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FOREWORD

As U.S. participation in the counterinsurgency 
(COIN) operations in Iraq and Afghanistan enter a 
new and much more limited phase, one unanswered 
question remains: What defines victory in a coun-
terinsurgency? Drawing from a multitude of works 
addressing COIN, the civilian and military percep-
tions of military victory against non-state actors, and 
setting conditions post-COIN operations, the author 
examines whether there can even be a doctrinal defi-
nition of victory in COIN or if a “better peace” is the 
highest achievable endstate. The author examines the 
perceptions of victory and failure in counterinsurgen-
cies throughout the 20th and 21st Centuries, and com-
pares those perceptions with the British experience in 
Northern Ireland and the U.S. experience in Iraq. Most 
importantly, the monograph addresses the definition 
of a COIN victory in terms of Russell Weigley’s The 
American Way of War: A History of United States 
Military Strategy and Policy, and Colin Gray’s analy-
sis and argument that the American public, strategic, 
and military cultures do not agree upon the defini-
tions within counterinsurgency.

Daniel A. Pinnell
Colonel, U.S. Army
Director, PKSOI
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ABSTRACT

Americans are averse to war and easily frustrated 
with wars of limited objectives. As such, Americans 
have a cultural aversion to counterinsurgency (COIN). 
Moreover, Americans have grown to expect total vic-
tory in the form of unconditional surrender as the ter-
mination of any conflict. We consider anything less as 
a loss or stalemate. The nature of COIN is inherently 
political, eighty percent political and twenty percent 
military. It has been said that there cannot be a purely 
military solution to an insurgency because insurgency 
is not a primarily military activity. As such, the use 
of the term “victory” as a description of the termina-
tion of conflict when the U.S. involves itself in COIN 
is problematic. The political nature of COIN and the 
American way of viewing war and termination of con-
flict require that we adopt a new definition of “vic-
tory” in a COIN operation. The term “victory,” as the 
term is classically defined and as viewed by Ameri-
cans, does not fit in COIN planning or execution ow-
ing to the nature of the objective in a COIN operation. 
In any conflict, the definition of what constitutes “vic-
tory” and who defines “victory” can remain fluid and 
this is especially true in COIN. A comparison of the 
British experience in Northern Ireland, which many 
consider victory, to the U.S. experience in Iraq, which 
many consider a loss, demonstrates the need for a bet-
ter definition for the termination of a COIN operation. 
Based on analysis of the outcomes of historical case 
studies of COIN operations and what portends to be 
the future of warfare, this paper argues that we create 
a definition of “success” for the termination of a COIN 
operation and replace the term “victory” in COIN in 
the military’s vocabulary. 
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Rethinking Victory In Counterinsurgency

As a general rule, Americans are averse to war 
and are easily frustrated with wars of limited objec-
tives. As such, Americans have a cultural aversion to 
counterinsurgency (COIN) – which is ironic given our 
success using asymmetric tactics against the British in 
the Revolutionary War. Moreover, Americans have 
grown to expect total victory in the form of uncondi-
tional surrender as the termination of any conflict. We 
consider anything less as a loss or stalemate. 

The nature of COIN is inherently political – Da-
vid Galula posits that COIN is eighty percent political 
and twenty percent military.1 General Sir Frank Kit-
son posits that “there can be no such thing as a purely 
military solution because insurgency is not a primar-
ily military activity.”2 As such, the use of the term 
“victory” as a description of the termination of conflict 
when the U.S. involves itself in COIN is problematic.3  

The political nature of COIN and the American 
way of viewing war and termination of conflict re-
quire that we adopt a new definition of “victory” in 
a COIN operation. The term “victory,” as the term is 
classically defined and as viewed by Americans, does 
not fit in COIN planning or execution owing to the 
nature of the objective in a COIN operation. In any 
conflict, the definition of what constitutes “victory” 
and who defines “victory” can remain fluid and this is 
especially true in COIN. A comparison of the British 
experience in Northern Ireland, which many consider 
victory, to the U.S. experience in Iraq, which many 
consider a loss, demonstrates the need for a better 
definition for the termination of a COIN operation. 	

Based on analysis of the outcomes of historical case 
studies of COIN operations and what portends to be 
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the future of warfare, this paper argues that we create 
a definition of “success” for the termination of a COIN 
operation and replace the term “victory” in COIN in 
the military’s vocabulary. 

Classical and Modern Definitions of Victory

Carl von Clausewitz describes his concept of vic-
tory as “the enemy’s greater loss of material strength, 
his loss of morale, and his open admission of the above 
by giving up his intentions.”4 Emile Simpson’s book, 
War from the Ground Up provides a superb analysis 
and application of Clausewitz view of war to war in 
the 21st Century. He concludes that the nature of war 
and the world has changed. Accordingly, Clausewitz’ 
views and analysis of war should change to fit the new 
way of war.5 His analysis provides a starting point for 
the definition of success in COIN.  

