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Abstract 

The peculiar evil of terrorism and insurgency is that not only do they cause great suffering, 

they also seek to deny a society choice in their political future. By using violent means to 

subvert democracy, insurgents have emerged throughout history under a variety of banners. 

States, bound to protect their citizens, have met insurgents in a battle for the support of the 

civilian population and to respond to the challenging of their legitimate monopoly over the 

use of violence. This study seeks to help states in their fight against terrorism by analysing 

three case studies in modern British history and determining what lessons may be learned.  

The British campaigns in Malaya (1948-60), Northern Ireland (1969-1998) and Afghanistan 

(2001-2021) are used to expose key themes in counterinsurgency. This study uses a 

comparative analysis method and considers a mix of qualitative and quantitative sources. A 

thorough analysis of the strategies and policies employed, their effectiveness, and the nature 

and tactics of insurgent movements, are explored. Resulting from this analysis are a set of 

five principles conducive to success in the British approach which may inform future models 

in counterinsurgency. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



iii 

 

Acknowledgements 

In completing this work, I am particularly indebted to the stellar supervision of Drs Mark G. 

Rolls and Reuben Steff. Reuben has been a continued presence throughout the course of my 

tertiary studies, from teaching my first undergraduate paper, to seeing me through to the 

conclusion of my Masters. His encouragement has been an emboldening presence throughout 

my ongoing voyage in academia. Mark is a mentor in the truest meaning of the term, and I 

could not have completed this study without his help in sharpening its focus, or without the 

generous donation of his time – and books! It is a truly rare thing to find a scholar with such a 

kindred spirit and I am most grateful for Mark’s insights and support. I would also like to 

thank my patient parents, Mark and Hazel Woodhouse, for their endurance during productive, 

if unexpected conversations about terrorism at the dinner table which helped me refine my 

work. To my friends, colleagues and all others who so generously offered their advice and 

good humour throughout this journey, I offer my most sincere thanks. My grateful thanks are 

also due to the University of Waikato, for continuing to nurture my academic curiosity and 

development.  

 

  



iv 

 

 

 
Abstract ...................................................................................................................................... ii 

Acknowledgements .................................................................................................................. iii 

Contents .................................................................................................................................... iv 

List of Figures .......................................................................................................................... vii 

I Introduction ........................................................................................................................ 9 

A Aim ................................................................................................................................. 9 

B The Case Studies ............................................................................................................. 9 

C  Methodology ............................................................................................................... 9 

D The Structure of this Study ........................................................................................... 11 

II Concepts and Definitions ................................................................................................. 12 

A Defining Terrorism ........................................................................................................ 12 

B Defining Insurgency ...................................................................................................... 16 

C Defining Political Violence ........................................................................................... 19 

D Defining Guerrilla/Unconventional Warfare ................................................................ 19 

E Defining National Security ........................................................................................... 19 

F Defining Intelligence .................................................................................................... 21 

G Defining counterinsurgency .......................................................................................... 22 

1 Approaches to COIN ................................................................................................. 23 

H Defining the British approach to Counterinsurgency: .................................................. 25 

III Overview of the Malayan Case Study ............................................................................. 30 

A Introduction ................................................................................................................... 30 

B Historical Context ......................................................................................................... 30 

C Overview of the Insurgency: the CPM and MNLA ...................................................... 34 

D Security Forces, Administrative and Strategic Policy ................................................... 37 

E Summary of Outcome ................................................................................................... 42 

IV Malayan Case Study Analysis .......................................................................................... 44 

A Introduction ................................................................................................................... 44 

B The Intelligence War and methods used in counterinsurgency ..................................... 44 

1 Intelligence-led operations ........................................................................................ 44 

2 Psychological operations ........................................................................................... 52 

3 The focus on ‘turning’ and re-integrating insurgents into society............................. 59 

C Contributions to the Understanding of Counterinsurgency .......................................... 63 

1 Importance of the administrative level ...................................................................... 63 

Contents 

file:///F:/Masters/Thesis/Woodhouse,%20Dylan%20(1364553)%20POLSC594%20Thesis%202023.docx%23_Toc143638286


v 

 

2 Separating the insurgency from its support network ................................................. 68 

3 ‘Hearts and minds’ .................................................................................................... 72 

D Conclusion .................................................................................................................... 80 

V Overview of the Northern Irish Case Study ..................................................................... 81 

A Introduction ................................................................................................................... 81 

B Historical Context ......................................................................................................... 81 

C Overview of the Insurgency: the IRA ........................................................................... 89 

D The Security Forces ...................................................................................................... 91 

1 The overall command structure ................................................................................. 91 

2 Civil dimensions ........................................................................................................ 92 

3 The military dimension ............................................................................................. 94 

E Summary of Outcomes ................................................................................................. 96 

VI Northern Irish Case Study Analysis ................................................................................. 97 

A Introduction ................................................................................................................... 97 

B The Intelligence War ..................................................................................................... 97 

1 Intelligence-led operations ........................................................................................ 97 

2 Human intelligence Northern Ireland ...................................................................... 105 

3 Separating the insurgents from their support network ............................................ 110 

C Contributions to the Understanding of Counterinsurgency ........................................ 115 

1 Importance of the administrative level .................................................................... 115 

2 Intelligence is the key to success............................................................................. 117 

D Conclusion .................................................................................................................. 120 

VII Overview of the Afghan Case Study ........................................................................... 122 

A Introduction ................................................................................................................. 122 

B Historical Context ....................................................................................................... 122 

C Overview of the Insurgency: the Taliban .................................................................... 126 

D The Security Forces .................................................................................................... 130 

1 British Forces in Helmand Province ....................................................................... 130 

2 The Afghan National Security forces (ANSF) ........................................................ 132 

E Summary of Outcomes ............................................................................................... 133 

VIII Afghan Case Study Analysis ....................................................................................... 136 

A Introduction ................................................................................................................. 136 

B The Intelligence War ................................................................................................... 136 

1 Intelligence-led operations ...................................................................................... 136 

2 Human intelligence in Afghanistan ......................................................................... 147 



vi 

 

3 Separating insurgents from their support network .................................................. 149 

C Contributions to the Understanding of Counterinsurgency ........................................ 159 

1 Importance of the administrative level .................................................................... 159 

2 Hearts and Minds .................................................................................................... 162 

3 The indigenous security forces ................................................................................ 165 

D Conclusion .................................................................................................................. 173 

IX Synthesis ........................................................................................................................ 175 

A Introduction ................................................................................................................. 175 

B Principles for Success in British COIN ...................................................................... 175 

1 Presence ...................................................................................................................... 176 

2 Integration ............................................................................................................... 178 

3 Influence .................................................................................................................. 180 

4 Conviction ............................................................................................................... 183 

5 Reflection and adaptation ........................................................................................ 185 

C Conclusion .................................................................................................................. 187 

X Conclusion ..................................................................................................................... 188 

A Results ......................................................................................................................... 188 

B Contributions............................................................................................................... 189 

C Limitations .................................................................................................................. 190 

D Significance and Implications ..................................................................................... 191 

E Potential for Further Research .................................................................................... 191 

F Concluding remarks .................................................................................................... 192 

XI Bibliography .................................................................................................................. 193 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



vii 

 

List of Figures 

 

 

Figure 1: Sources of Intelligence during the Troubles.…………………………………………………………106 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 2: Spectrum of Insurgent Commitment…………………………………………………………………151  

 

 



viii 

 

 

This thesis is dedicated to the memory of my Nana, Iris Priscilla Woodhouse, who always 

listened with enthusiasm to my impromptu lectures during my research. While she cannot be 

here to see it completed, I will be forever grateful for her faith in me to get the job done. 



9 

 

I Introduction 

 

A Aim 

In August 2021, the world watched in horror and disbelief as the Taliban swept aside the 

security forces and restored their barbaric theocracy in Afghanistan. Yet, a mere two years 

later, with the return of conventional warfare in Ukraine and mounting great power conflict, 

the desire to confront and evaluate how this tragic end to the ‘forever war’ came to pass is 

sorely lacking. This situation provides the impetus for the following study which seeks to 

ensure that the efforts of governments to confront the evils of terrorism are informed by a 

necessary examination of past successes and failures. The goal of this study is to examine 

efforts to defeat insurgency and propose a framework of principles conducive to success in 

this endeavour.  

 

B The Case Studies 

The goal is to be achieved by analysing three case studies in the history of British 

counterinsurgency (COIN) operations: the Malayan Emergency (1948-60), the Troubles in 

Northern Ireland (1969-1998) and the British involvement in the War in Afghanistan (2001-

2021). The comparative analysis of the qualitative and quantitative research data emerging 

from the three case studies enables the development of the evaluative framework and the 

resulting principles outline the areas essential for success in defeating an insurgent crisis. 

These case studies were selected because of the great variation between them. While 

Afghanistan was a COIN effort as part of a foreign intervention, the Troubles transpired 

within Britain’s borders while the Malayan Emergency took place in a colony at the end of 

empire. The outcomes in each case study, ranging from resounding success in Malaya, defeat 

in Afghanistan and ambiguity in Northern Ireland, also informed their selection. If common 

themes and lessons can be drawn from these diverse contexts, then the reliability of the 

contributions of this study is further enhanced. 

 

C  Methodology 

A mixed qualitative/quantitative analysis is carried out, with greater emphasis on the 

qualitative dimension. The data collection for this methodology draws on a wide range of 

academic, government, military, and primary sources. Each of the three case studies have a 
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large corpus of scholarship to draw upon. By employing comparative analysis and following 

a case-study method, connections may emerge and be commented on. The choice of three 

case studies was made to enable more thorough analysis of the complicated phenomena 

studied.1 Insurgent crises and terrorism are complicated concepts involving a wide variety of 

perspectives in the fields of international relations, political science, history, and wider 

societal discourse. Thus, a smaller number of case studies is preferred to ensure closer 

attention is paid to the intricacies of each examined conflict.2 The thesis thus fits within the 

‘school of “comparative historical analysis” in which small numbers of countries are studied 

over long periods’ within the international relations discipline.3 

   

A concern that ‘the capacity to adjudicate among the explanations through statistical 

comparison rapidly diminishes,’ may be relevant here.4 Yet, the use of statistics in this 

research is sparing and primarily serves to enhance qualitative analysis; mitigating this issue. 

The case-study sub-method provided the researcher – constrained by ‘modest time and 

resources’ – with the opportunity to perform ‘intensive examination of cases.’5 While it could 

be contended that studying fewer cases ‘contributes less to building theory than studies with 

more cases,’6 since the study does not seek to produce a ‘one-size-fits-all’ solution to 

insurgency, this is not an overriding concern. Despite their significant differences, the three 

case studies share enough in common to offset the smaller number of cases considered 

through the complexity of the comparisons made possible.7 The three insurgent conflicts 

were generally confined to small geographical regions – typically, the specified nation and its 

immediate neighbours. State security forces – sometimes with international aid – were tasked 

with defeating an enemy concealed within the civilian population. Likewise, the three 

insurgencies were all belied by ethnic and ideological tensions within states with poor 

security. Each context featured a British colonial history of some kind and, in each case, the 

British Army and other United Kingdom security forces were involved. As they share 

 
1 David Collier, ‘The Comparative Method’ in Ada W Finifter (ed), Political Science: The State of the 

Discipline II (American Political Science Association 1993) 105. 
2 Collier (n 1) 105. 
3 Collier (n 1) 105. 
4 Collier (n 1) 105. 
5 Collier (n 1) 106. 
6 Collier (n 1) 107. 
7 Collier (n 1) 111. 
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fundamental similarities, these contexts are ripe for analytical comparison and thus the effects 

of other noticeably different variables may be more easily identified. 

 

While Collier suggests that another solution for the issue posed by a limited number of cases, 

is to reduce the number of variables considered, this proposition is difficult to apply to this 

study.8  In order to develop a framework to evaluate the chances of success in 

counterinsurgency, a wide range of factors will need to be taken into consideration. 

Depending on the context, some factors may appear important, yet the goal of the study is to 

determine which elements must be present – in one form or another – to successfully resolve 

any such conflict. 

  

D The Structure of this Study 

Prior to engaging in the case study analysis, necessary theories, concepts, and definitions are 

outlined. The discussion in Chapter II includes defining the essential, yet contentious, terms 

used in the remainder of the study such as terrorism and insurgency. The essences of various 

approaches to COIN are compared followed by a brief examination of the literature on the 

notion of a ‘British way’ in counterinsurgency. An introduction to each case is provided 

followed by a subsequent in-depth analysis. The introductions to each case study establish the 

unique context, outline the make-up of the insurgencies and the structure of the security 

forces before summarising the outcomes.  

 

The analysis chapters for each case cover the core themes emerging from the research which, 

in most cases, includes an analysis of the intelligence war the conduct of intelligence led 

operations and human intelligence (HUMINT) efforts; measures to separate civilians from 

the insurgency; and the important developments on the administrative level. Following the 

completion of the case study analyses, a synthesis of the observed themes and lessons is 

compiled into a set of principles which represent the primary contribution of this study. 

  

 
8 Collier (n 1) 112. 
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II Concepts and Definitions 

In the study of terrorism and insurgency there are many controversies and debates – chief 

among them, what is terrorism and insurgency? In order to ensure that the terms used in this 

study are employed consistently and to provide a theoretical basis for analysis, this chapter 

defines the essential concepts and definitions that frame future discussions. Some concepts 

are given more concise definitions than others as they are judged by the author to be less 

controversial than others which merit further interrogation. Finally, this chapter seeks to 

establish a workable understanding of what is meant by the British approach to 

counterinsurgency. 

 

A Defining Terrorism 

Given that this study explores security responses to insurgencies, and that terrorism is a 

common feature of insurgencies, it is necessary to establish what is meant by terrorism. 

