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COUNTERINSURGENCY (COIN) is a complex and bedeviling form 

of warfare, so much so that U.S. doctrine actually contains a list of 
apparent paradoxes Joint Force commanders are likely to face as they design 
operations and campaigns. The COIN operation’s main objective is among 
the many ambiguities involved. Unlike conventional war where key terrain 
or enemy forces present clear, tangible objectives, in COIN the objective is 
often intangible: the people or their support. 

This article offers a critique of COIN doctrine. It argues two points: 
 ● U.S. doctrine vastly oversimplifies the operational environment in COIN 

in the way it defines the people or the population. It does not recognize the 
population’s true complexity. Recognizing complexity will help commanders 
design more effective operations. 

 ● U.S. COIN doctrine provides no model for operationalizing popular sup-
port for the counterinsurgent. Commanders would benefit from a clearer pic-
ture of what kinds of support the counterinsurgent needs to isolate insurgents. 

This article draws on current research on political violence to propose 
a four-level framework for popular support to clarify its nature for com-
manders. The counterinsurgent obviously needs support to fill certain gov-
ernance and security functions, but history shows this is not enough. The 
counterinsurgent also needs support from key individuals in the host nation’s 
social, political, and cultural networks to isolate insurgents and tip mass 
opinion in his favor. Today’s networked society makes these key opinion 
leaders high-value targets in a modern COIN campaign. This criticality has 
important implications for intelligence, information operations (IO), special 
operation forces (SOF), and operational fires.

Popular Support as the COIN Objective 
“No one starts a war—or rather, no one in his sense ought to do so—without 

first being clear in his mind what he intends to achieve by that war and how 
he intends to conduct it.”1 In this often-quoted passage, Clausewitz describes 
the importance of clearly establishing the objective for any military operation 
at the outset. As war theorist Milan Vego writes, “Without a clearly stated 
and attainable objective, the entire military effort becomes essentially point-
less.”2 Unfortunately, the conflicts in which the United States finds itself 
today do not seem to offer clear, decisive military objectives. In fact, the 
complexities of Iraq and Afghanistan have caused a reexamination of joint 
COIN doctrine. The Irregular Warfare Joint Operating Concept (IW JOC); 
Field Manual (FM) 3-24/Marine Corps Warfighting Publication (MCWP) 
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3-33.5, Counterinsurgency; and The Multiservice 
Concept for Irregular War recognize insurgency 
as an inherently “complex, messy, and ambiguous 
social phenomenon.”3 According to FM 3-24, coun-
terinsurgency is an “internal war.”4 It encompasses 
“military, paramilitary, political, economic, psycho-
logical, and civic actions taken by a government to 
defeat insurgency.”5 

Clear military objectives in such a “complex, 
messy, and ambiguous” internal war are under-
standably difficult to define. The updated doctrine 
explicitly rejects the view that the primary objec-
tive is to destroy insurgent forces with superior 
firepower.6 There is now a growing consensus that 
COIN is primarily a political activity.7 It is a com-
petition between insurgents and counterinsurgents 
for political power and a monopoly on force.8 As 
described by COIN expert Steven Metz, contempo-
rary COIN environments are “more like a violent 
and competitive market than war in the traditional 
sense where clear and discrete combatants seek 
strategic victory.”9 Between insurgents and counter-
insurgents, there are no front or rear areas, no key 
terrain or battle positions. The general population 
becomes the battlespace.10 But even more than that, 
because of the sociopolitical nature of insurgencies, 
gaining the support of the people becomes the main 
objective. The center of gravity for both insurgents 
and counterinsurgents is the people.11 

Some object to equating the people with a true 
Clausewitzian center of gravity.12 However, the main 
objective in COIN is not seizing terrain or destroying 
enemy forces. As Galula’s “First Law” states, the 
main objective is to gain the support of the popula-
tion.13 FM 3-24, too, describes the objective in terms 
of establishing the legitimacy of the government 
under attack. The authors understand legitimacy 
is ultimately the product of attitudes, perceptions, 
expectations, and confidence among the population.14 
On a practical level, one can generalize all these cog-
nitive processes as “the support of the people.” The 

Irregular Warfare Joint Operating Concept defines 
the focus of COIN as “a relevant population,” and 
the purpose of COIN is to “gain or maintain control 
or influence over, and the support of, that relevant 
population through political, psychological, and 
economic methods.”15 In other words, the objective 
in COIN is gaining the support of the people.