The major shortfalls with Clausewitz’ language 
and definition of victory as it relates to COIN are the 
implication that war is a conflict between the wills 
of two nation-states, the limitation of polarization to 
two-sides, and the absence of the perception of the 
strategic audience. Clausewitz’ use of two men wres-
tling as an example of war as an act of force to compel 
the enemy to do our will evidences his reliance on the 
two-party conflict model.6 All of the remaining analy-
sis and discussion of war derives from this two-party 
system, absolute or limited, offensive and defensive 
battle.  

Even his incorporation of the political domain 
remains limited to two opposing parties or nation-
states. As a result, Clausewitz treats the outcome of 
any war, victory or defeat and absolute or limited, as 
defined against the other party.7 Moreover, the out-
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come is always a military outcome, albeit connected to 
the achievement of some political policy. To achieve 
the policy, to impose one’s will on the other, requires 
that one must break the will of the other. Is breaking 
the will of an insurgency possible in the 21st Century? 
Can one break the will of an ideology?

Clausewitz’ use of polarization in describing con-
flict is similarly limited to two sides, including his 
discussion of multiparty conflict. In polarization, 
again, there is a military outcome and that outcome 
is mutually exclusive, victory or defeat. The enemy 
is traditionally what a military outcome is measured 
against.8 Moreover, victory on one side necessarily 
excludes victory on the other. Outside of complete 
destruction of the other, is victory on one side to the 
exclusion of the other side achievable? If this result 
requires the complete destruction of the other, is this 
achievable or even desirable in the 21st Century? Is 
this result achievable in COIN? I think the answer to 
these questions is no because the end state in COIN, 
currently described as victory to one side and defeat 
to the other, is a perception, and a perception depen-
dent on multiple views.9  

Clausewitz’ analysis and discussion also fails to 
address the importance of the strategic audience.10 
Clausewitz’ interpreters of the conflict, or the perceiv-
ing parties in the conflict, are the two sides, our side 
and their side, and within each side, the army, people 
and the government. This is not the case in COIN. 
There are generally multiple parties in the conflict, 
and within those parties, there are multiple view-
points. Polarity as described by Clausewitz is relative 
when dealing with multiple parties in COIN and the 
multiple viewpoints within each “side” in COIN. By 
way of example, the U.S. political leadership’s view 
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of Operation Iraqi Freedom and Operation Enduring 
Freedom seemed to change depending on the admin-
istration in power and party affiliation, and the views 
seemed to have little relation to actual success in those 
operations. 

Clausewitz connects the desired military outcome, 
in terms of victory or defeat, to a political outcome. 
This is backwards in COIN. The military end state 
should not change to fit the definition of political suc-
cess. Moreover, in COIN, the end state requires sus-
tainability which in turn requires an enduring percep-
tion by the strategic audience. If victory and defeat are 
perceptions, then neither term is enduring. Accord-
ingly, those terms should not be used in planning for 
and executing a COIN operation. 

B.H. Liddell Hart defines victory as “the state of 
peace of one’s own people is better after the war than 
before . . ..”11 “Victory is only possible if a quick result 
can be gained or if a long effort can be economically 
proportioned to the national resources the end must 
be adjusted to the means.”12 This utilitarian view of 
employing military forces is unsustainable and is sus-
ceptible to a default position of never engaging in any 
war. My father, a retired Marine, told me prior to my 
first deployment to Iraq that he thought the life of one 
U.S. Marine was more valuable than any of the mil-
lions in the region. Moreover, the “peace” of a family 
who lost a son, daughter, mother or father, will likely 
always be better before the war than after. A “better 
peace” is simply a too stringent measure because in-
action in the near term will always be the more cost-
effective solution in light of uncertain military out-
comes.
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Modern Definitions of Victory

In Winning Counterinsurgency War: The Israeli 
Experience, MAJGEN Yaakov Amidror provides 
three potential definitions of victory in COIN based 
on his experience in fighting Palestinian terror orga-
nizations. The first, “Total Victory,” is the complete 
elimination of the terrorist organizations and guerrilla 
groups. He uses the example of the defeat of Commu-
nist guerrillas in Greece after the Second World War 
where the Greek army with British support complete-
ly destroyed the terror movement.13  

The second, “Temporary Victory,” is represented 
by the IDF victory over Palestinian terror organiza-
tions in Gaza in the early 1970s. The IDF reduced the 
terrorist organizations in Gaza, and then reduced the 
size of the IDF in Gaza so that the IDF units could 
move freely. The terrorist threat resurfaced approxi-
mately fifteen years later, but with a new and different 
form. The third, “Sufficient Victory,” achieves what he 
labels as a “repressed quiet,” requiring the continuous 
effort to preserve the peace. He uses the example of 
the British in Northern Ireland.14 