Defining terrorism is a subject of great contention in academic discourse. Naturally, terrorism 

is a pejorative term and one is making a moral judgement when using it. This can make ‘the 

search for a definition precise enough to provide meaningful analytical purchase, yet general 

enough to obtain agreement from all participants … extremely difficult.’9As such, academics 

and analysts caution that we pay attention to who is using the term. If a state ascribes its 

principled opposition with the label of ‘terrorists,’ it may be able to justify unnecessarily 

repressive measures in the pursuit of preserving the regime’s security. However, this can also 

lead to assertions of moral equivalency from the other side of the coin; the ‘“terrorist” of 

yesterday may change into the national hero of today.’10 This is unproductive from a 

scholarly perspective. The morally relativist conflation of terrorist and freedom fighter – as 

the adage goes – overlooks terrorism’s use as a strategy, whereas freedom fighting holds 

liberation as its objective. Wight provides a helpful synthesis: ‘[i]t is entirely possible that 

one can support the political aspirations of a group attempting to free themselves from 

oppression, yet not support the means (terrorism) that they use to achieve it.’11  

Implicit in Wight’s observation is also an important moral distinction that provides the 

antidote to the potentially damaging association of the evil of terrorism with a hypothetical 

 
9 Colin Wight, Rethinking Terrorism (Palgrave 2015) 6. 
10 Marcello Di Filippo, ‘The Definition(s) of Terrorism in International Law’, Research handbook on 

international law and terrorism (First edition, Edward Elgar Publishing 2020) 3. 
11 Wight (n 9) 7. 
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liberation struggle. One must have greater command over the essence of what terrorism is in 

order to challenge malicious accusations of it, yet also to identify and condemn genuine 

cases. By first considering some examples of definitions (see below) it is possible to identify 

trends in how individuals and organisations define terrorism.  

(i) The Commonwealth of Independent States: 12 

“Terrorism” - an illegal act punishable under criminal law committed for the purpose of 

undermining public safety, influencing decision-making by the authorities or terrorising the 

population, and taking the form of: Violence or the threat of violence against natural or juridical 

persons; Destroying (damaging) or threatening to destroy (damage) property and other material 

objects so as to endanger people's lives; Causing substantial harm to property or the occurrence of 

other consequences dangerous to society; Threatening the life of a statesman or public figure for 

the purpose of putting an end to his State or other public activity or in revenge for such activity; 

Attacking a representative of a foreign State or an internationally protected staff member of an 

international organisation, as well as the business premises or vehicles of internationally protected 

persons. 

 

(ii) The League of Arab States: 13 

Any act or threat of violence, whatever its motives or purposes, that occurs in the advancement of 

an individual or collective criminal agenda and seeking to sow panic among people, causing fear 

by harming them, or placing their lives, liberty or security in danger, or seeking to cause damage to 

the environment tor private installations or property or to occupying or seizing them, [sic] or 

seeking jeopardise a national resources [sic]. 

 

(iii) The Canadian Armed Forces: 14 

Terrorism is a tactic. Despite the attention that it receives, terrorism is a tactical level undertaking; 

however, one that is normally used to influence the situation at the operational and strategic levels. 

It may be used by individuals, groups or states as part of a larger operational objective and strategy 

to intimidate and coerce governments, societies or elements of each. Terrorist actions call attention 

to the perpetrators and their causes and may help them win support of potential sympathisers. 

Terrorism is used to strike at civilian targets which normally have limited means of self-defence. 

 

These definitions illustrate the difficulty in defining terrorism. For instance, the League of 

Arab State’s definition captures everyday criminal conduct through its expansive terms. The 

 
12 Treaty on Cooperation among the States Members of the Commonwealth of Independent States in Combating 

Terrorism, 1999 (4 June 1999) art 1. 
13 The Arab Convention for the Suppression of Terrorism (April 1998) art 1. 
14 Department of National Defence Canada, ‘COUNTER-INSURGENCY OPERATIONS’ (Land Force 2008) 

B-GL-323-004/FP-003 para 6. 
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Commonwealth of Independent State’s definition is more precise in identifying the expressly 

political ambitions of the use of terrorism yet it provides the scope for the conflation of 

terrorism and revolutionary movements by noting that the practice of terrorism can involve 

the targeting of state actors. The importance of who is targeted by terrorism is not a matter of 

trifling semantics, it points to the context in which the politically oriented violence – usefully 

identified in definition (ii) – occurs. That such violence is political presupposes the existence 

of the state. If violence is directed towards members of the state, it is necessarily 

revolutionary according to Max Weber’s persuasive location of the source of state authority 

in violence.15 As a consequence, the third definition from the Canadian Armed Forces is the 

most helpful thus far in that it locates terrorist violence firmly on the tactical level and 

logically identifies civilians as the targets. It likewise identifies the motivation of terrorism: 

‘to intimidate and coerce governments, societies or elements of each’ and to ‘call attention to 

the perpetrators and their causes.’16  

 

Where this definition’s logic fails though, is in enabling state attacks against civilians to be 

considered terrorism. If the state’s authority is based on violence, then all activities of the 

state could be erroneously identified as terrorism.  Furthermore the state’s support for 

organisations engaged in terrorism within another state is better described through terms such 

as sponsorship and hybrid warfare – both means by which a state can undermine a rival 

outside of conventional warfare or politics. Attacks by states against another state’s civilians, 

or perhaps their own, are better described as constituting repression, human rights violations, 

or in extreme cases, war crimes or crimes against humanity. While the Oxford English 

Dictionary notes that the term terrorism was previously used to describe the actions of 

oppressive governments, it has increasingly come to be used to describe the practices of 

‘clandestine or expatriate organisation[s]’ using violent ‘means of furthering [their] aims.’17 

In a modern context and for the purposes of this study, terrorism will be viewed as being 

perpetrated by non-state actors alone, with other terms used to describe oppressive measures 

taken by states against civilians.  Taking account of the analytical needs of this study, it is 

Collin Wight’s theories on terrorism which will define the concept here.  

 
15 Max Weber, From Max Weber: Essays in Sociology (Taylor and Francis 2013) 77. 
16 Department of National Defence Canada (n 14) para 6. 
17 Oxford University Press, ‘Terrorism, n.’ (OED Online, June 2022). 
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Terrorism, in Wight’s view, can only be understood in the context of the modern state because 

the use of violence by non-state actors challenges the state’s monopoly over the legitimate 

exercise of violence. For Wight, terrorism is: ‘the use, or threat, of violence by non-state 

actors against non-state actors to communicate a political message in pursuance of political 

ends.’18 The fundamental differences between Wight’s and most other scholars’ or 

organisations’ definitions of terrorism, are that Wight suggests that terrorism pre-supposes the 

existence of the state and that it is a means and not an end. As such, Wight is cautious not to 

apply the label of terrorist to organisations as, typically, organisations have an end in mind 

when they use terrorism, they do not exist simply to commit terrorism. The advantages of 

Wight’s novel definition of terrorism include how it avoids making moral or political 

judgements and thus may be applied more scientifically. This definition is minimal yet 

precise, lending itself in the manner of a legal test when applied to case studies. Likewise, 

Wight’s definition is more in line with the modern common meaning of terrorism. Helpfully, 

Wight suggests we use other terms to describe attacks by non-state actors on the state, such as 

riot, insurgency, or revolution. This suggestion does not rob Wight’s attempts to define 

terrorism of meaning, but rather serves to refine their use. Specificity is valuable when 

addressing such a morally charged issue as terrorism.  

 

Furthermore, by using the term ‘non state actors’ rather than ‘innocents,’ Wight employs a 

more technical rather than moral distinction when describing the targets and participants in 

terrorism. Calling the victims of terrorism innocent, Wight recognises, is potentially 

controversial, given that democracies vote in their leaders. An attack against a citizenry by an 

organisation that has fallen victim to an elected government’s policies, could be argued as 

legitimate, in the context of how those civilians vote for those policies and fund them via 

taxation. By Wight’s reckoning, the targeted population ‘is simply a cipher and has to suffer 

the violence so that the message can be transmitted to the secondary and most important 

audience:’ the state. 19 Terrorism serves as a form of political communication and is an 

attempt by ‘someone to force another person or group to do something they would otherwise 

not do.’20 This view of terrorist violence as a form of communication is shared by other 

 
18 Wight (n 9) 12. 
19 Wight (n 9) 116. 
20 Wight (n 9) 116. 
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scholars. Whittingham and Mitchell also suggest that ‘terrorist acts are not always solely 

directed at the targeted population but may also generate support for the cause from external 

audiences sympathetic to the terrorist organisation’s aims.’21 This is an important observation 

in the context of the case studies considered by this thesis.  

 

B Defining Insurgency 

An important distinction must be made early in this study: the difference between insurgency 

and terrorism. Taking account of Whittingham and Mitchell’s thoughts on counterinsurgency, 

it will be necessary to ‘avoid common (and largely useless) debates over whether a particular 

organisation or a particular conflict’ constitutes terrorism or insurgency, by characterising 

terrorism as ‘a tactic within a broad insurgency strategy.’22 The insurgency then, is the 

broader context of political struggle within which terrorism may – or may not necessarily 

occur. Unlike in defining terrorism, the assumed common meaning of insurgency is not 

helpful in establishing the boundaries for this analysis. The Oxford English Dictionary 

defines an insurgent as ‘one who rises in revolt against constituted authority; a rebel who is 

not recognised as a belligerent.’23 Wight points out the unhelpfulness of this definition by 

noting that anyone engaged in a conflict could be considered a belligerent and that ‘a very 

limited, and restrictive, definition of war’ would be required to support this view of 

insurgency.24 Wight notes that insurgency is a form of political protest with the state as its 

target and ‘occurs when groups within a state decide to take violent action against [it].’25 This 

violence often takes ‘the form of attacks on state officials and property.’26 Insurgencies aim 

‘to take control of the state, or … to secede from the state in order to form the[ir] … own 

political community.’27 Given that states are targeted and that the use of violence by non-state 

actors ‘is a direct and overt challenge to the authority of the state, … it is not surprising that 

most states will refer to insurgent groups as terrorists.’28 Yet, they need not be considered 

terrorists under the definition given above, unless they target non-state actors as part of their 

 
21 Daniel Whittingham and Stuart Mitchell, Counterinsurgency: Theory and Reality (2020) 

<https://search.ebscohost.com/login.aspx?direct=true&scope=site&db=nlebk&db=nlabk&AN=2458924> 

accessed 12 August 2022. 
22 Whittingham and Mitchell (n 21) 14. 
23 Oxford University Press, ‘Insurgent, Adj. and n’ (OED Online, June 2022) <https://www-oed-

com.ezproxy.waikato.ac.nz/view/Entry/97280> accessed 3 September 2022. 
24 Wight (n 9) 110. 
25 Wight (n 9) 110. 
26 Wight (n 9) 110. 
27 Wight (n 9) 110. 
28 Wight (n 9) 110. 
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violent attempts to further their political ambitions. Insurgencies could target the state alone if 

they chose.  

 

While Wight’s reflections on insurgency are informative, the definition of this concept given 

by the United States Government has been selected for this study due to its 

comprehensiveness. In their ‘Counterinsurgency Guide,’ the U.S. Government defines 

insurgency as:29 

the organised use of subversion and violence to seize, nullify or challenge political control of a region. 

… a political struggle, in which both sides use armed force to create space for their political, economic 

and influence activities to be effective. Insurgency is not always conducted by a single group with a 

centralised, military-style command structure, but may involve a complex matrix of different actors 

with various aims, loosely connected in dynamic and non-hierarchical networks.  

 

This definition is supported by observations which are relevant to the insurgencies considered 

in the three case studies of this thesis. Insightfully, the U.S. Government points out that the 

intent of insurgents is not necessarily to win through strength of arms, but ‘to protract the 

struggle, exhaust the government and win sufficient popular support to force capitulation or 

political accommodation.’30 The conditions of success for insurgencies are identified by the 

Americans as requiring ‘charismatic leadership, supporters, recruits, supplies, safe havens 

and funding (often from illicit activities).’31 Active supporters such as these are necessary yet 

are not the only essential factor as insurgencies often survive with few active members. In 

order to ensure their longevity, insurgents require ‘the passive acquiescence of a large 

proportion of the contested population.’32 Accordingly, an insurgent movement will seek to 

gain ‘appeal, manipulating religious, tribal or local identity to exploit common societal 

grievances or needs.’ They may also employ ‘a combination of persuasion, subversion and 

coercion while using guerrilla tactics to offset the strengths of … security forces.’33 Wight 

deepens this analysis of the ‘winning over’ element or the securing of the compliance of the 

population. He points out that ‘[a]ll insurgents attempt to mobilise support for their cause 

 
29 United States Government, ‘U.S. Government Counterinsurgency Guide’ (United States Government 

Interagency Counterinsurgency Initiative 2009) 2. 
30 United States Government (n 29) 2. 
31 United States Government (n 29) 2. 
32 United States Government (n 29) 2. 
33 United States Government (n 29) 2. 
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amongst the wider population’ competing with the state in a propaganda war by highlighting, 

‘the shortcomings of existing authority structures and explaining how … once the insurgents 

gain power,’ things will improve.’34  

 

Wight views force as a form of communication, though not the only form employed by 

insurgents: violence and perhaps ‘terrorism might be’ among ‘the chosen methods through 

which [an insurgent movement] achieves its aims.’35 Yet, in their use of violence, insurgents 

face a dilemma, especially when using terrorism. For a successful insurgency, ‘the aim is not 

to terrorise the general population so much as terrorise the political elite.36 Insurgents need 

large-scale support and the acceptance of the general population’ and should avoid violence 

that ‘alienate[s] large sections of the community.’37 If insurgents limit their attacks to 

‘government facilities, assassinat[ions] [of] … politicians and officials, and sometimes … 

specifically targeted people who aid the authorities’ they can avoid the alienation of local 

communities that comes with the perception of indiscriminate violence.38 Certainly, terrorist 

violence used by insurgents is indiscriminate. Yet, those attacks that are not terrorism, ‘will 

typically select targets on the basis of their relationship to the state.’39 This means that when 

insurgents seek to attack the state directly, they are discerning though that is not to say that 

‘insurgent attacks, as with standard military actions,’ do not result in unintended casualties 

‘often referred to as “collateral damage.”’40 Insurgents use of violence may also be intended 

as provocation, baiting the state into the use of ‘disproportionate force’ which could drive the 

population ‘into the arms of the insurgents.’41 Consequently, insurgents may also be betting 

on the sympathy of international observers in response to perceptions of victimisation. Yet, 

the international audience and ‘the local community’ insurgents depend on is unlikely to 

support a group which has ‘set about the bloody business of terrorism.’42 

 

 
34 Wight (n 9) 111–112. 
35 Wight (n 9) 111. 
36 Wight (n 9) 111. 
37 Wight (n 9) 111. 
38 Wight (n 9) 111. 
39 Wight (n 9) 111. 
40 Wight (n 9) 111. 
41 Wight (n 9) 112. 
42 Wight (n 9) 111–112. 
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C Defining Political Violence 

In defining this basic, foundational, term Wight is most succinct: ‘[a]t the most basic level, 

political violence is the use of physical force to achieve political ends.’43 In the face of 

attempts within scholarship to re-define violence such as in the suggested notion of 

‘structural violence,’ Wight felt he needed to define violence as ‘behaviour involving physical 

force intended to hurt, damage or kill someone or damage something.’44 This is sufficient for 

use in this study. 