But what, then, is this entity, “the people?” What 
“support” are we seeking? If the purpose of opera-
tions or campaigns is to “gain or maintain control 
or influence over, and the support of, the relevant 
population,” what is the nature of popular support, 
and how does it express itself  ? Currently, U.S. doc-
trine does not say. It takes us to the water’s edge on 
these essential questions, but leaves it unclear who 
or what popular support is. It provides a general, 
simplistic, and monolithic view of the people. At 
the same time, U.S. COIN doctrine provides no 
model for counterinsurgent popular support. It does 
not describe which kinds of support are the most 
critical to cultivate. 

Who Are the People?
In defining the people, FM 3-24 quotes David 

Galula’s Counterinsurgency Warfare: Theory and 
Practice nearly verbatim when it states, “In any 
situation, whatever the cause, there will be an active 
minority for the cause, a neutral or passive major-
ity, and an active minority against the cause.”16 
Other expressions of U.S. COIN doctrine define 
the operational environment as a triad of insurgent, 
counterinsurgent, and “a neutral or passive majority.” 
Doctrinal thinking portrays the majority as a single, 
monolithic block, defined primarily by its attitude 
about the conflict (neutral). The “active” forces then 
persuade those who are neutral or passive to support 
one side or the other. This assumption gives the prob-
lem some much-needed clarity: “Success requires 
the government to be accepted as legitimate by most 
of that uncommitted middle.”17 “Both insurgents and 
counterinsurgents are fighting for the support of the 
populace.”18 “In the end, victory comes, in large 
measure, by convincing the populace that their life 
will be better under the [host-nation] government 
than under an insurgent regime.”19

Is such an assumption an accurate reflection of the 
operational environment? COIN doctrine acknowl-
edges that insurgent forces can be highly complex, 
diversified, and segmented: “Different insurgent 
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forces using different approaches may form loose 
coalitions when it serves their interests; however, 
these same movements may fight among themselves, 
even while engaging counterinsurgents.”20 Galula 
and FM 3-24 only hint at this same complexity within 
the noninsurgent population. Of course, Galula and 
the manual are not alone in this regard. Most histories 
of modern insurgencies, including Mao’s description 
of the people as a “vast sea” that hides insurgents 
and drowns the enemy, also portray the people in 
this monolithic way.21 Yale scholar Stathis Kalyvas 
asserts that such “macro-level” accounts represent 
the prevailing wisdom on political violence, i.e., that 
“elites and populations are fused and amalgamated . 
. . [and] elites determine automatically and unilater-
ally the course of group actions and the groups are 
monolithic and behave as such.”22 However, this 
construct “fails to match the vast complexity, fluid-
ity, and ambiguity one encounters on the ground.”23 

Taking a broader view of insurgency as a form of 
political rebellion, University of Chicago Political 
Scientist Roger Petersen also argues that the people 
should not be the unit of analysis because rebellious 
activity varies greatly at the community level and 
some individuals play different roles in the course 
of rebellion.24

Commanders in Iraq and Afghanistan agree that 
the environment is far more complex than doctrine 
indicates. In Al Anbar province, Iraq, Marine Cap-
tain Michael Vasquez concludes that FM 3-24’s 
canonization of Galula’s axiom relies on an over-
simplified dichotomy between insurgent and popula-
tion. Vasquez says the FM “fails to account for the 
fluid nature of a population where individuals may 
move back and forth [between categories] on a daily 
basis.”25 Major General Peter Chiarelli, while as a 
Division Commander in Baghdad, described his area 
of operations as “overpopulated yet underdeveloped, 
divided into neighborhoods with distinct demo-
graphic divergences, reliant on a social system of 
governance based on tribal and religious affiliations, 
and interconnected by modern lines of communica-
tions.”26 Army Colonel Ralph Baker notes the great 
ethnic, religious, and socioeconomic diversity of his 
area of operations. When he served as a Brigade 
Commander, Baker criticized the view of Iraqis 
“as a single, homogenous population receptive to 
centrally developed, all-purpose, general themes and 
messages.”27 However, neither Chiarelli nor Baker 

has a better doctrinal construct for this complexity. 
They categorize all residents neither for nor against 
the Iraqi government as the “undecided,” a neutral, 
passive majority of “fence-sitters.” 