Amidror acknowledges that most significant prob-
lem in defining victory is that a military victory is clas-
sically measured by the number of casualties inflicted 
on the enemy in manpower and equipment. He also 
acknowledges that in COIN, achievement of success is 
measured by criteria that are not clearly military, the 
degree of security, and indices of economic growth.15 
Similarly, Moshe Yaalon notes that as chief of staff for 
the Israeli Defense Forces, he spoke of “the decisive 
victory.” He defined decisive victory as that point 
when the terrorists, supporters, and political leader-
ship come to the realization that terrorism’s costs out-
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weigh the benefits.16 His “decisive victory” is gained 
by winning tactical engagements, reducing the terror-
ist threat, and by strengthening society’s resilience in 
the face of terrorism. These are not exclusively mili-
tary actions.

A Theory Of Victory

Professor Bartholomees essay “Theory of Victory” 
does not provide a definition of victory, but provides 
a description of the conditions of what can be consid-
ered victory and how victory is perceived. He argues 
that victory in war is an assessment, not a fact or con-
dition.17 In other words, victory is someone’s opinion 
or a collection of opinions regarding the outcome. 
What matters is the perception of the outcome, not the 
facts of the outcome.18  

In defining the conditions for victory, Professor 
Bartholomees posits that achieving a preferred out-
come is the most basic element of conflict termination. 
However, he argues that achievement of a favorable 
outcome, preferable to accepting alternatives or con-
tinuing the war, “does not equate to victory.”19 He 
also notes that in certain circumstances a tie or stale-
mate may be based on conditions better than losing 
but something less than victory. Finally, he notes that 
achievement of a desired outcome may constitute the 
condition for conflict termination, but the end of fight-
ing does not necessarily signify victory. In fact, some-
times it is desirable to terminate conflicts without al-
lowing the conflict to produce a winner.20 

At the strategic level, Bartholomees notes that pub-
lic opinion decides who wins and loses, and to what 
extent, based on an assessment of the postwar politi-
cal conditions.21 The military situation plays a role, 
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but the most important criterion is political. He also 
argues that to be effective, the victory needs to be rec-
ognized and accepted by the opponent, and sustain-
able. He concludes that strategic victory is “a positive 
assessment of the postwar political situation in terms 
of achievement and decisiveness that is acknowl-
edged, sustainable, and resolves underlying political 
issues.”22 

Professor Bartholomees also identifies the “asses-
sors” of victory in the United States. He argues that 
the important opinions are “(1) the American people; 
(2) American political and military elites; (3) the opin-
ion of friends and allies; and (4) world opinion.”23 
Emile Simpson would describe this collective group 
as the strategic audience.24 The affect of the strategic 
audience on perceived victory cannot be understated. 

Emile Simpson’s description of the Malayan Emer-
gency, which according to conventional wisdom holds 
the blueprint for victory in COIN, demonstrates the 
importance of strategic audience and perception. The 
British viewed Malaya as a victory in 1960. However, 
the Communist Party in Malaya did not surrender 
until 1989, evidence that its will was not broken un-
til close to 30-years following the cessation of armed 
conflict. However, it seems that the strategic audience 
was apathetic after 1960. Malaya and communism 
were no longer relevant to British policy.25 

The American Definition of Victory

It is important to note that FM 3-24 does not iden-
tify or provide a definition of “victory.” This is likely 
owing to the fact that the classic definitions of victory 
fail to apply in COIN. It is also owing to another is-
sue unrelated to the nature of COIN which should be 
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considered in the use of language, the American view 
of war. Using Russell Weigley’s The American Way of 
War: A History of United States Military Strategy and 
Policy, Colin Gray argues that the American public, 
strategic, and military culture does not meld with the 
requirements of counterinsurgency and counterter-
rorism.26 If so, the “culture” needs to be adapted and it 
should begin with language. 

Gray addresses close to a dozen issues, but sev-
eral directly relate to the notion of victory in COIN.27 
First, he notes that there exists a cultural and skill 
bias contrast between the U.S. soldier and the civilian 
politician.28 In COIN, the policy and military means 
must work in tandem, with policy taking the lead. 
Moreover, the policy should be chosen and be revised 
in light of military probabilities. In the U.S., the pro-
fessional soldier and professional politician “inhabit 
quite distinctive subcultural universes that have dif-
ferent rules and are marked by distinctive skill biases,” 
which create problems with communication, i.e., bad 
news during an election cycle.29 A case in point is Gen. 
James L. Jones’, the then National Security Advisor to 
President Obama, admonition regarding the potential 
request for additional forces prior to the Afghanistan 
“surge,” or then Senator Hillary Clinton’s treatment 
of GEN Petraeus prior to the implementation of the 
Iraqi surge.30 