 

D Defining Guerrilla/Unconventional Warfare 

While ‘[i]nsurgents may … in some cases, … even choose to carry out conventional attacks 

with regular troop formations,’45 they are much more likely to engage in irregular forms of 

warfare given their comparative disadvantage in ‘stand-up’ fights against better trained 

military forces. A variety of sources employed in this study use the term ‘guerrilla warfare’ to 

describe the tactical approach often taken by insurgents towards their state adversaries. 

Guerrilla warfare is described by Wight as ‘a type of war typically fought in relatively small 

formations, against a stronger enemy’ which is not ‘restricted to non-military forces,’ as 

‘[g]uerrilla warfare can serve as an auxiliary tactic engaged in by military or non-military 

personnel, often operating behind enemy lines.’46 The action of guerrilla warfare ‘consists of 

hit-and-run attacks against police and military and the physical infrastructure that supports 

them.’47 

 

E Defining National Security 

Insurgency, besides being a threat to the continuation of a state’s government, is principally 

an issue of security. It is security that is the rallying cry of governments fighting insurgencies 

and it is security which they aim to uphold against the threat of terrorism. As such, it is 

important to establish a workable definition of security. Ranging from the arcane and broad to 

the narrow and inflexible, there are many competing definitions for what constitutes national 

security. However, the definition most useful to this thesis (and with applicability beyond the 

 
43 Wight (n 9) 106. 
44 Wight (n 9) 106. 
45 Bard O’Neill, ‘Foreword’ in Robert Taber, War of the flea: the classic study of guerrilla warfare (Brassey’s 

2002) ix. 
46 Wight (n 9) 110. 
47 O’Neill (n 45) ix. 
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Canadian experience) is provided by Major-General L.V. Johnson of the Canadian National 

Defence College:48  

National Security is the preservation of a way of life acceptable to the Canadian 

people and compatible with the needs and legitimate aspirations of others. It includes freedom from 

military attack or coercion, freedom from internal subversion, and freedom from the erosion of the 

political, economic, and social values which are essential to the quality of life in Canada. 

 

Barry Buzan elaborates further by developing on some of the dimensions of security 

emerging from definitions, such as the one above. Buzan suggested security has having five 

components, military, political, economic, societal and environmental.49 The military level 

pertains to the defensive and offensive capacity of a state and ‘states perceptions of each 

other’s intentions.’50 Political security concerns the state’s ‘organisational stability,’ its 

institutions and ‘the ideologies that give them legitimacy.’51 Naturally, economic security 

pertains to the access to resources required by the state and the ability to engage in ‘markets 

necessary to sustain acceptable levels of welfare and state power.’52 Societal security denotes 

the state’s capacity to maintain its national identity, values and customs through cultural 

reproduction.53 Lastly, environmental security refers to the ‘maintenance of the local … 

biosphere as the essential support system on which all other human enterprises depend.’54 

Buzan contends these dimensions are all interwoven and affect one another and taken 

together, they form the matrix of national security. Throughout the course of this analysis, 

where relevant, these dimensions will be referred to as the security concerns posed by 

insurgency can reasonably be expected to impact most, if not all, of these dimensions. By 

employing Buzan’s framework, the national security of the case studies considered in this 

research can be evaluated. 

 

 
48 WD BGen (retd) Macnamara and Ann Fitz-Gerald, ‘A National Security Framework for Canada’ (2002) 3 

Policy Matters 1 <https://irpp.org/research-studies/policy-matters-vol3-no10/>. 
49 Barry Buzan, People, States & Fear: An Agenda for International Security Studies in the Post-Cold War Era 

(2. ed, ECPR Press 2007) 38. 
50 Buzan (n 49) 38. 
51 Buzan (n 49) 38. 
52 Buzan (n 49) 38. 
53 Buzan (n 49) 38. 
54 Buzan (n 49) 38. 
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In the context of the case studies examined by this thesis, many of Britain’s 

counterinsurgency (COIN) practices were devised in an environment characterised by poor 

national security. French describes how many of ‘[t]hose British colonial regimes that were 

confronted by insurgents were not failed states, but they were often fragile states.’55 While 

they had a functioning civil power, insurgents degraded ‘its capacity to protect and govern the 

civil population’ and ‘called into question its legitimacy,’ notably by threatening states 

‘monopoly over the legitimate use of violence.’56 In determining why this was typically the 

case in British colonial regions, the dimensions Buzan highlighted prove their relevance. 

Often, they were economically poor, administrated by a ‘tiny [civil service] compared to the 

territory and the number of people that it governed,’ and were militarily stretched with small 

‘police forces’ that were ‘usually badly trained, poorly housed, and inadequately equipped.’57 

French highlights also the role of intelligence in security and while it may not factor in a 

definition of security, intelligence clearly plays a role in facilitating it as often, British 

colonies had ‘intelligence services [that] were frequently inadequate.’58 While this is not a 

definitive description of the case studies explored in this study – particularly as these contexts 

progressed into their later stages – this description highlights challenges faced by comparable 

security environments before an active insurgency is factored in. Likewise, this description 

serves as an example in applying the above theories regarding security. A key element in any 

security response to an insurgency is the collection, assessment and use of intelligence.  

 

F Defining Intelligence 

Intelligence is ‘the product resulting from the collection, processing, integration, analysis, 

evaluation and interpretation of information concerning foreign nations, hostile or potentially 

hostile forces or elements, or areas of actual or potential operations.’59 Intelligence may be 

collected through a variety of methods, each lending their name to the means by which they 

are gathered, for example, human intelligence or signals intelligence – often abbreviated to 

 
55 David French, The British Way in Counter-Insurgency, 1945-1967 (Oxford University Press 2011) 11 

<https://academic.oup.com/book/5047> accessed 12 August 2022. 
56 French, The British Way in Counter-Insurgency, 1945-1967 (n 55) 11. 
57 French, The British Way in Counter-Insurgency, 1945-1967 (n 55) 11. 
58 French, The British Way in Counter-Insurgency, 1945-1967 (n 55) 11. 
59 Nicholas Van der Bijl, Sharing the Secret: The History of the Intelligence Corps, 1940 - 2010 (Pen & Sword 

Military 2013) 1. 
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HUMINT and SIGINT respectively. Newberry notes that ‘[i]ntelligence is a prerequisite for 

achieving and maintaining national and international security.’60  

In order to evaluate the use of intelligence in counterinsurgency contexts, the definition of a 

successful intelligence apparatus as provided by French will be used. By his assessment, ‘[a]n 

effective intelligence system’ in the British COIN context performs five of the following 

functions.61 First, determining ‘which targets should be the focus of intelligence activity.’62 

Second, possessing ‘personnel … who [are] able to collect information about those targets.’63 

Third, having a structure ‘in place to collate and analyse that information and turn it into’ 

usable intelligence products.64 These products must then be ‘disseminated … quickly enough’ 

to those who require this information and can ‘act upon it,’ as part of the fourth function.65 

Lastly, a ‘parallel organisation’ must be established that can ‘prevent the enemy from 

gathering intelligence about British activities.’66 Typically, at the ‘outset of most emergencies’ 

there is a paucity of ‘intelligence, not a superfluity of it, and that lack bedevilled some of 

them throughout their course.’67As such, maintaining the flow of information, the fuel of the 

intelligence war, is an essential part of a successful counterinsurgency campaign that can be 

identified from the outset. 

 

G Defining counterinsurgency 

The state’s security response to insurgency is known as ‘[c]ounter-insurgency’ and is a ‘blend 

of comprehensive civilian and military efforts designed to simultaneously contain insurgency 

and address its root causes.’68 The extent to which states favour the civil or martial elements 

in their response to insurgency depends on that nation’s values. For Western security forces, a 

key difference between COIN and conventional warfare is that civil means of addressing the 

insurgency are given greater prominence, ‘with military forces playing an enabling role.’69 

That is not to say that law enforcement and military action are not required for success in 

 
60 Samantha Newbery, Interrogation, intelligence and security controversial British techniques (Manchester 

University Press 2016) 3. 
61 French, The British Way in Counter-Insurgency, 1945-1967 (n 55) 19. 
62 French, The British Way in Counter-Insurgency, 1945-1967 (n 55) 19. 
63 French, The British Way in Counter-Insurgency, 1945-1967 (n 55) 19. 
64 French, The British Way in Counter-Insurgency, 1945-1967 (n 55) 19. 
65 French, The British Way in Counter-Insurgency, 1945-1967 (n 55) 19. 
66 French, The British Way in Counter-Insurgency, 1945-1967 (n 55) 19–20. 
67 French, The British Way in Counter-Insurgency, 1945-1967 (n 55). 
68 United States Government (n 29) 2. 
69 United States Government (n 29) 2. 
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COIN, but that destroying the enemy is not the ultimate goal of a counterinsurgency. Instead, 

‘the overall objective’ is ‘enabling the affected government to establish control,’ gradually 

scaling back the use of military forces.70  However, there are different approaches to 

achieving this end goal of returning to civil means of control. 

 

1 Approaches to COIN 

 

(a) American approach (liberal) 

The American approach is clearly informed by liberal values. It employs security forces in 

support of various other projects aimed at ‘providing a framework of political 

reconciliation.’71 An economic function of their strategy ‘seeks to provide essential services 

and stimulate long term economic growth, thereby generating confidence in the government 

[and] …  reducing the pool of frustrated, unemployed young men and women’ who may be 

recruited into insurgencies.72 Likewise, attempts are made to gain intelligence as part of an 

information function which may be used to identify and apprehend insurgents but also 

informs an ‘influence campaign’ seeking to win over the population.73 Elements of this 

American approach appear inspired by the British experiences covered in the following 

section and throughout this study. The American approach is certainly more complex than the 

following Russian example, yet it has seemingly proved unsuccessful in Afghanistan and 

Iraq. The question of whether it was the theory or the implementation which was at fault 

plagues analysis of American COIN techniques. Perhaps the case studies considered by this 

thesis may shed some light on where this approach may have stumbled. 

 

(b) Russian approach (authoritarian) 

At the other end of the spectrum, is the illiberal approach. Russia provides a good example of 

this methodology. In their second Chechnya campaign, the Russian security forces employed 

a three-step strategy as described by David Ucko. The initial phase was the ‘clearing’ of the 

 
70 United States Government (n 29) 26. 
71 United States Government (n 29) 3. 
72 United States Government (n 29) 3. 
73 United States Government (n 29) 3. 
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insurgency.74 This involved the imposition of harsh measures including the prohibition of 

dissent,75 large deployment of military forces and the use of indiscriminate violence against 

insurgents and those perceived to be supporting them.76 In order to sustain this initial, painful, 

phase, Putin’s government sought to mobilise the masses in support of the campaign.77 Once 

the resistance of the Chechen separatists had been quelled, the second phase could begin. 

This involved holding the gains that had been made and consisted of a continued occupation 

by military forces.78 With the threat of insurgency stamped out, the final phase of re-

development was initiated. In the Chechen case, this involved the supplying of a local leader, 

sympathetic to the government, with a great amount of wealth and initiating re-development 

projects that keep the region’s welfare dependent on the state.79 Reconstruction in Chechnya 

occurs in tandem with continued repressive measures against dissent; the ‘normalisation’ of 

the region remains a dubious prospect.80 Yuri Zhukov insightfully concludes that ‘[i]t is not 

immediately clear whether Russia’s successes have been achieved due to this systematic 

brutality, or in spite of it. On this point, the main insight from the Russian example might be, 

‘repression works, but not in moderation.’81 

 

These examples denote differing approaches to COIN though it should be noted that there is 

‘no simple dichotomy between a democratic and an authoritarian approach to 

counterinsurgency.’82 In any example, there will likely be elements of both strategies 

employed. This is a relevant consideration when exploring the proposed ‘British approach’ to 

counterinsurgency. 

 

 
74 David H Ucko, ‘“The People Are Revolting”: An Anatomy of Authoritarian Counterinsurgency’ (2016) 39 
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Isabelle Duyvesteyn (eds), The Routledge Handbook of Insurgency and Counterinsurgency (1st edn, Routledge 

2012) 293. 
82 Ucko (n 74) 55. 



25 

 

H Defining the British approach to Counterinsurgency: 

As this study compares various British efforts in counterinsurgency, it is necessary to address 

perceptions of a ‘British way’ in responding to insurgent crises. By Col. I.A. Rigden’s 

analysis, since 1945 the British have been involved in seventeen insurgent conflicts. Of these 

seventeen, ‘seven can claim to be successes, one is generally regarded as a draw, five are 

acknowledged failures, three are limited campaigns and difficult to quantify, and two are still 

in progress.’83 The two ongoing insurgencies at Rigden’s time of writing were in Iraq and 

Afghanistan. It is because of this extensive record, perhaps, that there is a perception among 

some scholars and military academics ‘that Britain was more successful at … 

counterinsurgency than France and other imperial powers.’84 More successful than the 

Americans, reliant ‘on overwhelming firepower’ yet defeated in Vietnam and more 

strategically advanced than a French approach, which ‘embraced torture to obtain intelligence 

… and terror to cow civilian populations.’85 As a consequence, the British approach has been 

viewed as potentially superior given that it succeeded where others failed. Ironically, the 

characterisation of a ‘British way’ in COIN appears to originate primarily from American 

military academics’ readings of Malaya. In learning from the British experience, American 

military scholars identify several aspects deemed instrumental in the success of the British 

way. Among the common indicators they identify are the position of the military in support of 

civil power, the primacy of intelligence in leading security responses and efforts made to 

separate the population from the insurgents, either by psychological operations (PSYOPs) or 

by meeting the population’s needs.86 This approach has been described as one that seeks to 

secure the ‘hearts and minds’ of the population and is the primary explanation offered by 

commentators seeking to distinguish British COIN practices from those of other nations. 