When one lumps this middle ground of the popu-
lation together into a single entity, one can no longer 
appreciate the “tremendous variation in rebel-
lion activity” within it.28 The counterinsurgent’s 
objective, popular support, becomes a national or 
regional entity. We see the people as with us, against 
us, or as leaning one way or another, when in fact, 
they make up a much more complex, diverse, and 
fractured “mosaic.”29 Each micro-constituency 
within the people may have its own unique perspec-
tives, interests, and agenda in the war, one that only 
vaguely coincides with any larger popular feeling, 
if it does so at all. If the counterinsurgent cannot 
grasp this, then he does not know his terrain. He is 
blind to what is really happening around him. 

Consider for instance the prominent role of trib-
alism in current COIN strategy in Iraq. Faced with 
a chaotic social environment that exceeded FM 
3-24’s simple dichotomy, commanders looked for 
ways to make sense of the insurgency, and, based 
on scholarship by anthropologists like Montgomery 
McFate, many turned to Iraq’s tribes as a possible 
unifying construct.30 If “the tribe is the most endur-
ing and important social structure for the Iraqi Sunni 
Arabs” as Iraq study group member Lin Todd and 
others argue, a COIN strategy based on tribal co-
optation gave commanders something solid to act 
on.31 However, a similar monolithic expectation soon 
pervaded this approach. As military author Steven 
Pressfield put it, “Step one is to recognize that the 
enemy is tribal. We in the West may flatter ourselves 
that democracy is taking root in Iraq…What’s hap-
pening is the tribal chief has passed the word and 
everybody is voting exactly as he told them to.”32 
Thus, the tribe simply substitutes for the people as 
the monolithic bloc. “The tribe can’t be reasoned 
with. Its mind is not rational; it is instinctive. The 
tribe is not modern but primitive. The tribe thinks 
from the stem of its brain, not the cortex. Its code is of 
warrior pride, not of Enlightenment reason.”33 Tribal 
sheiks thus became key power brokers for bringing 
whole monolithic blocs of Iraqis into line at once.

The reality on the ground is far more complex. 
Vasquez writes, “Because of a fundamental mis-
understanding of tribal bonds within the Marine 
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Corps, the principal contributing factors that led 
to the security gains of 2007 have gone largely 
unrecognized.”34 Practitioners in Iraq routinely 
report that the tribes themselves seethe with 
“interpersonal rivalry, feuds…family and village 
quarrels…and intergroup hostility.”35 Many Iraqis 
see the tribal sheiks “as illiterate, embarrassing, 
criminal, powerless anachronisms that should be 
given no official recognition.”36 Moreover, at least 
25 percent of Iraqis, including most foreign jihad-
ist, have no relevant tribal affiliation.37 Research 
suggests that tribes are dynamic, factional networks 
of competing sub-groups quite unlike the model 
in FM 3-24.38

Defining Popular Support
Nevertheless, gaining popular support is still the 

objective, whether the people are a single mono-
lithic block trapped passively between warring 
combatants or a shifting mosaic of subcultures and 
factions. The counterinsurgent’s challenge is not to 
find a way to move a single mass of neutrals over to 
his side, but to piece together a sufficiently stable 
coalition of factions that isolates the insurgents or 
cuts them off from their critical bases of support. 
The insurgents and counterinsurgents do not woo 
independent voters to win a majority over to their 
side; they engage in Tammany Hall-style coali-
tion building in a cutthroat competition.39 Martin 
Scorsese’s film, Gangs of New York, presents an 
instructive analogy.40 

Clarifying what the counterinsurgents need 
to do would make it easier for commanders to 
design campaigns that build winning coalitions. 
As important as this would seem, there are very 
few published models available. FM 3-24 offers 
ways to assess popular support for the insurgents, 
but nothing nearly as straightforward for the 
counterinsurgent.41 A few scholars have researched 
violent internal conflict and divide FM 3-24’s neu-
tral majority into three subcategories defined by an 
individual’s attitude towards the government.42 The 

stronger the person’s attachment is to the govern-
ment, the higher the category of support. 