Gray also highlights two issues related to how 
Americans treat war and peace. In the U.S., we tend to 
separate war and peace as two distinct conditions, i.e., 
we are either at war or at peace. Gray notes that this 
can become a lethal weakness when conducting COIN 
owing to the need for military action to set the condi-
tions for a political solution.31 The flip side to this coin 
is what Gray calls America’s “problem-solving faith” 
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and optimism. COIN is based on political, religious, 
or ideological grievances, leading to armed struggle. 
These conditions are endured, maybe mitigated, but 
generally tolerated. A problem set can be solved. The 
American problem-solving spirit and optimism cre-
ates problems in COIN because terrorist-insurgents 
are not problems to be solved, but a condition to be 
addressed by direct political action and indirect mili-
tary action, e.g., by providing security to the people as 
a means of gaining their trust.32   American optimism 
often creates situations where our military is asked 
and expected to achieve the impossible, do it quickly, 
and decisively.33  

Finally, the American way of war is aggressive 
and works best in the offensive, which are required 
where decisive victory is the goal, e.g., to remove en-
emy forces from “ill-gotten gains, or otherwise taught 
the error of their ways.”34 Another reason is that the 
domestic political environment requires American 
participation to be completed as rapidly as possible 
in order to return to peace and “normalcy.” America 
historically enters wars to stop evil regimes or evil ac-
tions, e.g. Hitler and Fascism. In COIN, the insurgent 
is the secondary objective and overly aggressive mili-
tary action can be counterproductive.  

In an interview of COL Gian Gentile regarding his 
book, COL Gentile encapsulates the “American Way 
of War” and its potential negative effect on COIN op-
erations.35 COL Gentile quotes Liddell Hart’s defini-
tion of the object of war is to produce a “better state of 
peace” at a reasonable cost in blood and treasure. He 
then notes that the U.S. experience in Afghanistan is a 
failure as against Liddell Hart’s metric as too expen-
sive in terms of lives lost and dollars spent for what 
is at best a corrupt and failing state. He advocates the 
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use of military force when American vital interests in 
the world are threatened and the application of mili-
tary force is deemed appropriate.36 If these conditions 
are present, the U.S. should go in quickly with deci-
sive military force, accomplish important objectives, 
and then leave.37 

In past conflicts, U.S. adversaries accepted our 
view of total victory.38 In COIN, several different par-
ties constitute the strategic audience and they must be 
convinced of success. In other words, several different 
actors must accept and buy into our proposed defini-
tion. Our goal should be to influence our strategic au-
dience, either in protecting our internal strategic audi-
ence, the American people or allies, or influencing the 
external audience, the host nation and adversary, to 
accept our view of success or end state. These multiple 
actors will likely possess a different view of success 
from the U.S.’s “total military victory,” and some will 
reject the U.S. notion of victory. Accordingly, if we are 
to engage in COIN, we should change our definition 
and terms. LtCol Daniel Lasica argues one step fur-
ther in a monograph advocating a theory of victory for 
hybrid warfare, namely, that senior decision makers 
must understand the enemy’s theory of victory and 
incorporate this understanding into their own theory 
of victory.39  

The U.S. view of war and victory must be taken 
into account in assessing victory in COIN and in pre-
paring a definition of success in COIN. Historically, 
the U.S. views any theory of victory short of total 
defeat and unconditional surrender as a failure. The 
American way of war arguably seeks to destroy the 
enemy’s military rather than serving as an extension 
of policy. It tends to ignore, or pay short shrift to the 
process of turning military victory into strategic gains. 
The idea of complete military victory is achievable in 
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conventional threats, but is not achievable in COIN. If 
total military victory is a prerequisite to political out-
come, there is a gap between ways, means and ends 
when the U.S. engages in COIN. 

Assuming a Political Solution, Who defines  
victory in COIN?

The answer to this question demonstrates the prob-
lem with the term “victory.” In the British experience 
in Northern Ireland, victory depends on where one 
sits. Both Sinn Fein and the Nationalist Party claim 
victory. The paramilitary organizations claim that the 
conflict is not over. One wonders whether the Brit-
ish military views the Good Friday Agreement as a  
victory.

During the Malayan emergency Oliver Lyttle-
ton said “you cannot win the war without the help 
of the population, and you cannot get the support of 
the population without at least beginning the win the 
war.”40 Perception and the strategic audience are two 
key pieces to the COIN puzzle. The population must 
adopt the perception that the government offers a bet-
ter deal than the insurgents. Perception is vital and in 
the 21st Century, perception shaped by media is re-
ality. Taking the best course of action is not always 
important, the perception of taking the best course of 
action is important.

Success in COIN cannot be Military Victory  
but political resolution.