 

 
83 IA Rigden OBE, ‘The British Approach to Counterinsurgency: Myths, Realities, and Strategic Challenges’ in 
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Other explanations of why Britain was successful exist but are difficult to apply to other 

contexts. For example, the notion that ‘history has given [the British] the kind of military 

establishment and colonial administrative experience necessary to defeat revolutionary 

movements,’ is while a possible explanation, not a productive one.87 Firstly, this experience 

cannot be transferred or emulated by other nations and from a British perspective, breeds 

complacency by suggesting that the ‘British armed forces have nothing to learn.’88 However, 

because Britain was not universally successful in defeating every insurgency by virtue of her 

martial heritage alone, this study will consider more the policies and strategic elements 

involved in security forces’ responses to insurgents. A further complication is that British 

approaches to COIN were not consistent or employed in directly comparable contexts. 

Drohan suggests that ‘British counterinsurgency techniques were remarkably similar even 

though the racial contexts of the conflicts in Aden, Cyprus, and Northern Ireland differed 

greatly from one another.’89 However, this is not the case. For example, while internment was 

successful in Malaya and Kenya90 and even lead to improvements in Aden91 – viewed as a 

failure in the history of British counterinsurgency – in Northern Ireland, internment was 

abandoned as it was wildly unpopular and aided the insurgents. The influence of cultural and 

operational pressures led to necessarily differing approaches from British security forces in 

various insurgent scenarios. 

 

It is from the British experience in Southeast Asia that the oft used phrase ‘hearts and minds’ 

emerged as a feature in the ‘marketing’ of counterinsurgency. General Sir Gerald Templer’s 

adage: ‘The answer lies not in pouring more soldiers into the jungle, but in the hearts and 

minds of the Malayan people,’ has continued to inspire COIN strategists by advising them 

that ‘[t]he shooting side of this business is only 25 percent of the trouble and the other 75 lies 

in getting the people of this country behind us.’92 The issue with the idea of ‘hearts and 

minds’ conceptually, is that it is difficult to interpret its meaning or extent practically. As Paul 
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Dixon notes of the phrase, it ‘undermines the theory as a guide to operations because it can be 

interpreted in such divergent ways.’93 Dixon defines ‘hearts and minds’ as the use of ‘less 

coercive tactics against insurgents … [aimed at] securing the support of the people,’ and is 

‘contrasted with the use of more violent, conventional warfare tactics’ employing 

‘overwhelming force’ and being more ‘willing to accept civilian casualties.’94 Yet, even this 

more developed definition does not guide security forces on how much they should be 

attempting to win over local populations, how best to achieve this and what forceful measures 

are still justifiable. As such, the term ‘minimum force’ is proposed as a guide to the use of 

violence by British security forces. It is suggested that ‘it would be difficult to exaggerate the 

importance of the principle of minimum force to British counterinsurgency,’ by orthodox 

sources, such as Mockaitis.95 This perspective asserts that the British were successful by 

establishing legitimacy through the use of ‘methods that aligned with liberal democratic 

values,’ and ‘using the minimum amount of force necessary against insurgents.’96 However, 

this view of British COIN is no longer the dominant narrative in academic circles some, like 

Bruno Reis, even suggest it is ‘fundamentally wrong.’97 

 

Dixon, Drohan, Reis and many other contemporary, revisionist academic sources, seek to 

dispel the notion of a ‘moderate’ British approach to COIN. They suggest that Britain was 

instead ‘extremely violent and repressive.’98 In fact, Drohan suggests that the British 

approaches to counterinsurgency were not unique at all, that ‘[t]actics used by British security 

forces—such as collective punishments, forced relocation, an emphasis on intelligence 

collection, mass detention, and torture—were common techniques … employed by other 

counterinsurgents such as the French in Algeria and the Americans in Vietnam.’99 Certainly, 

forced resettlement and the controlling of food distribution do not sound like people pleasing 

policies, yet they doubtlessly contributed greatly to the demise of the insurgent Malayan 

National Liberation Army (MNLA). The issue then becomes the extent to which a COIN 
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strategy needs to target the hearts and minds of the population to be considered less forceful. 

In answer to this, revisionists are reticent to provide a model of how counterinsurgency could 

be conducted successfully while in concert with their moral objections to certain policies 

which are regarded by others as moderate. For example, it is easy to distinguish in the context 

of previous descriptions of the American and Russian approaches to COIN which has been 

influenced most by the British approach. Yet, the point remains that the British succeeded in 

COIN from Cyprus to Kenya to Malaya and by suggesting an equivalency between the 

British, French, and American approach in Vietnam, Drohan has robbed himself of the power 

to explain why a supposedly similar strategy failed. Furthermore, by condemning the British 

approach in such powerful terms, revisionists are left with insufficient language to condemn 

security responses which make no attempt whatsoever in achieving harmony with the civilian 

population.  

 

In seeking to understand the issue of the use of force in COIN, it is also important to consider 

why a state may use force to respond to the coercive attempts of insurgents to dictate policy. 

Those who have chosen violence to further their political ambitions against the state may not 

be receptive to attempts at negotiation which may be perceived as weakness. Furthermore, 

such a state may be viewed as forsaking its moral obligation to protect the civilian population 

from the evils of terrorism and the violent attempts of political minorities to determine the 

destiny of the wider population. While it may have become fashionable among academics, to 

assert Malaya as a false idol and anything but a moderate response to insurgency, forsaking 

the use of force entirely would constitute defeat for a state which derives its authority from its 

monopoly over the legitimate exercise of violence. General Templer’s words may instead 

serve as both an aspirational and cautionary message. While the insurgents must be separated 

from the population they emanate from, the point of a bayonet should not be the only way 

this is accomplished. 

 

The position of this thesis is not to resolve the moral debate between condemners of British 

COIN strategies like Drohan and the view that force of varying magnitudes is sometimes 

necessary. Instead, it is the objective of this work to examine which measures were most 

effective and to determine what lessons may inform future encounters with insurgent conflict. 
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With key concepts and theories outlined and important terms defined, it is now possible to 

explore the first example employed by this study: the Malayan Emergency (1948-1960).  
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III Overview of the Malayan Case Study 

 

A Introduction 

This section lays the groundwork for analysis of the counterinsurgency effort mounted during 

the Malayan Emergency. It briefly explains the historical context out of which the communist 

uprising unfolded, provides an overview of the Communist Party of Malaya (CPM) and its 

armed wing, the Malayan National Liberation Army (MNLA), details evolutions in the 

security response to the insurgency and finally, summarises the outcome. The Malayan 

Emergency case study differs from the other examples considered by this thesis, in that it 

occurred in a British colonial context. 

 

B Historical Context 

It is often said, as David French invokes, that ‘British colonial government was a confidence 

trick.’100 By maintaining an air of invincibility and enlisting ‘the support of large numbers of 

local collaborators,’ a small group of British colonial administrators governed the far reaches 

of Empire in otherwise perilous circumstances, in states with otherwise poor security 

prospects.101 Indeed, the British ‘work[ed] with the grain of local society and through local 

elites,’ ensuring the indigenous population’s interests were intertwined with the 

administration’s.102 This approach was employed in the governing of peninsular Malaya and 

had proved to be a durable strategy. However, it relied on maintaining the local élites’ 

confidence in the British and, in turn, the general population’s support for those élites. This 

confidence dissipated in spectacular fashion when the British were defeated in the Far East 

during the Second World War: indeed, they were forced to abandon Malaya’s élite and 

ordinary classes alike. 

 

The British colony of Malaya was finally conquered by Imperial Japan in January 1942. This 

fundamentally changed the dynamic which had ensured stability in colonial rule over Malaya. 

The CPM – a previously proscribed organisation – albeit led by former French, then British 

 
100 David French, ‘The Colonial State’ in David French (ed), The British Way in Counter-Insurgency, 1945-

1967 (Oxford University Press 2011) 15 <https://doi.org/10.1093/acprof:oso/9780199587964.003.0002> 

accessed 11 July 2022. 
101 French, ‘The Colonial State’ (n 100) 15. 
102 French, ‘The Colonial State’ (n 100) 15. 
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agent, Lai Tek – was looked to as a desperate ally at this time of crisis. Communist recruits 

were trained by the Special Operations Executive (SOE) and Lieut. Col. John Dalley, later 

head of the Malayan Security Service (MSS). While the battle for the Malay Peninsula was 

ultimately lost, Britain did not give up on the territory and despatched the SOE’s famed Force 

136 to surreptitiously train an irregular resistance to fight the Japanese occupation. The 

Malayan People’s Anti-Japanese Army (MPAJA) was formed by the CPM and began an 

insurgency with participation primarily coming from the peninsula’s Chinese communists. 

The Japanese had some success against the CPM, dealing them a crippling blow in the Batu 

Caves massacre: an attack set up following Lai Tek’s betrayal, subsequent to his capture and 

torture at the hands of the kempeitai (Imperial Japan’s military and secret police). As a result 

of the arrests and killings, younger members of the CPM began to assume the more senior 

positions in the party, among them, Chin Peng, who would later become general secretary 

and overall leader.  

 

Together with the British, the guerrillas fought an irregular campaign over the peninsula until 

the Japanese withdrawal. Chin Peng was even appointed OBE. While they had defeated the 

Japanese and paraded together in celebration of Malaya’s liberation from Japanese control, 

the MPAJA’s predominantly Chinese communist membership naturally viewed the 

resumption of British administration with contempt. In the aftermath of the Second World 

War, there were steps taken to enhance public participation in the governance of Malaya. In 

particular, emphasis was placed on involving the Indian and Chinese populations, who made 

up roughly half of the population, yet lacked representation in the Malay sultanates. 

However, this attempt by the British was quickly abandoned due to outcry from the majority 

Malay population. 

 

The Malays opposed policies which gave the immigrant Chinese and Indian populations 

equal citizenship and diminished the power of their sultans in favour of centralised 

government. With these radical administrative reforms rendered ‘unworkable,’ the Malay 

states were administered as British protectorates to ensure the cooperation of at least the 

majority ethnic group. 103 In keeping with a traditional suzerainty style of imperial 

 
103 French, ‘The Colonial State’ (n 100) 13. 



32 

 

governance, the British Government controlled foreign policy and defence matters within 

each state only, deferring to local authorities in other cases. While this succeeded in placating 

the Malay population, the British had deepened the divide between the state and the Chinese 

community by ‘offering and then withdrawing political concessions.’104 As French observes, 

this predisposed the Chinese to support the communist insurgency. The British had also 

provided for high levels of Malay political autonomy, meaning that under ‘the new 

constitution’ the British lacked ‘the kind of powerful, centralised government that might have 

been able to act decisively to coordinate the counter-insurgency campaign from the outset.’105 

 

This inability to reach a political settlement that satisfied the interests of Malaya’s three main 

ethnic groups, resulted in increased support for the CPM. It was even more unfortunate for 

the British that many of the members of the MPAJA, whom they had trained and armed, 

would go on to establish the CPM’s armed wing: the MNLA. Whether making good on offers 

of citizenship and political participation for the Chinese population would have prevented the 

following communist uprising is not clear, though it may have empowered moderate political 

forces among the Chinese. The presence of the Kuomintang and the Malayan Chinese 

Association in Malaya – who cooperated with the British authorities – indicates that the 

Chinese population overall was not inherently predisposed to the communists. It is possible 

that political reforms could have divided Chinese opinion further than in the resulting 

conflict. However, the CPM easily made use of the disenfranchisement of the Chinese as a 

rallying cry and, by 1947, the communist threat was becoming increasingly apparent.  

 

Raids by what were then termed bandits, but came to be known as Communist Terrorists 

(CTs), resulted in a mounting number of deaths among both the Malayan Police and the 

civilian population. The CPM began targeting the economic infrastructure of the colony by 

directing its violence towards rubber plantation and tin mine administrators, along with 

Asians deemed to be supporting the British, odiously termed the ‘running dogs.’ In 1948, 

over the course of three weeks marking the start of the insurgency, the communists were 

responsible for the murders of 12 rubber estate managers and foremen.106 In a particularly 
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barbaric incident, communists armed with Sten guns tied Ah Fung, a Chinese rubber estate 

headman, to a tree and cut off both his arms, placing a message above him: ‘“Death to the 

Running Dogs.”’107 The Malayan Police also recovered a great number of firearms and 

ammunition from CTs roughly 9 miles from Kuala Lumpur, this seizure only emphasised the 

threat the communists posed. 108 Amidst concerted attempts by the communists to take control 

of the trade union movements, the Singapore Federation of Trade Unions called a general 

strike in April 1948 and disseminated communist propaganda ‘inciting workers to “bloodshed 

and violence.”’109 By June of 1948, ‘the overall security situation in peninsular Malaya had 

deteriorated’ not only were ‘there were numerous reports of determined attempts by armed 

gangs of communists to intimidate and control labourers,’ the communists even captured a 

Johore rubber plantation and held it for a month.110  

 

There was criticism of both the MSS and the colonial government for not responding to the 

developing crisis sooner (a point which will be explored further in section D). The Straits 

Times bid Governor Sir Edward Gent to ‘“Govern or Get Out.”’111 In response to the 

escalating violence, 600 CPM members were detained in June of 1948 and as communist 

related killings mounted in parts of Perak and Johore, a state of emergency was declared in 

the most dangerous parts of these states.112 It soon became apparent that these states were at 

risk and the emergency was extended – amidst escalating tensions – on the 18th of June to 

cover the whole Federation. Correspondingly, the Malayan government issued the Emergency 

Regulations which transformed the colony into a security state. Those unlawfully possessing 

firearms, explosives or ammunition could face the death penalty; the writ of habeas corpus 

was suspended; ‘[a]uthorised police officers were conferred with wide powers of arrest;’ and 

license to implement ‘curfews, the seizure of any article that could be used as an offensive 

weapon, and the requisition of buildings, vehicles and boats’ was granted.113 As the 

insurgency progressed, the security response would also incorporate significant restrictions 

on the movement of supplies and food and the population was to carry an identity card. The 
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Malayan Emergency had begun and with it, perhaps the preeminent chapter in the history of 

counterinsurgency. 