However, other research shows that trying to 
understand popular support as the product of atti-
tudes, beliefs, or policy preferences may not be a 
valid approach. Kalyvas argues that such beliefs 
may not even exist. U.S. political scientists have 
long argued that, even among the educated American 
voting population, “large portions of the electorate do 
not have meaningful beliefs.”43 The political attitudes 
that do exist in the midst of a violent insurgency are 
vague, ambiguous, shifting, and nearly impossible to 
measure with any accuracy.44 Kalyvas writes, “The 
complexities of preference formation suggest the 
need to shift the focus from attitudes to behavior.”45 

Thus, it may not be useful to define popular 
support in terms of attitudes, perceptions, or con-
fidence, as FM 3-24 does. What the people do, 
rather than what they say, think, or feel may be a 
more appropriate guide for operational command-
ers. Roger Petersen offers such a behavior-based 
approach. He proposes a seven-point spectrum of 
resistance in which the middle point, the zero posi-
tion, represents neutrality between insurgent and 
counterinsurgent, i.e., “the individual does nothing 
for or against the regime and nothing for or against 
the resistance.”46 The +1 level represents unarmed 
and unorganized resistance against the government 
through symbolic gestures like writing graffiti on 
a wall or attending a demonstration. The +2 level 
represents direct or “active” support of insurgent 
operations, but still not personal armed resistance. 
Active fighters engaged in armed resistance inhabit 
the +3 level of resistance (Figure 1).47

Like much of the literature, Petersen’s work 
focuses on the insurgents, not the government. 
However, one can easily extrapolate a similar scale 
for the counterinsurgents at the -1 to -3 levels. Still, 
the kind of support the counterinsurgent needs is 
fundamentally different. An influential RAND 
study on Vietnam argues that the insurgents “need 

The tribe can’t be reasoned with.  
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not initially have the spontaneous support, sympa-
thy, or loyalty of the people, not even of a significant 
minority of the people.”48 In fact, the insurgents can 
do very well with very small numbers of active +3 
fighters, if they can at least achieve a “submissive-
ness” that results in “nondenunciation” from most 
of the people.49 

In contrast, as FM 3-24 points out, the counter-
insurgent needs much broader and more active 
support than the insurgent. Counterinsurgents’ 
categories of support may be different from those 
of the insurgents. A crucial distinction Vasquez 
observed among Iraqi Sunni Arabs was the dif-
ference between “anonymous mobilization” and 
“individual mobilization.” Anonymous mobiliza-
tion is “characterized by support for the coun-
terinsurgency force that does not single out the 
individual or place his household under individual 
threat.”50 The economic necessity of serving as 
one of thousands in local government security 
forces, for example, gives the individual a kind of 
social cover that is less dangerous and less likely 
to invite retaliation from insurgents. Individual 
mobilization, on the other hand, is “time-sensitive” 
decision making by individuals who “weigh the 
threat of retaliation versus the benefit of coopera-
tion.”51 This is the level of personal commitment 
to the government’s cause that produces leadership 
at the local level and the flow of intelligence that 
can marginalize and isolate the insurgent. The 
individual may have selfish motives for doing 
this, but the motive is much less important than 
its practical effect. Combining Petersen’s spec-
trum of resistance with the anonymous/individual 

distinction just discussed is a good starting point 
for a popular-support doctrinal framework for 
counterinsurgency. 

Forms of popular support. Popular support 
for the counterinsurgent can take four forms: true 
neutral; anonymous passive; anonymous active; 
and individual active— 

 ● A true neutral does nothing for or against 
either side. That he will not aid the insurgents makes 
him a distinct subset of popular support. 

 ● Anonymous passives are willing to acquiesce 
or submit to counterinsurgent rule, obey its dictates, 
honor its laws, and support operations against 
insurgents if the risk is minimal. However, they are 
just as likely to do the same for insurgents if their 
interests change. 

 ● Anonymous actives are willing, for whatever 
reason, to collaborate officially by doing open 
business with counterinsurgent forces, taking 
government jobs, or serving in local or national 
security forces. 