Amidror’s temporary victory and sufficient victo-
ry fail to provide a sustainable resolution, in large part 
because the means they fail to address root causes of 
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the conflict. He notes that so long as political, national, 
ethnic, economic, religious, ideological grievances ex-
ist, insurgent groups will use the grievance to recruit 
members. Additionally, so long as the active hardcore 
membership exists, the conflict will continue. A mili-
tary effort cannot be expected to solve a political, na-
tional, ethnic, economic, religious, ideological griev-
ance. As a result, short of complete destruction of the 
insurgent organization, resolution must be based in a 
political approach. Such an approach, in the American 
way of warfare, does not come from the military, but 
from politicians. 

History also supports seeking a negotiated result 
to COIN. Sir Robert Thompson’s  five principles of 
COIN from the Malaya Emergency are (1) the gov-
ernment must have a clear political aim: to establish 
and maintain a free, independent and united country 
which is politically and economically stable and vi-
able; (2) the government must function in accordance 
with law; (3) the government must have an overall 
plan; (4) the government must give priority to defeat-
ing the political subversion, not the guerillas; (5) in the 
guerilla phase of an emergency, a government must 
secure its base areas first.41 S.N. Bjelojac in 1966 noted 
that the outcome of an insurgency is not decided by 
decisive battles and does not end with an identifiable 
victory or defeat characterized by the capitulation of 
the enemy and surrender of its forces.42    

If COIN is 80% political, the end state is necessar-
ily political. The primary instrument of power cannot 
be military. Therefore, victory in COIN cannot be de-
fined by Clausewitz or Liddell Hart. Sir Robert’s five 
principles reinforce this position with its emphasis 
on government action and in the political and legal 
realms. 
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The Existing Definitions are Insufficient
 
The Clausewitz and Liddell Hart definitions fail 

to address a multiparty view of “victory.” Profes-
sor Bartholomees correctly identifies the problem of 
perception, but admittedly does not define “victory,” 
and does not address victory in COIN. Amidror’s 
temporary victory and sufficient victory note that the 
resolution cannot be a military solution but political 
compromise. The American way of war and its unique 
view of “victory,” however, require that we jettison 
the term “victory” from our COIN language. The more 
applicable term, “success,” is a combination of Liddell 
Hart’s considerations of a “better peace,” the end state 
of Yaalon’s decisive victory, and the means used to at-
tain Amidror’s “sufficient victory.” This definition of 
success must then be accepted by Professor Bartholo-
mees’ strategic audience.	

What does success in COIN look like?

Is it the elimination of the insurgent group? Or is 
it the perceived legitimacy of the host nation govern-
ment? The basis of an insurgency is usually a com-
plex set of problems and issues which likely cannot 
be solved, at least not by the U.S. These are problems 
which must be mitigated, “resolving a complex prob-
lem to an acceptable level.”43 Although this sounds 
remarkably similar to reaching an “acceptable level of 
violence,” one must be careful to avoid a result that is 
“good enough for government work.” 	

A recent RAND analysis of historic COIN actions 
in modern history provides indicators of success in 
COIN.44 The study uses several factors in labeling a par-
ticular case study as government win or mixed result, 
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government win. The deciding factors as to whether 
a case study was a “win,” were whether the govern-
ment stayed in power through the end of the conflict 
and whether it retained sovereignty over the region 
of conflict. If the government remained in power and 
the country remained intact, the authors then consid-
ered whether the government made concessions to the 
insurgents or yielded to insurgent demands. In those 
case studies where the government stayed in power, 
the country remained intact, and no major concessions 
were granted to the insurgents, the authors concluded 
that the COIN force unambiguously won. If, however, 
major concessions were made, then the outcome was 
labeled as mixed.45 

A second RAND study analyzed the end of 
eighty-nine separate counterinsurgencies. The au-
thors defined “insurgent win” in those cases where 
the insurgent group succeeded in an overthrow of the 
government, successful annexation of independent 
territory, a marked recognition of minority rights or 
property rights, or, dramatic political success.46 This 
study separated outright government win from a 
mixed outcomes by identifying only those insurgen-
cies that effected a political upheaval through an ex-
isting process. If the government survived but made 
some concessions to insurgents, it was labeled “mixed 
outcome.”47  

The authors characterized a government win 
where the COIN force destroyed the insurgent cadre, 
the insurgent political structure, or both.48 The authors 
noted that in certain cases, governments crushed in-
surgent forces or movements only to see them reap-
pear years or decades later. They concluded that this 
is “typically the case when the government fails to 
address the root causes of the insurgency.”49 The au-
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thors also noted that government can achieve victory 
through legitimate political channels, but this usually 
required some accommodation to insurgent demands. 