 

C Overview of the Insurgency: the CPM and MNLA 

While communism was a unifying ideology of the CPM’s insurgency, many were drawn to 

the cause out of nationalist motivations. Indeed, the CPM had hopes of attracting members of 

the Malay and Indian populations to fight for independence from the British – with the three 

non-British Malayan races represented by the three stars on the MNLA’s cap badges. In this, 

they were largely unsuccessful in attracting support from Indian workers and the Malay 

members of the MNLA were greatly outnumbered by their Chinese comrades. Broadly, the 

Malays seemed to be content with British rule and appeared largely ‘impervious to 

communist efforts to recruit them.’114 Despite their opposition to the ‘British imperialists,’ the 

CPM had a rather dim view of the other races even while trying to secure their 

cooperation.115 It is ironic that the CPM faced the inverse problem to the British who were in 

desperate need of Chinese recruits! 

 

The CPM had a rather conventional communist administrative structure overseen by a central 

committee with Chin Peng serving as its general secretary. There were roughly 11-15 other 

members of the central committee who were closely integrated with the military side of the 

communist hierarchy.116 Reporting to the central committee were three regional bureaux 

which covered the north, south and central areas of the Federation.117 These bureaux 

necessarily had a significant degree of autonomy given the communists’ slow communication 

network of ‘dead drops’ and jungle couriers. Below the regional bureaux were state 

committees who managed the activities of the MNLA units under their command in their 

respective states. State committee members often personally commanded MNLA regiments. 
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The communists’ primary fighting force was the MNLA which followed a regimental 

structure based mostly on region. The make-up of the structure was changed several times, 

particularly towards the end of the insurgency, due to attrition. Predominantly, the members 

of this organisation came from the Chinese population. Among the Chinese, the communists 

relied mainly on the large number of rural squatters, given that Malaya’s industrial workers 

provided too small a recruitment pool. The MNLA operated from the jungle with support 

coming to them on its fringes from the rural Chinese population, some of whom participated 

in the communist work force, the Min Yuen. There was some Malay participation in the 

insurgency, particularly in the MNLA’s Malay 10th regiment. 118  The MNLA also received 

both willing and coerced help from some among Malaya’s aboriginal population, the Orang 

Asli. According to the former head of the MSS, John Dalley, at the start of the emergency he 

provided an estimated total of 5,000 members of the armed component of the communist 

insurgency, supported by around 250,000 members of the Min Yuen and other communist 

groups.119 However, the provision of these figures is controversial and will be explored 

further in section D.  

 

Nevertheless, there was an overall dearth of useful intelligence about the communists at the 

beginning of their insurgency, a gap the Special Branch would go on to fill. When the Special 

Branch took over from the MSS, they were tasked with compiling an ‘order of battle’ 

detailing the strength and distribution of the MNLA. According to Comber, the Special 

Branch estimated that the MNLA could call on around 10,000 fighters at the height of the 

fighting between 1951 and 52.120 However, due to the enforcement of food and resource 

control measures, it is uncertain how many of the MNLA’s fighters were available for combat 

duties, as many had been tasked with cultivating the nutrition necessary for the insurgency. 

Chin Peng was forced to direct the MNLA to cease larger-scale operations due to the 

implementation of the Briggs Plan which denied his forces essential food and supplies.121 

When compared with the Malayan Police alone over the same period – 16,814 regulars and 

43,475 specials in 1951, rising to 22,187 regulars and 44,875 specials in 1952 – the 
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communists were certainly outnumbered.122 Throughout the whole Emergency, the CPM’s 

need for international support was dire and Chin Peng ‘undoubtedly hoped that if he could 

hold out long enough, the People’s Republic of China (PRC) would come to his aid.’123 

However, it does not appear that communist China was able to supply the CPM with anything 

other than ideological support during their first uprising. Certainly, during the second 

insurgency (1968-1978) in post-independence Malaysia – emanating from southern Thailand 

– Red China’s aid to the CPM was a contested issue in PRC/Malaysian relations, yet this is 

beyond the scope of this study. What may be considered terrorism is of principle relevance. 

 

Tellingly, the British terminology for the insurgents was ‘Communist Terrorists,’ and was 

based on a legal definition that included anyone: 124 

[W]ho by use of any firearm, explosive or ammunition acts in a manner prejudicial to public safety or 

the maintenance of public order, incites to violence, or counsels disobedience to the law; carries 

possesses or controls any firearm, explosive or ammunition without lawful authority; or demands, 

collects, or receives any supplies for the use of any person who is about to act or has recently acted in a 

manner prejudicial to public safety or the maintenance of public order.  

 

While this definition is expansive enough to encompass non-politically motivated forms of 

armed criminality and exclude political violence with weapons other than firearms, the CPM 

and MNLA’s actions certainly meet the threshold for terrorism as applied within this study. 

This is due to the CPM and MNLA being non-state actors who used violence against other 

non-state actors in order to communicate a political message to the state. The attacks on 

members of Malaya’s tin and rubber industries attest to the MNLA’s use of terrorism. While 

their revolutionary nationalist and communist ambitions would presumably see them taking 

aim primarily at the state, the use of terrorism by the MNLA targeted those they saw as aiding 

the state, either through their labour or role in Malayan society. For example, the grenade 

attacks against non-state actors such as those targeting the Malayan Chinese Association for 
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their perceived association with the British – particularly in the Ipoh area in Perak between 

1949 and 1951.125 

 

D Security Forces, Administrative and Strategic Policy 

The security forces in Malaya went through a series of organisational transitions in order to 

adapt to the demands of managing the counterinsurgency effort. At the start of the Malayan 

Emergency, High Commissioner Edward Gent was criticised for his slow response to the 

developing situation. Gent, in turn, blamed the MSS for not providing enough intelligence, 

though as adverted to earlier, Dalley, the head of the MSS, alleged he had provided these 

assessments in May of 1948, a month before the emergency was declared. Yet, as covered in 

section C, Dalley’s claimed provision of these figures is controversial because it comes from 

letters Dalley wrote in the mid-1960s, not from any documents from the time before the 

emergency commenced.126 Likewise, Gent was killed in a plane crash while on his way back 

to London to explain why there had not been more warning about the uprising. Gent’s 

successor as High Commissioner was Henry Gurney, who did not arrive until 1949, yet 

immediately identified the lack of intelligence informing the state’s security response.  

 

The uprising had undoubtedly caught the British off-guard. Not only did Malaya want for a 

new High Commissioner, but she had no Police Commissioner and a series of junior officers 

were filling important roles such as the Attorney-General and Financial Secretary in an acting 

capacity. In order to develop a coherent response to the insurgency, this lack of leadership 

needed to be addressed. Furthermore, the deficit of intelligence had to be remedied. The first 

step in this process was the decision to have the Special Branch take over from the MSS, 

absorbing many of its members. Perhaps predictably, the Special Branch then faced many of 

the same problems. A small presence on the ground and an overwhelming amount of 

documents coming in; all compounded by a dire shortage of translators. The burden the 

Special Branch was being asked to shoulder was only growing. Gurney identified this issue 

and reported it to the Colonial Office, yet despite these early difficulties, the High 

Commissioner was nonetheless confident that ‘in the final analysis, the communist 

insurrection would not be subdued by the sheer weight of the security forces arrayed against 
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it, but by reliable operational intelligence provided by the Special Branch on which 

successful military operations could be mounted.’127 There was also an initial internal debate 

over whether the insurgency was to be a civil or military issue though by 1950, this had been 

resolved with Gurney favouring military force in support of, and accountable to, the civil 

power.  

 

The police were also facing internal problems, chief of which was a shortage of manpower. In 

order to address this, in 1948, 400 ex-Palestine police among other British officers arrived in 

Malaya under the leadership of the new Police Commissioner (also ex-Palestine Police), 

Lieut. Col. W.N. Gray. The influx of new officers, however, failed to address the existing 

paucity of Chinese-speaking members of the police force. Corresponding with its ‘rapid 

expansion’ and the deployment of officers from afar, from 1948 to 1950, the Malayan Police 

was ‘inexperienced, inadequately trained’ and lacked the trust and confidence of the civilian 

population.128 Likewise, the Police force was comprised of a majority of Malay rank-and-file 

officers, an aggravating factor in a conflict largely involving the Chinese population. A rift 

even opened between the British ex-Palestine Police brought in as reinforcements and pre-

war Malayan Police. Broadly, there was also a lack of Asians (Indians, Chinese and Malays) 

among the cadre of higher-ranking gazetted officers. Before the Emergency began, it was 

recorded that only one of the MSS’s Local Security Officers (a regional administrative role), 

Selangor’s I.S. Wylie, spoke Chinese.129 Across the entire force, only 3.6% of 333 total 

gazetted officers in peninsular Malaya could hold simple conversations in Chinese,130 many 

of whom appear to have been recently recruited Asian constables or promoted Asian 

inspectors.131 

 

These problems – among others – were identified in a review of the police which led to the 

appointment of Sir William Jenkin as the first overall Director of Intelligence in Malaya. 

While Jenkin had irreconcilable differences with Police Commissioner Gray, he made many 

improvements to Malaya’s intelligence gathering architecture. In particular, Jenkin made 
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some important improvements in the network of intelligence sharing between Police, Army 

and Special Branch. The Special Branch also grew under his leadership with the 

establishment of new training facilities and the recruitment of Chinese officers. Critically, 

Jenkin’s reforms broadened the Special Branch’s purview to include detention facilities and 

the Malay-Thai border areas, both of which proved to be pivotal appointments. Where the 

disagreements occurred was over Jenkin’s plan to separate the Special Branch from the 

Police’s Criminal Investigations Department, establishing a direct line between them and the 

High Commissioner. This Gray refused to approve, and the High Commissioner did not 

resolve.132 While on his way back to his official residence on Fraser’s Hill from a meeting 

with the MCA (in which he discussed ways of increasing Chinese participation in the police 

force), High Commissioner Gurney was killed in a chance ambush by communists. This 

would mark the end of the beginning phase of the Emergency. While important strides had 

been made, tensions behind the scenes compounded by the assassination of Gurney and low 

levels of engagement with the Chinese population appeared to point to a long road ahead. The 

tide at this critical moment in the insurgency, however, was about to turn. 

 

Lt. Gen. Harold Briggs was brought out of retirement and despatched to Malaya in 1950, 

bringing with him a new perspective on responding to colonial conflict. Briggs was appointed 

to the new role of Director of Operations and promptly began touring the Federation to 

establish what was holding up the security response. The result of his appraisals was a 

comprehensive plan detailing how the insurgency was to be defeated, which came into effect 

on the 1st of June 1950. Unfortunately, Briggs lacked the authority and time to implement 

many of his ideas, though they would be fully implemented by his successor. The Briggs 

Plan, as it was known, established a series of radical reforms in the security forces’ response. 

It provided for the creation of ‘New Villages’ and the forcible relocation of around 500,000 of 

Malaya’s rural Chinese squatter population into them.133 It established strict resource and 

food control measures to deny the communists supplies and directed the Police and Army to 

engage the insurgents on their own terms, with the benefit of intelligence.  
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The Briggs Plan empowered the Special Branch even further and established a framework for 

the future clearing of the Federation, state-by-state with a view to gradually loosening the 

security measures in communist-free ‘White Areas’ – providing the people with incentives for 

aiding the Government.134 The people were also directly involved in the COIN effort through 

registration in the Home Guard established under the Briggs Plan. The Home Guard was 

formed by instructing each village and resettlement area to train and arm a force of civilians 

at the district level. While they were administrated by a separate Civil Defence organisation, 

Home Guard activities were overseen by local police.135 Briggs also hoped that the Special 

Branch would cultivate an intelligence network in the New Villages as the rest of his plan 

hinged on the strength of their intelligence. This intelligence would contribute to the success 

of a further development, as Briggs had the security forces also expand their efforts in 

psychological warfare.136 It is largely the measures Briggs conceived after his tour of Malaya, 

that are held up as the legacy of the Malayan Emergency in the study of counterinsurgency. 

Not without reason either, as these reforms had very direct manifestations in the conduct of 

both the security forces and even the MNLA themselves. 

 

Upon the completion of Briggs’s term as Director of Operations and following Gray and 

Jenkins’ resignations, it was time for new administrators to assume the mantles managing 

Malaya’s crisis. Enter MI5’s JP Morton as Director of Intelligence, Colonel Arthur Young as 

Commissioner of Police and most famous of all, General Sir Gerald Templer, occupying the 

seemingly cursed position of High Commissioner and Director of Operations. Accompanying 

Templer was (later Sir) Donald Charles MacGillvray, Malaya’s first Deputy High 

Commissioner and responsible for the routine running of the colony, enabling Templer to 

focus on the insurgency. Templer’s appointment was an inspired choice given his extensive 

background in military intelligence and the near complete powers of authority concentrated in 

him, which enabled Templer to implement Briggs’s brilliant plan. Indeed, most of the Briggs 

Plan’s more radical directives were brought in by General Templer.137 Young fulfilled 

Jenkin’s ambition of establishing the Special Branch as a separate police department, while 

launching Operation Service which aimed to improve public relations. Young’s administrative 
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reforms also eased the burden caused by Gray’s dramatic expansion of the Police. Indeed, by 

1951-2, 40,000 troops, more than 67,000 police,138 and the combined Home Guard force of 

around 210,000 by 1953,139 stood against the MNLA.  

 

Morton – as part of his role as Director of Intelligence – kept in constant contact with 

Templer, apprising him of developments. In a decision that enabled him to truly embody his 

title, Morton established a Federal Intelligence Committee which brought together all of the 

relevant officials from the various law enforcement and military branches who could 

contribute to the intelligence war under his chairmanship. ‘It was the machine by which the 

Director of Intelligence, who had no executive authority, was enabled to coordinate.’140 

Indeed, it was this consolidation of Malaya’s intelligence machinery that would prove 

instrumental in success during the conflict and influential thereafter.141 By further 

establishing closer links with Singapore’s Special Branch, Morton also addressed concerns 

regarding the movement of communists between the peninsula and Britain’s thriving island 

colony. Templer also understood the challenge posed by the Orang Asli’s sharing of the 

jungle with the communists. To attempt to break the link between the two groups, he 

appointed Richard Noone as Protector of Aborigines and tasked him with gaining the support 

of the Orang Asli against the CPM.142 As part of this, Noone formed an aboriginal unit named 

the Senoi Pra’aq in 1956 and commissioned the Army’s 22nd Special Air Service (SAS) 

Regiment to train them. The Government also established eleven jungle forts which were 

jointly garrisoned by the Malayan Police Field Force and the Police Aboriginal Guard.143 

These jungle installations kept in constant contact with the Special Branch.144  
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As a result of these highly effective security policies, the MNLA were steadily declining. 