 ● Individual actives display a personal, public 
commitment to the government’s claim to legiti-
macy and COIN operations against insurgents. 
Formal alignment with the government in the form 
of employment is not necessary and one should not 
assume the commitment is permanent or reflects 
some deeper ideological agreement (although often 
it does). Examples of individual actives might 
include a citizen who provides quality intelligence 
to counterinsurgents, an imam who makes pro-
government or anti-insurgent pronouncements, or 
a businessman who openly defies insurgent calls 
for a general strike (Figure 2).

Figure 1. Petersen’s spectrum of resistance.
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As with any model, the fine distinctions between 
categories blur together at the street level. How 
public does a tipster have to be in order to qualify 
as an individual active? Is there a clear demarca-
tion between anonymous passives and actives? In 
most situations, we can only answer these questions 
on a case-by-case basis. Furthermore, as Petersen 
observed, the same individuals can move between 
categories several times throughout the conflict.52 

What We Are Really After
By categorizing popular support in this way, 

commanders can make clearer distinctions between 
the kinds of popular support their operations must 
generate. First, the history of modern COIN sug-
gests that a population full of true neutrals and 
anonymous passives will more likely benefit the 
insurgents, so logical lines of operations aimed at 
achieving those effects will not ultimately support 
strategic success.53 However, for a foreign power 
supporting a host-nation (HN) government in 
COIN, one thing that is absolutely necessary is the 
development of effective host-nation security forces 
to carry on the fight.54 Unless the United States is 
willing to bear the direct burden of internal and 
external security indefinitely, As FM 3-24 correctly 
asserts, “HN elements must accept responsibilities 
to achieve real victory.”55 This will require sub-
stantial anonymous active support. We can look to 
historical examples to take the guesswork out of 
how large such a force must be. 

Historical data suggests that a ratio of at least 
15 to 20 security force members to every 1,000 
inhabitants is necessary to maintain basic order.56 
Additional forces for border and infrastructure secu-

rity, plus air and naval forces, will increase the total 
demand. Add to this the basic labor force necessary 
for national, provincial, and local governments 
to function, and one has a clear objective for the 
number of anonymous actives the counterinsurgent 
needs to recruit from the population.

At first, this might seem an insurmountable 
figure, but the history of modern COIN shows that 
this has rarely been the case. Few of even the most 
corrupt and inept governments besieged by popular 
insurgencies have collapsed because they literally 
could not hire employees while they had the money 
to pay them. This includes fielding local security 
forces. As Anthony J. Joes writes, “Loyalism has 
been a common, and often salient, feature of [insur-
gencies]. Yet it has rarely been a decisive one.”57 
Large indigenous counterinsurgent forces took the 
field in Vietnam, French Algeria, Indonesia, British 
India, Soviet Afghanistan, and Portuguese Africa.58 
So it is possible and fundamentally necessary, but at 
the same time, clearly not enough to produce victory 
on its own. As General Chiarelli writes of his experi-
ence in Iraq, combat operations and training local 
forces “will never contribute to a total solution.”59

If robust recruitment of anonymous actives, 
while necessary, is not sufficient, then the decisive 
operation for winning popular support must take 
place among individual actives. As argued above, 
many COIN practitioners tend to view the people 
as a monolithic block to win over more or less 
en masse, so that they will come to believe in the 
legitimacy and relative goodness of the government 
versus the insurgents. This is the rationale of the 
now clichéd phrase, “winning hearts and minds,” 
which one RAND study summarized as “sharing 

Figure 2. A categorical framework for counterinsurgent popular support in COIN.
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public services generously” in order to prove that 
“the government cares.”60 If the government prac-
tices this policy broadly enough and long enough, 
the assumption is that mass opinion will eventually 
shift in favor of the counterinsurgents. 

However, a broad range of intriguing new 
research suggests that a “network society” is emerg-
ing globally that makes certain key opinion leaders, 
not the masses, the high-value targets in the fight for 
popular support.61 Although networks themselves 
are nothing new, in network society, social, cultural, 
economic, and political influence forms less around 
central state hierarchies or traditional authority 
structures, and more around dispersed networks of 
influence. A remarkable feature of these networks 
is the extraordinary effect that small cadres of key 
influencers have on others in the network. Author 
Malcolm Gladwell writes in The Tipping Point: 
How Little Things Can Make a Big Difference that 
all kinds of social phenomena, from fashion fads to 
political revolutions, often spread like viral epidem-
ics.62 They obey the “law of the few,” which states 
that social epidemics spread through the influence 
of a relatively few special people with certain skills 
and personalities.63 These people act as nodes in the 
network and are the catalysts for change.

