guerrillas from an area by large-scale operations must be immediately followed up by holding operations to prevent the insurgents from re-infiltrating.124 Local forces, such as militias, auxiliary police, special constabularies and home guards, recruited from indigenous peoples are an important element in the clear-and-hold operations of a counterinsurgency campaign. As Kitson concluded, the key factor ‘is the ability of the police and locally raised forces to hold the pacified area for the government when the soldiers move elsewhere’, preventing it from slipping back under insurgent control.125 Indigenous forces provide not only extra manpower, releasing troops from static defence duties, which secure the population for the government, but also more crucially the ability to gather intelligence from the local inhabitants, knowledge of the indigenous culture, such as complex tribal relationships, and language skills. They also provide the ability to ‘turn’ captured or surrendered insurgents, who could provide intelligence about the operations, leadership and organisation of the insurgency and help to undermine their morale and induce further surrenders. Such troops, however, raise questions of loyalty, on the one hand often colluding with or ‘turning a blind eye’ to the activities of the insurgents, and on the other alienating the population by being diehard ‘loyalists’, committing vigilante atrocities against suspected guerrillas or their supporters.126 Another danger is that ‘such units tend to become private armies, owing allegiance less to the government than to some territorial local figure’.127 There is also the risk of counter-infiltration of indigenous units by rebels who, as in Afghanistan recently, mount ‘green on blue’ attacks on the occupying troops. A recent development has been an emphasis on ‘clear-hold-build’ in which the next stage after first clearing and then holding and securing an area is to engage with the population, gaining its confidence and support by ‘civic action’, such as the provision of facilities and the repair of roads.128


The break up of rebels’ units in an area by large-scale operations should be exploited by small units, which can pursue and harry any survivors. The US Marines training manual stated that the platoon of ‘efficient, mobile, light infantry, composed of individuals of high morale and personal courage’ is ‘the basic unit best suited’ to combat the tactics of guerrilla warfare that was ‘conducted by small hostile groups in wooded, mountainous terrain’.129 Small ‘hunter-killer’ units of specialist troops can match the mobility of the elusive insurgents, often employing indigenous troops such as trackers and ‘turned’ guerrillas and operating from bases in the areas affected by the insurgency. They provide maximum flexibility and the ability to surprise the rebels in their own domain while maintaining the initiative in order to locate and hunt down the guerrillas in rugged terrain or in inaccessible or remote areas. ‘Small Team operations’ acting on good intelligence increase the chances of contact with and success against guerrillas, especially if the security forces are overstretched across a large area. ‘Pseudo-gangs’ can also infiltrate the insurgents, collecting invaluable intelligence and destroying guerrilla bands. A garrison should hold the area for a lengthy period to ensure that the insurgent infrastructure does not return before being handed over to the Civil Power.130


One obvious measure for a counterinsurgency campaign is to attempt to cut off the insurgents from external support. This external support can come in various forms. The powerful Irish–American lobby in the United States provided moral support for the republicans in Northern Ireland during the ‘Troubles’. Greece gave political support for Cypriot self-determination by raising the issue in the United Nations General Assembly. Egypt furnished material support (mainly military, financial and logistical) for the National Liberation Front (NLF) in Aden and South Arabia during the 1960s. Zambia gave sanctuary support (cross-border bases, hiding places and training facilities) to insurgents fighting in Mozambique and Rhodesia. Although not ensuring success, external support is often crucial for the success of insurgents and preventing such support frequently becomes a major objective for the security forces, which frequently attempt to close borders and to shut off support from outside. In some cases they may launch raids or use surrogate forces across the border to destroy such bases. When an insurgency has political support and a ready supply of weaponry from external sources as the British faced in South Arabia, the Americans in Vietnam, and the Soviets in Afghanistan, then it is very difficult to suppress it.131