Mass surrenders occurred in Perak and Johore and losses in engagements with the security 

forces had further decreased the communists’ numbers, by the end of 1958, the MNLA’s 8th, 

10th and 12th regiments had withdrawn to southern Thailand with the CPM adopting a ‘furling 

the flags and muffling the drums policy’ in 1959. 145 As a consequence of mounting victories 

and a growing number of ‘White Areas,’ Templer had already began to relax some of the 

Emergency Regulations, even abolishing some of the more extreme provisions.146 Templer 

issued a new directive to dictate operations in what would become the closing phase of the 

Emergency. Irrespective of how the CPM continued to operate, Templer required an 

intelligence network monitoring them to be kept alive. Templer’s fear was that as the MNLA 

began to disintegrate, the CPM would send small cells of operatives to carry on their struggle 

through lesser scale attacks.147 In responding to this, the long-term maintenance of Special 

Branch intelligence was viewed as the solution.148 Besides the appointments of Guy C Madoc 

and MacGillivray, replacing Morton and Templer respectively, the Emergency thereafter was 

managed in much the same way up until Malayan independence in 1957 and the eventual 

declaring of the end of the emergency in 1960 – when the CPM had fully withdrawn to 

southern Thailand. 

 

E Summary of Outcome  

Over the course of twelve years, the security forces ultimately succeeded in expelling the 

insurgents from Malaya. As victory edged closer with security measures being progressively 

lowered throughout the Federation, the British established a new independent, democratic 

regime, which addressed many Malayans desires for political reform and independence. 

While the methods used in the Malayan Emergency would go on to be inspirational, the long 

period of internecine violence, totalling 21,022 terrorist incidents and 8,714149 contacts with 

the enemy initiated by the security forces,150 amounted to a bloody first chapter in Malaysia’s 

nascent history. A total of 6,711 CTs were killed, 2,704 surrendered (either by being induced 
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to give in or giving themselves up freely) and 1,289 were captured.151 The Malayan Police 

suffered 1,346 killed and 1,601 while the Army, called in to support the civil authorities, 

suffered 519 killed and 959 wounded.152 The counterinsurgency effort was judged to have 

cost around $M 5,150 million.153 These figures show that even in what was to become the 

textbook example of it, defeating terrorism and insurgency is not a cheap or easy 

preoccupation.  
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IV Malayan Case Study Analysis 

 

A Introduction 

With the context of Malaya established in the previous chapter, it is now possible to analyse 

the key features of the security forces’ response to the communist insurgency. This is 

accomplished by first providing an in-depth study of the COIN effort and its characteristic 

intelligence war. Lessons drawn from the Malayan Emergency, such as the security policy 

which successfully separated the insurgents from the civilian population, are explored. 

However, Malaya’s most significant contribution to the understanding of success in 

counterinsurgency, remains the primacy of the intelligence dimension. 

 

B The Intelligence War and methods used in counterinsurgency 

 

1 Intelligence-led operations  

The centrality of intelligence to the security forces’ success in Malaya is best summarised by 

Col. Richard Clutterbuck who described intelligence as ‘no doubt the soundest (and in the 

end, the cheapest) investment against … insurgency,’ especially when ‘backed up by the 

funds to offer rewards.’154 In military terms, intelligence exists for use on different levels of 

application; the immediate, tactical level , the operational level and the higher-level strategic 

or political level. Even before the Emergency in Malaya was declared, the centrality of 

intelligence in addressing the communist problem was well understood. While the general 

dearth of intelligence was initially why it was prominent on the agenda, as these difficulties 

were overcome, intelligence collection came to be viewed as the key to winning the war. 

Indeed, the principal difficulty faced by the security forces in the opening chapter of the 

Malayan Emergency was a dire shortage of translators and, consequently, a dangerous lack of 

understanding of the enemy.  
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As Karl Hack and P Chin observe, ‘the dictum that you should know your enemy and speak 

their language remains true.’155 The impact this had on counterinsurgent operations is best 

described by Richard Catling, a Senior Assistant Commissioner of the Malayan Police: ‘[i]f I 

were asked to sum up our main difficulty in one word I would say “language,”’ without this 

essential skill, the ‘British Officer in the field was ineffective.’156 There is no shortage of 

remarks from key figures during the conflict to support the importance of intelligence in 

successful counterinsurgent operations. For example, Sir Henry Gurney stated that it would 

not be the combined weight of numbers the security forces could bring to bear that would end 

the insurgency, but ‘reliable operational intelligence provided by the Special Branch on which 

successful military operations can be mounted.’157 Likewise, many scholars have also 

stressed the importance of the intelligence war in victory in Malaya. Peter Edwards, an 

Australian historian, acknowledged the ‘most important weapon in counterinsurgency was 

intelligence.’158 

 

However, the importance of intelligence in general is obvious. Where the Malayan case study 

becomes particularly instructive is in revealing what form of intelligence was most effective 

in contributing to the defeat of the CPM. Returning to Gurney’s statement above, it is clear 

from his remarks that he is referring to the use of intelligence on the operational or tactical 

level, not broadly on the overall political or strategic plane. This is an important distinction as 

it reveals that the greatest gains in tackling the insurgency, were made on the tactical level.  

 

The nature of the insurgents’ approach to combat played no small part in enshrining 

operational intelligence as the key to the Malayan Emergency. The ‘[b]asic CT tactics,’ as 

described by The Conduct of Anti-Terrorist Operations in Malaya (ATOM), like ‘immediate 

action drills, siting of ambush and defensive positions, the use of Bren, Rifle and 

Reconnaissance groups, resemble our own’ due to the CPM’s many experienced former 
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MPAJA personnel, ‘who were trained by Force 136 officers.’159 As a consequence of fighting 

the Japanese and receiving training from British special forces during the Second World War, 

the MNLA developed a refined and effective approach to jungle warfare. Combined with the 

inherent advantage associated with staging an insurgency, that being the ability to choose 

when and where to attack and swiftly withdraw, the need for the security force’s response to 

be guided by timely intelligence is clearly illustrated. Indeed, by countering the insurgents 

attempts to make their presence felt at the lowest levels across a broad front, the whole of the 

uprising is revealed to be but the sum of its parts and thus, with each successful contact or 

surrender, the insurgency was continually diminished. Lieutenant Colonel Nelson explained 

that ‘it is low level intelligence gleaned by IOs [Intelligence Officers] on unit level which 

counts as much as, if not more than, the high-level stuff in Formation Intelligence 

Summaries.’160 Time spent getting to know the local inhabitants is never wasted. Lieutenant 

Colonel Birkbeck further emphasised the role of ‘[a]ll ranks’ in ‘becom[ing] intelligence-

minded’ and that ‘[t]he best type of intelligence [is that which] has an immediate bearing on 

the current local situation.’161 However, in ensuring that such intelligence can be employed, 

there must be a close link between the traditional police forces, the intelligence services and 

the Army – one that was effectively established in Malaya. 

 

In Malaya, troops were rotated in a similar tour system to Northern Ireland or Afghanistan. 

As a consequence, fresh troops had to be quickly acclimatised and taught the necessary skills 

that outgoing forces had mastered during the course of their tour. This difficulty was 

mitigated by the constant presence of the Special Branch and Malayan Police, with the 

military forces’ role being clearly established in supporting the civil power. What made this 

arrangement profitable was that military forces were discouraged from pursuing short term 

goals in their limited time in country and were instead employed in helping the intelligence 

and police services achieve longer term objectives. With the Special Branch serving as the 

dominant intelligence organisation, competition was minimised, and information was shared 
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across the committees connecting the Director of Intelligence to the armed forces, police and 

local administrators.  

 

During his tenure as Police Commissioner, Lt.Col. Gray, guided by his prior experience in 

Palestine, identified the need for the army to have ‘better access to police intelligence.’162 

This was achieved in Malaya by ‘post[ing] [army] intelligence liaison officers to each level of 

police headquarters to pass back to the army information of use to them.’163 While it had 

taken longer than expected, ‘[b]y 1954 the Malayan Special Branch was providing troops on 

the ground with information, … that enabled them to make increasing numbers of successful 

ambushes.’164 This is what it means for operations to be led by intelligence.  

 

An example of the powerful impact of the intelligence-led approach is provided by Comber 

in his account of the Special Branch’s impact on communist activity in the Bentong region. 

Initially, the Special Branch sought to gain access to and disrupt the local CPM’s support 

network in the area. This required the ‘penetrat[ion] [of] the Min Yuen,’ and was achieved by 

threatening to detain its members under the Emergency Regulations or through offering 

rewards.165 The remainder of these units were successfully eliminated thereafter. This had the 

effect of depriving the MNLA and CPM members of the support of the Min Yuen: a useful 

source of food and intelligence. Intelligence collection played a key role in clearing Bentong 

of communist influence. The military intelligence officers (MIOs) seconded to the Special 

Branch under the liaison scheme, proved their worth in this example, gathering a great deal of 

research about the structure of the communist organisation in the area – while the Special 

Branch compiled dossiers on the individual members.166 Thereafter, it fell to the Special 

Branch to observe the local businesses which offered services to CTs. By employing the 

Emergency Regulations, such establishments were closed with any remaining shops being 

operated by the Special Branch. With the aid of only two ‘turned’ CTs, the Special Branch 

gained access into the communist’s dead-drop communication network. For some time, this 

system was allowed to continue with the Special Branch monitoring the communists’ 
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communications. Finally, a mass arrest of 100 communist suspects was hatched, including the 

informers to protect them from suspicion. While most of those detained were released, the 

communists’ numbers shrank from 70 to 22, ensuring the CPM’s continued presence in 

Bentong was untenable.167 Soon after, Bentong was declared a ‘White Area,’ free of 

communist influence.  

 

As the Malayan Emergency ‘was, in essence, an infantry subaltern’s or a police jungle squad 

commander’s war … the war had to be fought on the ground … and the fighting between the 

two sides was internecine.’168 The only light in the darkness of Malaya’s jungles was that 

which was provided by intelligence gained from surrendered enemy personnel (SEPs), 

captured enemy personnel (CEPs), or documents. While in ‘both the First and Second Indo-

China Wars,’ it was thought that best way to cast light on the enemy concealed beneath the 

canopy was by means of ‘offensive air power,’ Coates handily summarises that this ‘was 

neither the match winner nor even the equaliser in breaking the insurgents will to fight.’169 

The government could scarcely bomb the Chinese schools producing recruits for the CPM as 

Gurney feared, nor the villages which harboured or fed them. The effect of airstrikes could be 

counterproductive. Robert Thompson, a Chinese Affairs Officer and an intelligence 

coordinator in the Government Secretariat in Kuala Lumpur, successfully argued that 

methods which could result in the broader population being inadvertently targeted should be 

avoided. Given that only a small percentage of the Chinese were active insurgents, ‘[o]ne 

stray bomb that killed one innocent child could make a thousand enemies,’ thus Thompson 

‘urged that it was better to police villages than destroy them.’170 The sorts of random carpet-

bombing and larger scale screening operations commonplace in Vietnam and elsewhere, 

rarely brought success in Malaya. Even small gains were not often made by increasing the 

number of airstrikes or bombs per mission.171 Indeed, where air or artillery power was 

successful, ‘it was achieved by precise information.’172  
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A good example of this was the killing of the CT, Goh Peng Tun, and his unit in the jungles 

near Kluang in Johore. Goh was a particularly dangerous CT who had carried out a number 

of deadly ambushes.173 The terrorist’s demise was achieved following a remarkably intricate 

Special Branch operation, whereby, Goh’s location was eventually found.174 Once located, 

the camp’s position was targeted by Lincoln and Canberra bombers, which dropped 90,000lbs 

of bombs over a rectangular area of 700 by 400 yards: Goh was convincingly eliminated.175 

The complexity of the Special Branch operation preceding this air raid reveals the lengths 

that were required to make attack aircraft effective against insurgents in the jungle 

environment, yet also demonstrates the importance of intelligence in air as well as ground-

based COIN operations. Ironically, the most impactful uses of aircraft were in dropping 

things other than bombs, such as supplies for remote troops, propaganda leaflets or by acting 

as Voice Aircraft by broadcasting recorded messages via loudspeaker.176 The introduction of 

helicopters as a staple in COIN operations proved useful in Malaya for the movement of 

troops and supplies. 

 

While airborne operations were limited in Malaya, the advent of helicopters made the 

movement of troops in and out of deep jungle a less hazardous affair.177 While it was found 

that short-take-off-and-landing aircraft were more efficient for supplying jungle forts, 

helicopters were well suited for inserting SAS troopers in pursuit of CTs hiding among the 

Orang Asli and evacuating casualties.178 Their use only grew from there, throughout 1954, 

848 Naval Helicopter Squadron airlifted more than 10,000 troops, whose swift arrival 

potentially outpaced the CTs’ screening network.179 As a consequence, the number of 

available helicopters was significantly increased by Templer’s request.180  

 

It is important to explore the reasons why the intelligence services were so effective in 

Malaya. Comber identified ‘professional training,’ ‘familiarity with and knowledge of the 

main local languages … and cultures,’ the development of a ‘wanted list’ of key communist 
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leaders and the provision of a regularly updated ‘order of battle’ regarding the MNLA, as key 

informational functions performed by the Special Branch.181 While these functions aided the 

security forces in mounting of intelligence-led operations, it was the Special Branch’s 

mastery of human intelligence (HUMINT), that led to the defeat of communist terrorism in 

Malaya. The secret to the Special Branch’s success in HUMINT, was ‘establishing an 

empathy with the local population,’ which ‘enabled [the security services] to organise an 

efficient human intelligence network.’182  

 

Establishing empathy meant not only understanding the insurgents’ language, but the capacity 

to leverage their fears and desires in order to ensure their cooperation. An example of this 

was the reward system which enabled surrendered and sometimes captured CTs to profit from 

helping to end the Emergency by eliminating their compatriots – skilfully using ‘CTs to fight 

CTs.’183 It was also important to use captured or surrendered CT’s knowledge of their former 

comrades against them. In doing so the Special Branch’s approach to COIN at times appeared 

not dissimilar from ordinary policework, with suspect interviews forming a key component in 

the Special Branch’s mastery of the HUMINT plane. Keith Jeffrey also noted the importance 

of immediate and thorough interrogations of enemy personnel – the key source of operational 

intelligence – as needing to be obtained and acted on swiftly to bear fruit. 184 

 

The value of a thorough interrogation is revealed in senior Special Branch officer Jack 

Barlow’s account, in his letters to author and former Special Branch colleague, Leon Comber. 