The above has interesting implications for a 
doctrinal framework of popular support. Of course, 
the idea that small numbers of elite opinion leaders 

deeply influence the passive, distracted masses is as 
old as communications studies itself and is arguably 
the foundational theory of modern advertising and 
political campaigning.64 However, the diffusion of 
digital communication technology has expanded 
the influence and power of networks—and the key 
opinion leaders acting as their nodes—in ways that 
have left hardly any corner of the globe unpen-
etrated, including the underdeveloped, traditional 
societies where insurgencies flourish. Even in an 
allegedly tribal society like Iraq or Afghanistan, the 
individual active support of perhaps a relatively few 
individuals may affect a tipping point of mass opin-
ion, and would then be the real prize on both sides 
for moving the people for or against the insurgency. 

Counterinsurgents have already embraced the 
network paradigm as the best way of understanding 
the insurgent forces, so applying it to subgroups that 
comprise the population as well, is no great leap. 
Military author Thomas Hammes writes, “Today, 
insurgent organizations are comprised of loose 
coalitions of the willing, human networks that range 
from local to global.”65 Marc Sageman describes in 
Understanding Terror Networks how many parts of 
the insurgencies throughout the Muslim world are 
themselves part of a larger global terrorist network 
propelled by relatively few key ideological and 
operational leaders.66 FM 3-24 also recognizes the 
networked nature of insurgent groups and provides 
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U.S. Army SSG Azhar Sher, right, and Pvt. Ryan Delashmit watch a group of Afghanis walk down a path while he and his 
team conduct a dismounted patrol mission, 17 March 2009.
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an application of social network analysis as a tool 
for grappling with this phenomenon.67

This dynamic raises the possibility that just as 
counterinsurgents must make a great effort to iden-
tify and target the nodes of the “dark networks”—the 
networks of insurgents, terrorists, and criminals—so 
must counterinsurgents seek out the “gray” networks 
in the uncommitted population and identify their 
key leaders in the same way.68 These key leaders 
are the individuals that the counterinsurgents need 
to convert or co-opt into their coalition by eliciting 
their individual active support. Whether they are 
termed opinion elites, opinion leaders, or network 
nodes, these individuals have the skill or capacity 
to influence the true neutrals, anonymous passives, 
and anonymous actives to isolate the insurgents.

For commanders designing COIN campaigns, 
what is truly intriguing about research into the law 
of the few and its effect on networks is the sugges-
tion that relatively small numbers of nodes in these 
gray networks need to be co-opted to have significant 
results in terms of mass opinion. Scholar Jonathan 
Farley uses mathematical simulations to test this 
dynamic in “Evolutionary Dynamics of the Insur-
gency in Iraq: A Mathematical Model of the Battle 
for Hearts and Minds.” Farley concludes, “How 
many men, women and children must you win over 
to your cause before victory is assured? ... Although 
intuition says that these numbers must be high, a 
certain model of public opinion based on ideas from 
statistical physics suggests that the answer may be 
smaller than one might at first think.”69 His simula-
tions confirm the tipping point idea that the key to 
mass opinion in network society is the viral influence 
of key opinion makers.70 Although commanders in 
the field will justifiably remain skeptical of how well 
mathematical simulations will apply to the hard reali-
ties of war, the simulations represent yet another data 
point among many pointing to similar conclusions.

In many ways, current COIN practitioners are 
intuitively working towards this same approach, 
just without the doctrinal template to articulate it 
more clearly. In Iraq, for example, Colonel Baker 
recounts, “We realized we had to reach the most 
trusted, most influential community members: the 
societal and cultural leaders. We hoped to convince 
them to be our interlocutors with the silent major-
ity.”71 Baker’s list of targets includes religious lead-
ers, sheiks, tribal leaders, government officials, and 

educators. “To be effective, you must tailor themes 
and messages to specific audiences,” not to Iraqis as 
a “single, homogeneous” whole.72 A more complete 
understanding of the networked but fractured nature 
of Iraqi society would show that there might also be 
many more less-obvious candidates than these; thus, 
there might be many more opportunities to find a 
decisive tipping point among the “silent majority.”