Conclusion


This book looks at counterinsurgency during the twentieth century by examining a number of the campaigns and the experiences of six nations (Germany, Portugal, Russia, France, the United States of America and the United Kingdom) whose failures and successes highlight the complex theory and practice that has grown up as a response to various types of insurgency. As will be seen, practice and reality was often very different from theory and indeed the ‘classic principles’ of counterinsurgency were either unknown to or ignored by the practitioners who faced insurgencies on the ground. The book will then end by examining the recent conflicts in Afghanistan and Iraq and their impact upon the more recent development of counterinsurgency. Counterinsurgency is no longer a local, internal matter but one carried out by multiple, multinational agencies and forces against a global jihad, and conducted under the glare of international media scrutiny owing to the revolution in digital communications. Interventions to ‘stabilise’ Afghanistan and Iraq have not provided a long-term solution to this challenging situation. As a result, as after Algeria and Vietnam, the Americans, and their allies, are now showing a distinct disinclination to become involved in such costly and divisive ‘small wars’. These are perceived as being not only very difficult to wage successfully but also often counterproductive both domestically and internationally in their consequences. The main principles of counterinsurgency remain the same, but new challenges such as new information technology and Islamic fundamentalism now have to be faced. Using modern technology and social media, organisations such as al-Qaeda and Islamic State have reacted to circumstances more quickly and effectively, and have exploited security voids in fragile states such as Iraq, Mali, Somalia, Syria and Yemen.132 The activities of al-Shabab militants in Kenya, Boko Haram in Nigeria, Naxalite-Maoists in India, Uighurs in China, and the Taliban in Afghanistan all indicate that the problem will not go away and cannot be ignored.
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TERRORISM AND BRUTALITY


THE GERMAN COUNTERINSURGENCY EXPERIENCE, 1900–45


Introduction


The German Army has the reputation of being probably the most professional, disciplined and efficient organisation to take the field of battle during the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. It has often been admired for its military competence, effectiveness, and obduracy, which underpinned many astonishing victories against numerically superior but less skilful adversaries during the two world wars. This assessment tends to neglect the German approach to counterinsurgency – the other side of the coin to the conventional warfare that dominated the country’s military culture and thinking during the twentieth century. Germany’s response to the problem of defeating insurgents during various campaigns reveal a specific ‘German way of war’. German military culture responded to civilian or colonial resistance with much greater brutality than any other European power, displaying a phobia towards guerrilla warfare and an obsession with annihilating, rather than merely defeating, insurgencies. Germans instituted the use of terror on the grounds of ‘military necessity’. This institutional antipathy to guerrilla warfare originated with the Prussian officer corps, a conservative elite, who viewed with repugnance the ‘un-Prussian’ concept of citizens in arms, recognising that it posed a revolutionary challenge to the established order. This aversion manifested itself as early as 1806 following the Prussian defeats at Jena and Auerstädt and during Prussia’s nationalist War of Liberation against Napoleon of 1813–14 when the mass levy of the Landsturm (People’s Army) was supervised closely by the Prussian officer corps and disbanded as soon as national liberation had been achieved.1


While the abhorrence towards irregular warfare, which formed the long-standing institutional mindset of the Prussian Army (and later the German Army), was not unique, it was certainly more pronounced within the German officer corps when combined with the right-wing ideology of the totalitarian regimes ruling Germany. This fear of an unseen enemy who avoided battle, was indistinguishable from the civilian population and employed indirect and unconventional tactics against the occupying forces, brought out the worst in the German Army as an institution that historically regarded terror rather than the use of ‘minimal force’ and the winning of hearts and minds as the most effective way of pacifying a defeated population. This modus operandi would coincide with Nazi ideological doctrine during the Second World War, sanctioning a security policy based on terror and genocide. Irregular warfare, which was perceived to be unclean, indecent and illegal, challenged German mastery of conventional warfare in which superior tactics and technology employed by well-co-ordinated, conventional armies overwhelmed inferior, inefficient and poorly co-ordinated opponents in battles that were viewed as clean, decent and fought according to well-defined rules. Of course, Germany’s opponents, as those of the United States later, soon learned to ignore the rules and to fight in an unconventional manner as the only means of overturning German conventional superiority. The German officer corps regarded guerrilla warfare ‘as the appalling antithesis of its own doctrine’.2


France 1870–71


When the Prussians defeated the armies of Emperor Napoleon III in the summer of 1870, and occupied most of France, the French Republican government refused to admit defeat. Instead it opted for guerrilla warfare, urging its citizens to form irregular forces to ‘cut off convoys, harass the enemy and hang from trees all the enemies they can take’.3 German troops were ambushed and sniped at by the guerrillas, known as francs-tireurs, and telegraph wires cut. The destruction of the railway bridge at Fontenay was one of the most dramatic achievements of the guerrillas, who employed small units instead of conventional forces to harass the invading forces besieging Paris. This unexpected French tactic came as a nasty surprise to the meticulous planners of the Prussian General Staff. The German armies in France, consisting of some 500,000 men, were operating in a hostile country populated by 36 million people, and were at the end of lengthy lines of communication, supplied by railways that were particularly vulnerable. Around 120,000 men, nearly a quarter of the German force, were pinned down guarding lines of communication, and the Germans suffered some 1,000 casualties to the guerrillas, whose significance tended to be exaggerated.4