Barlow described an occasion, when a captured CT mentioned ‘well over 600 names’ of CPM 

members to his interrogators, which despite seeming too good to be true, was vindicated with 

documents recovered ‘from a major terrorist HQ.’185 When tracking communist leaders, the 

Special Branch endeavoured to build ‘as comprehensive record of them as possible.’186 No 

doubt, the individual files that the Special Branch kept on known CTs were instrumental in 

ensuring that the captured or surrendered CTs were willing to cooperate. By Barlow’s 
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reckoning, ‘the task of the interrogator was greatly simplified when, on identifying a SEP or 

CEP, he was able to produce a highly informative file of his subject. The psychological effect 

on the subject was considerable.’187 The intricacy and accuracy of the files compiled by the 

Special Branch, point to the detail of the compound picture they were able to construct of the 

insurgency. 

 

The security forces’ intelligence war greatly benefited from the Briggs Plan, which resulted in 

around half a million Chinese squatters being relocated from the jungle fringes into New 

Villages.188 The New Villages played host to Special Branch personnel, separated the 

population from the terrorists and created a human intelligence opportunity that was easily 

exploited by the Malayan Police. This arrangement indicates the value of administrative 

policies in ensuring the efficiency of intelligence-related COIN activities. 

 

This system contributed to victory in Malaya by ensuring that ‘top priority [was given] to 

obtaining human and operational intelligence,’ which was disseminated efficiently, enabling 

the ‘army [to] mount successful operations against the communist insurgents.’189 The level of 

integration within the security forces via the state and district committees ensured that policy 

leaders, military and law enforcement personnel all received up-to-date intelligence through a 

dynamic network. While HUMINT sources represented most of the information currency 

traded during the Emergency, the general lack of signals intelligence sources says more about 

the deficiencies of the CPM’s operations rather than the effectiveness of the security forces. 

 

One example of SIGINT operations during the Emergency involved surreptitiously installing 

transmitters in commercial radios. Radio was a popular source of entertainment and 

information across much of the Malayan Federation. As such, homing devices fitted to 

competitively priced radios – sold at Chinese shops – provided a SIGINT opportunity for the 

security forces. These devices would broadcast when the radio was switched on and could 

alert aircraft to the locations of communist camps when detected in the jungle.190 However, 
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the CPM’s lack of wireless equipment ensured that SIGINT opportunities during the 

Emergency were limited. According to Chin Peng himself, the CPM was in possession of 

only three wireless transmitters and receivers at the start of the Emergency, left by the SOE’s 

Force 136 during the Second World War.191 However, they could not use these unwieldly 

devices and the only communist capable of training new operators and operating them 

herself, Lee Jhen, was killed early in the conflict by a Gurkha patrol.192 Chin Peng was able 

to acquire additional transmitters by 1952, yet he did not say how they were used and it is 

doubtful they improved the communists communications system at that time.193  

 

During the Malayan Emergency, the ‘Achilles Heel’ of the communists was undoubtedly their 

communications network.194 Jungle couriers and dead drops which enabled the passage of 

physical messages were the only means by which the Central Committee was kept informed 

and could command the insurgents’ campaign. Facilitating this was an 800 km network 

stretching from Bentong to Singapore.195 The best example of how this undermined the 

communists’ efforts is in how the CPM’s October 1951 resolution, which amounted to an 

important change in strategy, took almost a year to be fully promulgated throughout the 

organisation.196 Besides this delay, once the British located couriers, the network could be 

penetrated or severed either by targeting the dead drop messages or the messengers 

themselves. The intelligence services also formed a double act with the information services 

in the mounting of psychological operations against the insurgents. 

 

2 Psychological operations 

Much like the intelligence war, the psychological front of the Emergency had a slow start. 

During ‘the first two years of the Emergency there was no information service or co-

ordinated anti-guerrilla information campaign.’197 While the communists did not appear to 

mount a successful counterintelligence effort, they engaged the government ably in the 

propaganda war and initially ran unopposed. The communists established an information 
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service of their own and besides posters, the communists distributed newspapers and 

publications throughout the federation. The content of the CPM information sources was 

rather predictable: ‘[a]s a secret government report put it … “[t]heir content is similar and is 

largely devoted to accounts of CT successes, the elimination of traitors, and accounts of rape, 

murder and theft by Security Forces.”’198 However, analysis by the security forces 

determined that most of the communist propaganda had been ‘printed under a central Bureau 

directive since the format seldom varie[d].”’199 This is an interesting observation considering 

that the security forces would soon do the same. 

 

Unlike their predecessors, Templer and Briggs, ‘rated psychological warfare “on par” with 

intelligence,’ and thus a concerted effort was made to address the shortcomings in the 

government’s messaging to the insurgents and broader population.200 Carleton Greene was 

brought out to Malaya from the BBC to run the Malayan State Emergency Information 

Services under Briggs. Greene started at a disadvantage for ‘[i]t was said at the time that 

communist leaflets and posters were a more common sight than the thousands of copies of 

government leaflets … that had been printed.’201 The content of the propaganda also missed 

the mark by choosing to threaten the CTs rather than appeal to their desires and undermine 

their reasons for fighting. For example, Ramakrishna cites the coercive ‘leaflet No. 367 

issued in Selangor in May 1950’ which includes language more likely to incite ideologically 

motivated terrorism against the government, than pacify it through fear: ‘“If you want to save 

yourselves … leave the jungle … [the] government will use more troops and bombs … Your 

doom will be certain. COME OUT QUICKLY SAVE YOUR LIVES”’ (in the original 

emphasis).202  These messages, alongside what Ramakrishna calls the ‘RAF’s persistent faith 

in the “insidious moral effect” of air bombardment,’ were ‘costly propaganda-wise’ and could 

even sway the population toward supporting the insurgents.203 Indeed, when accidents 

occurred in the pursuit of CTs, such as when a Lincoln bomber accidentally targeted a rubber 
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estate in 1950, leading to the deaths of a dozen workers, there is little question as to why the 

government was losing the propaganda war.204 

 

Greene turned this around with a new approach. His vision was set out in Directive 16 which 

aimed to: 205 

a) raise the morale of the civilian populations and encourage confidence in the government and 

resistance to the communists with a view to increasing the flow of intelligence to the Special Branch. 

b) to attack the morale of members of the MNLA, the Min Yuen and their supporters, and drive a 

wedge between their leaders and the rank-and-file, with a view to encouraging defection …  

c) to create an awareness of the values of the democratic way of life which were threatened by 

international communism. 

The result of this was a less coercive yet more precise approach to both the wider population 

and the insurgents. Greene recognised that intelligence and psychological operations 

benefitted from one another and ‘he gave instructions that the extensive information that the 

Special Branch had accumulated about the guerrillas … should be studied and made greater 

use of for propaganda purposes.’206 With an inspired new direction, the government sought to 

gain the support and confidence of the Malayan population in their fight against the 

insurgents. 

 

Entertainment was one such way that the information services reached the public. Cinema 

was a popular form of entertainment and ‘a range of films and entertainment products’ were 

created to serve as ‘a ‘“jam” to “coat the pill” of propaganda.’207 Likewise, radio ownership 

was widespread in Malaya and the government increased Radio Malaya’s transmission range 

and added an additional three hours of Chinese language programming. Tactfully, radios were 

also provided in the New Villages.208 In a transformative move, Greene withdrew simplistic 

propaganda which either threatened the CTs or showed photographs of killed terrorists, 

preferring instead to provide evidence of surrendered CTs living happily. Threatening 

propaganda may have only served to embolden the resistance in areas where the CTs’ 
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confidence remained high, yet by showing surrendered CTs reintegrating into society, the 

information services ‘quashed Central’s claims that SEPs were executed once [the] 

Government had no longer any use for them.’209  

 

In broadcasting to the terrorists directly, the change in strategy led the information services to 

adopt a complicated approach based on incentives, claims of accountability, and appeals to 

the CTs’ sense of courage. Regarding the latter point, an effort was made to convince the 

rank-and-file communists that surrender was less capitulation and more a form of escape.210 

Life in the jungle was no doubt arduous for the CTs, especially as the security forces victories 

mounted and food and supplies became tightly controlled. It was thought that perhaps an 

insurgent may not have surrendered simply because they were not sure how to go about it. 

Leaflets were dropped into the jungle with safe conduct passes on the back, signed by the 

High Commissioner, whilst detailing to the reader practical advice about how to surrender. 211 

For example, CTs were suggested to try to surrender when near roads where pick-up convoys 

might apprehend them. The signature of the High Commissioner and the photos of 

surrendered CTs that were sometimes published were among the ways in which the 

government sought to increase the confidence of the CTs in the accountability of the 

authorities. 

 

Another example was enabled by Voice Aircraft, planes mounted with speakers which 

broadcast messages over the jungle.  One broadcast related Templer’s personal guarantee to 

CTs that if they surrendered, they would be treated fairly. This appeared to be successful in 

convincing some insurgents; in one ‘instance, an SEP who had heard a Voice Aircraft 

broadcast in Mandarin by Templar,’ which assured him ‘that it was “safe to surrender,” duly 

emerged claiming that “all jungle men knew they could trust General Sir Gerald Templer.”’212 

Indeed, Voice Aircraft proved to be a very effective psychological warfare tool and the 

Malayan authorities continued to evaluate their impact and develop better ways to employ 

them. 
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In Malaya, the tactical use of voice aircraft was refined to a fine art. One example was how 

differing forms of aircraft and message were tested in order to ensure messages were audible. 

Likewise, differing narrators, speaker systems and operating altitudes were assessed. A fruit 

of the close cooperation between the information and intelligence services was that it became 

possible to use the voices of surrendered terrorists in broadcasts, for example, ‘District 

Committee member Wei Keiong gave himself up and on 9 November, he broadcast to the 

same areas that he had surrendered and urged others to give up.’213 This tactical use of the 

Voice Aircraft enabled the Security Forces to capture what Ramakrishna called ‘the 

psychological moment’ – surrounding recent Security Forces victories or high-profile CT 

surrenders – to gain the initiative.214 The aforementioned CT, Wei Keiong, also provided the 

insight that Voice Aircraft were a ‘“fundamental advance” in psychological warfare’ because 

CTs could expect to face harsh punishment from their commanders if they were caught in 

possession of government leaflets.215 Voice Aircraft could also provide an unwelcome 

reminder of  ‘the comforts of home life, with particular stress on women, food and cigarettes,’ 

all the while, even the toughest CT commander could not be sure whether or not his men 

were listening.’216 Another of the government’s most powerful psychological weapons 

against the CTs lay in understanding their human nature. 

 

Greene had great confidence in a strategy that appealed to communism’s greatest and all too 

human hamartia: greed. Far better than seeking to intimidate the terrorists into abandoning 

their struggle, Greene thought, “the only human emotion” which could be “expected to be 

stronger than fear among a terrorised population with very little civic consciousness” was 

“greed.”’217 While bounties had existed prior to his arrival, Greene’s influence saw the money 

offered increase for information leading to terrorists being captured or killed. The incentives 

scaled up with the significance of the associated quarry, Chin Peng was worth 80,000 alive; 

65,000 for living politburo members and 2,500 for the most ordinary of CTs (all figures given 

are contemporary Straits dollars).218 Greene not only hoped that the rewards might result in 
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some of the more dangerous architects of the insurgency being apprehended or killed, but he 

worked to drive a wedge between the CPM’s command structure and the rank-and-file. While 

the rewards offered to the public were greater, CTs were eligible to collect large sums of 

money commensurate with a successful bounty. Both members of the public and insurgents 

were also eligible for rewards if they were to turn over weapons to the authorities. This 

system drew in a fair number of participants, in the first half of 1951, the ‘[g]overnment paid 

out $500,000.’219 By the end of the year ‘psychological warfare had been worked in “as an 

integral part at the planning stage” of major operations, and was increasingly appreciated by 

both the Police and the military.’220 

 

The government also paid close attention to indications of the effectiveness of the 

information service.  In a far cry from when Greene first arrived, by ‘1953, about 54 million 

strategic leaflets and 23 million tactical leaflets were distributed,’ resulting in, out of a sample 

of 28 SEPs from April 1953, ‘only two [having] never seen a Government leaflet.’ 221 Of that 

number, ‘22 SEPs felt that leaflets had both reached them and provided sufficient information 

to have been a source of surrender.’222 Meanwhile, of another sample of 50 SEPs from 

Malacca, Pahang and Selangor, 80 percent had seen Government leaflets.’223 That both sides 

sought to use the printed word against each other presupposed a fairy high literacy rate 

among the general population of Malaya and extended beyond posters and pamphlets. 