Implications for  
Operational Functions

Unfortunately, a full examination of the mecha-
nisms that produce the two necessary types of 
support, anonymous active and individual active, 
is beyond the scope of this paper. In addition, each 
insurgency will have its own unique characteris-
tics and require different strategies. However, this 
approach does have some important doctrinal impli-
cations for the commander’s use of intelligence, 
information operations, and fires management in 
the COIN environment.

Intelligence. FM 3-24 states, “Counterinsur-
gency is an intelligence-driven endeavor.”73 But 
while intelligence about the population itself plays 
a very prominent role in FM 3-24’s adaptation of 
intelligence preparation of the battlefield (IPB) for 
COIN, the focus of intelligence quickly shifts to the 
insurgents themselves—their motives, organization, 
and courses of action. By Chapter 3, Section III, the 
FM states, “The purpose of intelligence, surveil-
lance, and reconnaissance (ISR) operations during 
a COIN is to develop the intelligence needed to 
address the issues driving the insurgency.”74 

Engaging the key opinion leaders in the popula-
tion as a method for gaining popular support will 
require a significant shift in intelligence gathering 
and analysis effort away from insurgent targeting 
within the dark networks and onto the gray net-
works for other nonlethal engagement. As a RAND 
study states, not only is it sometimes difficult for 
commanders to believe that “isolating insurgents 
from the population is more efficacious than killing 
them,” but also it poses a daunting technical chal-
lenge.75 How do you map a whole society? While 
the sheer scale of the problem is an issue, the tools 
exist to do it. One method is social network analysis, 
which receives its own appendix in FM 3-24. Using 
social network analysis, “decision makers can be 
offered better courses of action seeking to achieve 
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a target influence, perception, or outcome to one or 
more actors within the network through either direct 
or indirect means.”76 Building expertise in these 
and other techniques and resourcing intelligence 
staffs for the challenge will make the commander’s 
efforts to elicit individual active support from the 
right people more efficient.

Information operations. If the problem for the 
counterinsurgent is not how to move mass opinion 
as a whole, but how to convince, convert, or co-opt 
key opinion elites into a contentious, but effective 
coalition of subpopulations, then tailored, local IO 
themes and messages appear more helpful than 
theater-level strategic communication programs in 
that process. Although IO at all levels of war has its 
place and we must synchronize it for a unified effort, 
Tip O’Neill’s famous maxim, “all politics is local,” 
is doubly appropriate for IO in COIN.77 Pushing 
more authority and resources to tactical level units 
would better leverage organic IO capabilities. It 
would also give local commanders more flexibility, 
better response time, and more useful products.78

SOF/Operational Fires. One can easily over-
simplify the operational environment into Galula’s 
triad at the theater level, where an artificial gap 
might seem to separate insurgents from the people. 
Therefore, it often appears entirely appropriate to 
use SOF or operational assets to target insurgents 
independently without working with the tactical 
units in the area. But, the bad guy that theater level 
assets are tracking might in fact be a key, wavering, 

opinion leader close to making a deal with counterin-
surgents. Even if he is not, his elimination may have 
far-reaching, gray-network effects that only tactical 
level commanders can predict. This doubt suggests 
that commanders must delegate most targeting assets 
and authority to lower levels, or at least coordinate 
with the relevant tactical units prior to taking action.79 

The four-level framework for counterinsurgent 
popular support can help clarify how to gain support 
from a fractured, diverse population. Counterinsur-
gents need to piece together a coalition of factions 
that produces two specific kinds of support, each 
with its own effect on the campaign. Anonymous 
actives fill the government positions and security 
forces necessary to defeat the insurgents, but to 
move mass opinion in favor of the government, one 
needs to find the key nodes in the population’s gray 
networks and secure their individual active support. 
Such effort can have a viral effect throughout the 
society that helps marginalize and isolate the insur-
gents—an “isolation not enforced on the population 
but maintained by and with the population.”80 MR

…the bad guy that theater level 
assets are tracking might in 

fact be a key, wavering opinion 
leader close to making a deal 

with counterinsurgents.
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