Rather naively, the Germans hoped that the French population would support them against the ‘illegitimate’ insurgents, issuing proclamations that ordered the surrender of all arms and proscribed demonstrations. Seeing the francs-tireurs as criminals rather than soldiers, the Prussians reacted harshly. Crown Prince Frederick reported that ‘single shots are fired, generally in a cunning, cowardly fashion, on patrols, so that nothing is left for us to do but to adopt retaliatory measures by burning down the house from which the shots came or else by the help of the lash and forced contributions’. Bismarck noted that the francs-tireurs were ‘not soldiers’ and were being treated as ‘murderers’.5 Collective punishments such as fines were the response to guerrilla attacks and many towns and villages suspected of hiding guerrillas were burnt. Francs-tireurs themselves (and inevitably some innocent peasants) were summarily executed, prisoners mistreated and hostages taken. In October 1870 in retaliation for an attack by francs-tireurs, the town of Ablis was razed and its male inhabitants killed, while in January 1871 the Prussian 57th Regiment burned the village of Fontenoy-sur-Moselle and bayoneted the villagers in reprisal for an attack on an outpost by francs-tireurs.6 Apart from such horrific and exceptional brutality, the Prussians more typically employed fines and imprisonment rather than fire and sword in tackling the guerrillas. Moreover, despite the revolutionary traditions of the National Guards and the precedent of resistance to the First Republic by monarchists in the Vendée, the guerrillas never represented a serious threat, being poorly equipped and led and lacking mass support – only 57,000 men joined them – and had waned by early 1871.7


Nevertheless, although the impact of the francs-tireurs upon their communications, supplies, and manpower was not decisive, the psychological shock for the Prussians was immense, notably on the sense of security among their troops serving in France. Attitudes, which formed the core of the army’s institutional mindset, were reinforced and, following the foundation of the German Empire in 1871, the officer corps remained opposed to the concept of a nation in arms, which they maintained was ‘illegal’ under international law. In future wars the German Army would again deal harshly and brutally with any civilian interference with their plans, resorting to terror to subdue an occupied country that continued to resist a ‘lawful’ invader. The German use of reprisals was condemned by the military commentators of other nations, who believed that they were carrying out a new ‘horrible’ form of warfare. Edward Hamley, Commandant of the British Staff College between 1870 and 1877, observing the Prussian experience of 1870–71, noted prophetically that the ‘grand mistake of the Germans is that, while ascribing great influence to fear, they ignore the counter influence of desperation’.8


The Boxer Rebellion


The employment of fear and terror was exemplified by the methods employed by German soldiers who volunteered to fight in the Boxer Rebellion (a traditional peasant uprising that was fuelled by resentment of foreigners and Christians) in China (1900–01), and campaigns against the Herero and Nama in German South-West Africa (now Namibia, 1904–08), and in German East Africa (now Tanzania, 1905–07). Indeed, General Lothar von Trotha, who was chosen personally by Kaiser Wilhelm II to lead German troops in South-West Africa, and the German soldiers deployed there had already been ‘thoroughly brutalised’ by their previous service in German East Africa and China.9 The Kaiser’s infamous Hunnenrede (Hun Speech), made in July 1900 to the 10,000 German soldiers who were about to sail from Bremerhaven to suppress the Boxer Rebellion and avenge the death of the German minister Klemens von Ketteler set the tone for the rest of the twentieth century. The Kaiser demanded that no mercy should be shown and no prisoners taken.10