The study highlights a few interesting outcomes 
which support the proposed definition of success in 
COIN. One, of seventy three insurgencies studied, 
more than half were settled through negotiations. In-
cluding other means of government recognition, by 
cease-fires, or amnesty offers, all but 12 were settled.50 
Additionally, in several of the cases, “defeated” insur-
gencies splintered into smaller, more-violent terrorist 
organizations, or went underground in order to reini-
tiate conflict when conditions improved.51 The authors 
referred to these people as “irredeemable,” who if ab-
sorbed and protected by the local population and are 
able to demonstrate continuing grassroots support, 
continue the insurgency. However, when the govern-
ment addressed the root causes of the grievance and 
reincorporated the insurgents into society, the insur-
gency ended.52 The authors conclude that creating a 
sustainable end to insurgency requires social, eco-
nomic, and political change, and not solely military 
action.53 By eliminating the source of grievance, the 
government eliminates the grassroots support neces-
sary to feed an insurgency, regardless of whether the 
insurgent cadre is wholly destroyed. 

 
Is the British experience in N. Ireland a modern 
example of success in COIN?	

This is not meant to be an exposition on the Brit-
ish experience in Northern Ireland, but a summary of 
the modern conflict for the purposes of analyzing the 
termination of the conflict, to highlight certain courses 
of action taken during the conflict, and to question 
whether the end result constitutes success. 
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Owing to an outgrowth of violence in response 
to the civil rights movement in Northern Ireland, the 
British government deployed the British armed forc-
es to Northern Ireland in 1969. The view at the time 
was that the Royal Ulster Constabulary was unable to 
handle the escalating violence coupled with the per-
ception that the Ulster Special Constabulary, known 
as the ‘B Specials’ were nothing more than a protes-
tant army. Initially, the British troops were welcomed 
by Catholics. This view soon changed and the British 
forces became targets of violence and the source of 
grievance. The governments of Britain and Northern 
Ireland and British forces soon made several serious 
COIN missteps which would haunt their experience 
throughout the conflict. 

In 1971, the British military was accused of shoot-
ing unarmed protestors in Derry. There were several 
allegations over the next two years of British troops 
killing unarmed civilians, including the infamous 
“Bloody Sunday” incident where the British Army is 
accused of killing thirteen unarmed civilians partici-
pating in a civil rights march in Derry. From the UK 
Doctrinal Publication 3-40 on Stabilisation Operations:

Members of the Parachute Regiment appeared to have 
run amok, live on TV, and the pictures of a Catholic 
priest running, half-crouched, through the Bogside 
waving a white handkerchief to try and help a fatally 
wounded victim will haunt the British establishment 
forever.  Its effect was devastating.  Gerry Adams later 
commented that on the back of Bloody Sunday ‘mon-
ey, guns and recruits flooded into the IRA’.

Eventually, the government in Westminster assert-
ed control over security forces, which may have been 
a mixed bag given British Home Secretary Reginald 



17

Maudling’s declaration that the situation in Northern 
Ireland amounted to “an acceptable level of violence.”   

In 1971, the government in Northern Ireland re-
enacted the internment law, allowing authorities the 
power to indefinitely detain suspected terrorists with-
out trial. The reintroduction of the internment power 
led to increased violence. Eventually, the parliament 
in Stormont was suspended despite an attempted 
power-sharing agreement in 1974 between Catholic 
and Protestant leaders. Unionists rejected the agree-
ment and initiated a labor strike causing the newly 
formed government to resign. Westminster conducted 
direct rule for several years.

In the opinion of a U.S. Joint Special Operations 
Unit study, the major contributor in eventual pacifica-
tion was Britain’s nonmilitary response to the para-
military violence coupled with a reduction in British 
forces.54 For example, public spending drastically in-
creased with social security outlays increased by 102 
percent to cope with the rise in unemployment and 
underdevelopment.55 The government in London di-
rected money to three major areas jobs, housing, and 
education. London also increased expenditures on 
housing creating Northern Ireland Housing Execu-
tive.56  

Britain created the Industrial Development Board 
to alleviate unemployment and created the Fair Em-
ployment Agency to eliminate discrimination in pri-
vate hiring.57 London transferred control of public 
works from local authority to new executive boards.

