
America's Deadly Embrace of
Counterinsurgency: The Roots and
Consequences of U.S. Counterinsurgency
Doctrine

Counterinsurgency (COIN) has been a central pillar of U.S. foreign policy
since the Cold War. From Vietnam to Iraq to Afghanistan, the United States
has repeatedly deployed its military to combat insurgencies, with mixed
results. In recent years, there has been a growing debate about the
effectiveness of COIN, and whether it is a viable strategy for achieving U.S.
foreign policy goals. This debate has been fueled by the increasing cost of
COIN operations, the growing number of civilian casualties, and the
perception that COIN is often counterproductive, leading to instability and
violence.

The Roots of U.S. Counterinsurgency Doctrine

The roots of U.S. counterinsurgency doctrine can be traced back to the
early days of the Cold War. In the wake of the Communist victory in China,
the United States became increasingly concerned about the spread of
communism in the developing world. As part of its effort to contain
communism, the United States began to provide military and economic aid
to anti-communist governments in the Third World. In many cases, these
governments were faced with insurgencies from communist guerrillas.
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To help these governments combat insurgencies, the United States
developed a counterinsurgency doctrine that was based on the principles of
population security and winning the hearts and minds of the people.
Population security involved protecting civilians from insurgent attacks and
providing them with essential services. Winning the hearts and minds of the
people involved building relationships with local communities, addressing
their grievances, and promoting economic development.

The Vietnam War: A Turning Point in U.S. Counterinsurgency Doctrine

The Vietnam War was a turning point in U.S. counterinsurgency doctrine.
The war exposed the limitations of the population security approach, and it
led to a shift in emphasis towards winning the hearts and minds of the
people. This shift was reflected in the development of the "hearts and
minds" campaign, which involved a wide range of social and economic
programs designed to win the support of the Vietnamese people.

Despite the efforts of the United States, the hearts and minds campaign
failed to achieve its objectives. The war dragged on for years, and the
United States eventually withdrew from Vietnam without achieving its goals.
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The failure of the hearts and minds campaign led to a loss of faith in COIN,
and it helped to shape the debate about COIN that continues today.

Reviving COIN after the Cold War

After the Cold War, COIN was largely neglected by the United States.
However, the 9/11 attacks led to a renewed interest in COIN, as the United
States began to focus on combating terrorism. In 2003, the United States
invaded Iraq, and in 2004, it invaded Afghanistan. Both of these wars were
seen as tests of COIN, and they have had a profound impact on U.S.
counterinsurgency doctrine.

The Iraq and Afghanistan wars have shown that COIN is a complex and
difficult strategy to implement. The United States has faced numerous
challenges in both wars, including the lack of reliable intelligence, the
difficulty of protecting civilians, and the challenge of building effective
relationships with local communities. The wars have also been costly in
terms of both money and lives.

The Debate about COIN

The Iraq and Afghanistan wars have sparked a renewed debate about the
effectiveness of COIN. Some argue that COIN is a viable strategy for
achieving U.S. foreign policy goals, while others argue that it is
counterproductive and leads to instability and violence. There is no easy
answer to this debate, and it is likely to continue for many years to come.

Those who argue that COIN is a viable strategy point to the success of the
U.S. counterinsurgency campaign in El Salvador in the 1980s. They argue
that the United States can achieve similar successes in other countries if it
is willing to commit the necessary resources and time. Those who argue



that COIN is counterproductive point to the failures of the U.S.
counterinsurgency campaigns in Vietnam, Iraq, and Afghanistan. They
argue that COIN is a costly and ineffective strategy that leads to instability
and violence.

The debate about COIN is likely to continue for many years to come.
However, there are some key lessons that can be learned from the U.S.
experience with COIN. First, COIN is a complex and difficult strategy to
implement. It is not a quick fix for the problems of instability and violence in
the developing world. Second, COIN is costly in terms of both money and
lives. The United States must be willing to commit the necessary resources
and time to COIN if it wants to achieve success. Third, COIN is not a
panacea. It cannot be used to solve all of the problems of the developing
world. It is one tool that can be used to address the problem of insurgency,
but it is not a magic bullet.

The United States must carefully consider the costs and benefits of COIN
before committing to a COIN campaign. COIN is a risky and costly strategy,
and it is not always successful. However, it can be an effective tool for
achieving U.S. foreign policy goals when it is used wisely.
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"Flesh Wounds" by Richard Glover: A
Provocative Exploration of Trauma, Identity,
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In his thought-provoking and deeply moving book "Flesh Wounds,"
Richard Glover embarks on an unflinching exploration of the profound
impact trauma can have...
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