On arrival in China in September 1900, after peace negotiations had already started and a month after Peking had been taken, German forces participated in no fewer than fifty punitive expeditions to ‘mop up’ the Boxers. While British and French troops were also involved in the destruction and massacre of villages, the German troops were known for their brutality even in friendly settlements. In these ‘cleansing’ or pacification operations, Peking and other cities were ransacked and plundered, women raped and suspected Boxers executed. As it was difficult to identify the Boxers among the civilian population, the German troops acted on mere suspicion. Suspected Boxers and local officials accused of aiding the insurgents were executed. ‘Boxer villages’ were burnt down and all inhabitants killed. Huge numbers of civilians were made homeless. Others were merely robbed or forced to pay fines. The brutality of ‘punitive actions’ led by Field Marshal Alfred Graf von Waldersee, commander-in-chief of the eight nations international force, increased as the Boxers continued to launch guerrilla attacks on the foreign troops. The respected German weekly newspaper Die Zeit detailed the mass murder of the Chinese civilian population by soldiers, some of whom wrote letters home graphically recording their atrocities. Large numbers of these letters were published in German newspapers, where they became known as Hunnenbriefe (Hun Letters).11 One of these letters noted that ‘everything that came across our way, be it man, woman or child, everything was slaughtered’.12


Encouraged by the Kaiser, the commander of the German troops in China, Trotha, behaved harshly. This left behind a legacy of hatred for Germany and provided a precedent for German colonial campaigns that was adversely commented upon by other nations. This brutalisation of warfare during the Boxer expedition foreshadowed the atrocities committed by German forces later in the twentieth century. The German Army displayed a ferocity in its campaigns against indigenous uprisings in Africa and Asia that surpassed that of its imperialist peers. It is clear that terror, which was also an integral part of American, British, French and Portuguese colonial military thought, was employed much more ruthlessly by the Germans. They crossed the boundaries of what was deemed to be correct behaviour in China, and again when dealing with the major counterinsurgencies that developed within their African colonies prior to 1914.13


German East Africa


In East Africa the Hehe, a highly organised military power in the south, offered the longest resistance to the Germans between 1891 and 1898, routing a column under Emil von Zelewski in August 1891. This was the commencement of a long German campaign to destroy the Hehe and its leader, Mkwawa. In October 1894 forces under the command of Colonel von Schele attacked, overran, and sacked Kulenga, Mkwawa’s main fortress, capturing 1,500 women and children, 30,000lb of gunpowder, hundreds of rifles and guns, and livestock. But Mkwawa escaped and for four years between 1894 and 1898, German forces pursued him and his followers who, supplied and supported by the local population, proved very elusive. The Hehe were finally beaten by the Schutztruppe (Defence Force or ‘protection troops’) under Tom von Prince and Lothar von Trotha. Harried by the Germans and without food or supporters, Mkwawa eventually committed suicide in July 1898 and his skull was displayed as a trophy before being sent to Germany.14


Between 1891, when Zelewski was killed, and 1898, when Mkwawa died, German counterinsurgency strategies and tactics were transformed to provide success in African conditions. Unable to match the guerrilla tactics and staying power of their indigenous foe, the Germans resorted to a ‘scorched earth’ strategy to destroy the population’s means of subsistence by burning villages and seizing cattle and supplies. The Schutztruppen operated by sector, moving systematically and relentlessly from valley to valley in turn, destroying all food and water sources, killing the elders and men, and taking prisoner the young women and children, who would be forced to work. This policy resulted in the depopulation of the land, which was then unable to support the enemy forces. The local population was expected to give unconditional allegiance to and support for the German forces. Failure to do so resulted in death. Zelewski, commander of the Schutztruppen, prior to his death and Tom von Prince, commander of the Iringa District, were particularly brutal. The insurrection was eventually suppressed by systematic starvation, which was directed at the civilian population rather than against the rebels.15


This methodical use of scorched earth and famine was also applied in German East Africa against the Maji-Maji insurrection during 1905–07, which was one of the greatest anti-colonial uprisings in Africa prior to the First World War, with similar results for the indigenous population. The enemy was worn down by starvation. The main cause of the revolt was the coercive recruitment of labour to work on the plantations, which grew cash crops, such as cotton, to ensure colonial profitability. This aroused even stronger African opposition than the brutal collection of hut taxes since it threatened the very foundation of African societies. It resulted in July 1905 in an African rebellion much greater than any previously experienced by a modern colonial power. The rebellion spread quickly, with killings of Europeans throughout the south. The Schutztruppe, supported by white volunteers, were hard pressed, and the colonial government was compelled to request army and marine infantry reinforcements from as far away as New Guinea. In September 1905 a Catholic bishop was killed and a number of missions, one near to Dar-es-Salaam, were burnt down. By late autumn in 1905 the rebels, joined by the Ngoni Tribe, were in control of the southern fifth of the country.16
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