They also expanded education opportunities in 
university and vocational schools. In local elections, 
they scrapped sectarian gerrymandering and estab-
lished new boundaries, voting systems, and enfran-
chisement resulting in increased Catholic represen-



tation on District Councils. This renewed feeling of 
political empowerment, and the election of Bobby 
Sands to Westminster, led IRA leader Gerry Adams to 
look toward political settlement.58  

Britain also sought to engage the strategic audi-
ence. Its leaders dealt with people with blood on their 
hands.59 This occurred despite Prime Minister Thatch-
er’s declaration that the British Government does not 
negotiate with terrorists. In 1972, Secretary of State for 
Northern Ireland William Whitelaw engaged in secret 
talks with the provisional IRA. Prime Minister Thatch-
er also negotiated indirectly with the IRA during the 
1981 hunger strikes. Britain engaged the Republic of 
Ireland creating the Joint Law Enforcement Commis-
sion and discussed the extradition of terrorist suspects 
and other domestic legal issues, including consulta-
tive rights over British policy in Northern Ireland.60  

The Good Friday Agreement eventually signed in 
1998 called for a transfer of power from London to Bel-
fast, the removal of British military, a decommission-
ing of the paramilitary organizations and the creation 
of a power sharing arrangement between Unionist 
and Republican in the government. Over time, con-
trol of the police and justice functions would transfer 
from London to Belfast. After several starts and stops 
of government-rule from Belfast, in 2007, Rev. Ian 
Paisley Sr. and Martin McGuiness were sworn in First 
Prime Minister and First Deputy Prime Minister. 

The Unionist view at the time was that the agree-
ment was a victory because it contained an explicit ac-
knowledgement that Northern Ireland would remain 
a part of the United Kingdom and because Unionists 
would effectively control the new Northern Ireland 
Assembly. David Trimble stated that “the struggle that 
has lasted 12 years for justice and equality for Union-
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ists has succeeded.”61 Ian Paisley, Jr. of the UDP takes 
the position that the Republicans lost and the Union-
ists won. He notes that the Republicans pledged their 
loyalty to Crown forces and to enforce Crown laws.62 

The Republican view is that they entered negotia-
tion knowing that a united Ireland was not an option, 
but that the new Assembly would give Catholics a 
greater voice in Northern Ireland that at any other 
time in its history. The release of Catholic paramilitary 
prisoners and the departure of the British Army was a 
victory. Jennifer McCann, MP for Sinn Fein, maintains 
that the Republicans were not defeated, Republicans 
don’t feel defeated, and Sinn Fein has not given up its 
goal of a Socialist united Ireland.63   

However, the rank and file on both sides feel as 
if their politicians let them down. The sight of Mar-
tin McGuiness shaking hands with Queen Elizabeth 
and the Union Jack flying in front of the Stormont 
government are noted as evidence of betrayal.64 There 
has been no real reconciliation between Catholics and 
Protestants in the province as noted by the “peace 
walls” which are now twice as high and long as they 
were when the Good Friday agreement was signed in 
1998.65 Additionally, many Provisional IRA and UDF 
members fell back on criminal enterprises instead of 
being reintroduced into civil society. 2013 was one of 
the worst years of rioting in Northern Ireland for a de-
cade and some of the highest levels of street violence 
and attacks by militant groups since a peace and pow-
er-sharing deal in 1998. Derry-based Republican Ac-
tion Against Drugs (RAAD) enforce vigilante justice 
against local drug dealers but also target the Police 
Service of Northern Ireland (PSNI) as Crown forces.66 
Moreover, groups such as 32 County Sovereignty 
Movement make similar public statements regarding 
a socialist united Ireland.
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Is the success sustainable? Fifteen years following 
the agreement, the answer is not settled. However, the 
result is considered success in COIN. British civic ac-
tion programs, political reform and diplomatic efforts 
with the Republic of Ireland and the United States, 
brought about the cessation of armed conflict. Ad-
dressing the roots of discontent and discrimination 
raised in the Civil Rights movement served to create 
the perception that the government in Northern Ire-
land was offering a better deal and that it’s better to 
participate in the new government in Northern Ire-
land than to destroy it.  These actions “siphoned off 
enough anger, enticed enough collaborators, and neu-
tralized enough opposition that it undermined much 
of the minority’s support for IRA violence and led to a 
peaceful political resolution.”67 

  
Is the U.S. experience in Iraq an example of a failure 
in COIN?

The U.S. made similar missteps in OIF as the British 
made in Northern Ireland. However, just as the Brit-
ish in Northern Ireland, the U.S. assessed its strategy 
and tactics in Iraq, made changes to both, and those 
changes resulted in success by 2008. 

The national objectives for OIF were to remove Sad-
dam Hussein from power, secure Weapons of Mass 
Destruction (WMD), and restore order to the country 
via the establishment of a representative form of gov-
ernment capable of maintaining its internal security 
without the use of WMD.68 Following the catastrophic 
success in 2003, poor strategic decisions led to the in-
surgency. For example, Ambassador Bremer’s deci-
sions to disband the Iraqi Army and de-Ba’athification 
laid the groundwork for the insurgency. U.S. Central 
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Command and Commander, Joint Task Force-7 be-
lieved that U.S. forces constituted a virus to Iraq and 
moved to quickly withdraw forces from Iraq. CJTF-
7 also withdrew forces remaining in Iraq to Forward 
Operating Bases (FOB) away from the population.69  
These moves provided operating space for the insur-
gents. As did the lack of engagement by President 
Bush in 2004-2005 owing to his desire to move away 
from the Bosnia/Kosovo nation-building experiment 
and the Vietnam-era micromanagement.70  

The reassessment in 2006 and 2007 resulted in a 
change in strategy and also tactics. This reframing of 
the problem changed the focus from the size of the 
U.S. military footprint and transition to Iraqi forces to 
securing the population. This new approach achieved 
success. In his interview in Al-Anbar Awakening, 
American Perspectives, U.S. Marines and Counter-
insurgency in Iraq, 2004 – 2009, Gen. John Kelly, 
U.S.M.C., makes the statement that words like “‘won’ 
or ‘victory’ really do not apply when speaking of coun-
terinsurgency operations,” and that when you solve 
the problems at the root of the insurgency, “the insur-
gency goes away, as opposed to being defeated.”71  

Prime Minister Nouri Al-Maliki believes the U.S.-
Iraqi partnership was a success. He wrote in 2013 that 
the overwhelming majority of Iraqis agree that the na-
tion is better off than it was under the Hussein regime 
and that Iraqis will remain grateful for the U.S. role in 
ending Hussien’s regime.72 In fact, he stated that not 
only does the U.S. have a foreign policy partner in Iraq, 
it also has an energy supplier, trading partner, and an 
investment partner. He concludes that the U.S. has not 
“lost” Iraq, but found a partner for shared strategic 
concerns and common efforts on energy, economics, 
and promotion of peace and democracy.73 GEN David 
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Petraeus even penned an editorial, “How We Won in 
Iraq,” arguing that the U.S. and Iraq achieved a suc-
cessful end state in ending the Iraq insurgency.74 

Did we achieve success in Iraq? Is the success in 
Iraq sustainable? It may be too soon to arrive at a con-
clusion in light of Al-Qaeda’s recent gains in Al Anbar.

Conclusion

Americans grow easily frustrated with limited war 
and have grown to expect total victory in the form 
of unconditional surrender as the termination of any 
conflict. Anything less is viewed as a loss. Owing to 
the political nature of the objective in COIN and the 
American political and military culture, “victory” as 
the term is classically defined should not be used in 
planning for and executing COIN operations. Based 
on the analysis of the outcomes from historical case 
studies, “success” is the more appropriate term and 
should replace the term “victory” in any discussion of 
COIN in U.S. doctrinal publications.

This “success” should be conditions-based and 
achieved through the combination of military and 
political action, with the political action taking lead. 
The purpose of both actions will be to seeking a “bet-
ter peace.” The conditions for success will be set by 
military action, but military end state will not result in 
success. This point underlies the disconnect between 
ways, means, and ends when using military victory as 
an end state in COIN. The military action is directed to 
security of the population in order to provide freedom 
of movement for political and civic action as described 
by Amidror’s “Sufficient Victory.” Once achieved, 
the political and civic actions become the focus of ef-
fort. Not military solution, but political compromise 
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starves the insurgent group from local support. The 
end state is captured by Maalon’s description of that 
point when the terrorists, supporters, and political 
leadership come to the realization that the conflict’s 
costs outweigh the benefits. The cessation of armed 
conflict sets the conditions to create a sustainable po-
litical resolution, which has a greater chance of accep-
tance by the strategic audience. 

Prior to and continuing throughout the operation, 
the U.S. military and political leadership must per-
suade the strategic audience that the military action 
was the best course of action to achieve sufficient vic-
tory in order to allow freedom of movement for politi-
cal and civic action. This is not a small task. This au-
dience will always be significantly larger for the U.S. 
than any other nation conducting COIN owing to its 
status as world superpower. Moreover, the leadership 
will be forced to confront the American view of war 
and military and political culture regarding war. This 
audience will consist not only of the American people 
and the minority party, but the host nation, coalition 
and security partner nations, the local population and 
the insurgent group. LtCol Lasica’s advice is appro-
priate on this point as the military and political leader-
ship must make an effort to understand the insurgent 
theory of victory because they have a vote. Insurgents 
and their supporters must be influenced to view par-
ticipation and cooperation with the reforms as the bet-
ter choice than continued armed struggle.

The final piece is sustainability. So long as politi-
cal, national, ethnic, economic, religious, ideological 
grievances exist, insurgent groups have a powerful 
recruiting tool, for both internal and external support. 
At this stage, the military leadership must remember 
to provide the best objective advice as to the employ-
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ment of the military in support of the political solu-
tion.  Using the methods and conditions discussed to 
attain the defined end state “success” in COIN op-
erations, the practitioner must align ends, ways and 
means through military and political action.  As a re-
sult, the practitioner achieves a multiparty perception 
of a better state of peace.
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