 

In another display of the rewarding collaboration between the Special Branch and the 

information services, some gifted SEPs actually came to assist Greene with his work.224 

Foremost among them was Lam Swee. Lam’s collaboration with the authorities included an 

inspired publication in which he was helped by Too Chee Choo. Lam Swee had vocal 

disagreements with the Central Committee of the CPM and was punished for this with the 

loss of his standing in the party. Fearing for his life, he managed to escape the jungle and 

surrender; ‘there is little doubt that if he had not escaped he would have been executed.’225 
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Such an important defector with little reason left to support the insurgency due to his personal 

break with it, was not only a valuable source of intelligence, but a powerful and persuasive 

means of undermining the CPM leadership in the eyes of its fighters. Lam Swee and Too’s 

publication was, ‘My Accusation, which was a striking indictment of the communist 

leadership.’226 Subsequently, around ‘100,000 copies … were printed by the government … 

and dropped by air in the jungle throughout the country.’227 Within the CPM, this ‘created a 

furore,’ with all the CPM’s many efforts ‘to discredit it’ ultimately ‘serv[ing] to bring [Lam 

Swee’s] case to the attention of his comrades … throughout the country.'228  

 

Finally, the dissemination of rumours proved to be another effective strategy. Weaponised 

gossip does not seem like a traditional tool in counterinsurgency, yet it had the effect of 

discrediting its source and sowing mistrust in the CPM. The Special Branch provided 

information which detailed the ‘public and private lives and activities of the leading 

communist guerrillas,’ in order to create ‘black’ propaganda.229 Based on these details, it was 

possible to devise ‘convincingly authentic but disreputable stories … circulated by means of 

leaflets dropped by aircraft into the jungle.’230 These leaflets held enough truth to potentially 

‘bring the leaders into disrepute in the eyes of the communist rank and file.’231 The 

insurgents’ poor communications network made them particularly vulnerable to ‘[m]isleading 

and false information’ especially when it was ‘planted with the Min Yuen,’ upon whom the 

MNLA often relied.232 When falsehoods were ‘passed on to the guerrillas as genuine by the 

Min Yuen,’ this would discredit ‘the Min Yuen as a source of information.’233  

 

As has been mentioned throughout the previous two sections, there have been a number of 

instances in which insurgents have played an ironic, yet impactful, role in helping to end the 

insurgency. Indeed, the ‘turning’ of insurgents proved to be one of the defining features of the 

security forces’ response. 
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3 The focus on ‘turning’ and re-integrating insurgents into society 

The success of the security forces in the intelligence war was the deciding factor in the end of 

the insurgency. By ‘turning’ or inducing the surrender of CTs, a snowball effect mounted, 

culminating in ‘the mass defections that led ultimately to the collapse of the communist 

uprising.’234 The Special Branch’s efforts to win over members of the insurgency included 

notably, bribery, ‘Q’ operations and coercion under the Emergency Regulations.  ‘Q’ 

operations featured the use of surrendered senior CTs who would return to the jungle – with a 

disguised escort – and convince still active insurgents to surrender. These ‘Q’ operations – 

which had the potential to induce ‘entire communist units to … surrender under the 

government’s Merdeka amnesty terms’ – came to be among the most effective means the 

government had to take CTs out of action.235 While one may rightly contend that the 

trustworthiness of former enemy combatants and commanders could be a dubious prospect, it 

turned out that most SEPs which had not been induced to surrender via ‘Q’ operations, were 

quite dependable. Lastly, the example of Operation GINGER serves as an instructive case 

study. In understanding the ‘turning’ of CTs, it is important to have an appreciation for their 

circumstances. 

 

Near the start of the Emergency, the CTs had the advantage and ‘[w]hen the CT realises he 

has the upper hand’ in dealing with defenceless civilians or in planning ambushes ‘he is 

utterly ruthless and cruel.’236 However, as the Briggs Plan began to take effect and the Special 

Branch began to take hold in the area, a CT might be more susceptible to government 

propaganda; more receptive to promises of fair treatment on their surrender; and, perhaps, 

more cognisant of any differences they may have with the Central Committee. When one is 

faced with an untenable position – as many MNLA fighters increasingly found themselves in 

into the late fifties – ‘[o]nly the most fanatical elements amongst the CT [would] put up 

determined resistance when cornered.’237 While there were certainly die-hards among the 

CPM’s ranks, not all were in agreement with the policies of the Central Committee. Notable 

CTs defected because of their ideological differences; the aforementioned Lam Swee is a 
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good example, so too was William Chow Young Bin, former commander of the MPAJA’s  1st 

Regiment.238 Of course, defection was not risk-free and the MNLA targeted disillusioned 

communist leaders to prevent further outbreaks of dissent. One example was Wong Lin Hong 

(Chang Choong), a key member of the Malayan Rubber Workers Union, who fell out with the 

CPM’s leadership for ideological reasons and was killed by them following his defection.239 

The Central Committee were right to fear treachery because some of the Special Branch’s 

most effective allies were former CTs. Besides Lam Swee, a team of defectors helped to 

create more defectors by serving as ‘experts in “turning operations”’ and aided in ‘translating 

difficult communist documents.’240 It must have been quite a surprise for SEPs and CEPs 

questioned by Goh Chin Kim, ‘a notable Special Branch interrogator’ and former 

communist.241 

 

Yet, how could the Special Branch depend on its former enemies to remain loyal to the 

government following their leaving the jungle and reintegration with Malayan society? As  

Comber reasonably warned, ‘[i]n many instances, the CTs who surrendered would not have 

agreed to do so if they had not been tricked or misled by their leader’ during ‘Q’ 

operations.242 However, these were not the types of guerrillas who tended to assist in Special 

Branch operations. As CTs apprehended by the security forces were classified as either SEPs 

or CEPs, it was possible to distinguish between those willing to cooperate and those who had 

only disarmed themselves because they were defeated. During the latter stages of the 

Emergency, when ‘Q’ operations escalated, the distinction between induced surrenders and 

regular ones was introduced to identify SEPs who could still be loyal to the CPM. Those 

terrorists who had freely surrendered, often displayed, as Harry Miller, observed, ‘utter 

single-mindedness about tracking and killing their former comrades,’ when asked if they 

would lead a jungle patrol in exchange for a reward.243 
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Likewise, their attitudes reportedly changed considerably soon after their surrenders 

according to Professor Lucien Pye. In order to better fit ‘their new role’ they:244  

quickly adopted what amounted to an entirely new political vocabulary, rapidly repeated government 

propaganda views while trying to drop all traces of community terminology. They were not only 

generally prepared to cooperate … but usually eager to lead patrols back into the jungle to attack their 

former comrades. Even when this meant killing people with whom they had lived and worked for many 

years 

Pye suggests this was due to the CTs having achieved a personal break with the CPM.245 

Thus, by filtering out CTs who may have maintained party allegiances and incentivising those 

willing to cooperate with rewards and the offer of a clean record, the Special Branch was able 

to augment the government’s COIN efforts with former enemy personnel. Where higher 

ranking communists agreed to participate, a particularly powerful strategy could be carried 

out. 

 

While one of the key reasons individual CTs surrendered, or ‘turned,’ was ‘threatening to 

detain them under the Emergency regulations unless they agreed to co-operate, ‘Q’ operations 

had the opportunity to take out entire communist units without a shot being fired.’246 

Operation GINGER stands out as an example of the influence of intelligence in convincing 

insurgents to abandon their struggle. GINGER featured a great number of ‘Q’ operations as 

well as significant infiltration and ‘turning’ of members of the Min Yuen. An impressive 

consequence of the pressure that the surrenders and infiltrations impressed upon the 

communists – in the formerly explosive Perak region – was the CPM leader being killed by 

his own men while on the run. That communist leader was the CPM’s state secretary for 

Perak, Siu Mah, who carried a bounty of M$150,000 reward on his head as he had 

commanded the ambush which killed High Commissioner Sir Henry Gurney.247 Siu Mah’s 

bodyguards delivered that head to claim the reward, ending their part in the Emergency with 

a profit.248 However, Perak’s ‘Q’ operations were just the beginning. 
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An ideal study in ‘Q’ operations is found in the surrender of Hor Lung and his subsequent 

cooperation with the Special Branch. Hor Lung commanded the MNLA’s forces in Johore 

and his reasons for defecting are of great importance in understanding an effective COIN 

approach. A Central Committee member, Hor Lung was motivated to surrender by the sum of 

many pressures acting on him, the security forces having influence over many of them. The 

Briggs Plan played a role in ensuring Hor Lung’s men were denied access to food and 

supplies such as money. The success of the government in the intelligence war as 

demonstrated by ‘the intensive Special Branch activities in the area in which he operated,’ 

ensured Hor Lung could not use his units to conduct meaningful operations whilst extensive 

psychological efforts also ‘stressed the flagging morale of the guerrillas.’249 Lastly, there was 

an ‘enormous financial reward.’250 In exchange for what is generally accepted as a huge sum 

of money, Hor Lung agreed to participate in ‘Q’ operations, personally persuading his men to 

surrender. He did not do this alone and was protected by Chinese Special Branch officers and 

Gurkhas in disguise, while the news of his surrender was delayed enabling the deception.251 

‘Q’ operations are a prime example of the communists’ poor communications network as Hor 

Lung was able to take advantage of them, in combination with his senior position, to 

misinform his men that the CPM had decided to end its struggle. By the end of his 

involvement, Hor Lung was successful in persuading no less than 160 CTs to leave the jungle 

and the CPM behind them, these efforts represented a new high score in the history of ‘Q’ 

operations.252 The effect on the insurgency was terminal: ‘[b]y the end of 1958, a total of 500 

guerrillas had surrendered and major guerrilla incidents had been reduced to an average of 

one a month.’253 What remained was little more than a few hundred hardened guerrillas near 

the Thai frontier along with a handful of survivors in Pahang and Penang.254 

 

Paying Hor Lung for his services in rounding up a great many insurgents was not without 

controversy. However, upon the facilitation of Malaya’s independence the Tunku defended 

the large reward given to Hor Lung as he had brought about ‘the effective collapse of the 

entire communist movement in Southern Malaya, without any loss of life on the part of the 
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security forces.’255 While he had commanded those same terrorists while leading the 

insurgency in Johore, and many among them had committed horrific crimes, (for which the 

Tunku said ‘Hor Lung should be hanged’) it was ultimately more important for the 

Emergency to be brought to an end; the state could not ‘stick strongly to principles.’256 ‘Q’ 

operations had worked better than any among the security forces dared dream. With this 

account of the effective strategies employed during the intelligence war in the Malayan 

Emergency, it is now possible to see how this analysis of the Malayan experience may be 

applied more broadly to further understanding in the field of counterinsurgency. 

 

C Contributions to the Understanding of Counterinsurgency 

 

1 Importance of the administrative level 

Despite a less than illustrious start, the administration of the Malayan Emergency holds many 

lessons for the study of counterinsurgency, both in those early stumbles and in the solutions 

developed thereafter. Principally, the Malayan Emergency reveals the essential qualities of a 

clear hierarchy in command with a specific and unified overall policy direction, as well as a 

high level of integration between the police, intelligence services, administrators and the 

military in the pursuit of area focused operations. 

 

(a) Clear hierarchy and overall policy direction 

Naturally, the police and military have different approaches given their usually distinct 

identities and roles. Yet, in counterinsurgency operations, the lines between their previously 

isolated functions become blurred. As a consequence of their divergent organisational 

cultures, it is important to ensure that the military desire to pursue short-term objectives, 

particularly when it comes to acting on intelligence, does not undermine long-term police or 

intelligence service endeavours – which typically have the potential to make more of a lasting 

difference. As Tim Hatton, a Special Branch officer explained, ‘it was important to explain to 

the Military Intelligence officers that short-term results, important for battalion “scores,” 

would sometimes have to give way to more important and productive long-term projects.’257 
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A similar observation would again be made with regard to military forces serving in Northern 

Ireland. This was overcome in Malaya by ensuring that the intelligence collected by both 

military and police was shared and by establishing the Special Branch as the paramount 

intelligence authority. It did, however, take some time to establish coherency in the 

administrative structure of the security forces, particularly amidst changes or absences in 

leadership. 

 

Under High Commissioner Gent, the security forces response to the insurgency was 

unfocused and lacked clarity of purpose. However, Malaya was more fortunate with her 

successive High Commissioners and Directors of Operations. Templer for example, ‘spen[t] 

little time in Kuala Lumpur’ in order ‘to keep his judgement sharp and realistic by visiting the 

firing line.’258 While he was effectively responsible for the entire Federation, Templer’s 

attention was captured almost entirely by the Emergency with the ‘day to day administration’ 

being left ‘to his two deputies, Sir Donald MacGillvary, the deputy High Commissioner on 

the government side and General Lockhart on the military.’’259 In short, he was relentless. He 

visited all the New Villages at least once and even dropped in on infantry commanders, 

plantation owners and local administrators. In terms of his authority, Templer’s position in 

Malaya was that of a ‘supremo’ presenting an ironic picture as he was foremost a soldier, yet 

he oversaw an arrangement which insisted the military served the civil power. The power 

conferred by Templer’s dual High Commissioner/Director of Operations role enabled his 

decisive form of leadership which demanded action and dispensed with inefficiencies and left 

no room for controversy. This was refreshing as adverted to in the previous chapter, 

personalities did sometimes clash over security policy and stall the greater effort. Likewise, 

Templer was able to tailor the doctrine of the security forces to respond to the unique 

environment in which the insurgency took place.  

 

Thanks to Templer’s insistence, the Malayan government developed and promulgated a 

manual detailing the first principles of the state’s response to violent communism. The 

Conduct of Anti-Terror Operations in Malaya or ‘ATOM’ not only standardised the 

procedures for operational troops and police units, drew on the experience of experts in 
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jungle warfare and enabled a greater breadth of understanding across all branches of service, 

it ensured that even down to the NCO level the objectives of the Security Force’s response 

were well understood.260 This included practical guidance concerning relations with civilians 

and questions to ask captured or surrendered enemy personnel, permeating the importance of 

intelligence. The ongoing influence of the document is owed to how it establishes 

comprehensively even a freshly arrived officer’s understanding of the problem he is there to 

address. It is not without good reason this book was called the ‘tactical bible of the Security 

Forces.’261  

 

While it would, as Coates rightly observed, be too much to ascribe credit for all of the 

improvements in the Security Forces’ response to General Templer, ‘where his personal 

freedom of action was greatest, and where he had inherited a good deal of muddle and not a 

little despair, he succeeded beyond anyone’s expectation.’262 This has as much to do with the 

quality of Templer’s leadership and his appreciation of the realities of the insurgency, as the 

scope and efficiency of his power to resolve them. No doubt creating a similar role for 

managing another hypothetical COIN effort could have a similar effect, yet it could equally 

undermine such an effort if the leader is not to be equal to the task. Nevertheless, the 

principal advantage of the role occupied by the Director of Operations in Malaya was his 

ability to remain dynamic in responding to the changing circumstances of the insurgency. 

This was achieved by issuing Emergency Directives which refocused the state’s response 

when necessary. These edicts were ‘virtually a masterplan for fighting the war against the 

communist terrorists.’263 From these directives emerged one of the greatest strengths of the 

Malayan government’s response to the MNLA insurgents: Directive No.1, the ‘formation of a 

new Federal Joint Intelligence Advisory Committee.’264 This committee was tasked with 

ensuring intelligence was analysed and distributed for the purposes of conducting operations 

before it could be overtaken by events. This centralisation of the intelligence machinery was, 

among a number of other policies of integration, essential to the counterinsurgency effort. 
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(b) Integration and area operations 

A range of mechanisms for integration were pioneered in Malaya. In what came to be called 

‘Morning Prayers,’ daily meetings were organised between the civilian authorities, the local 

police chief and the local military commander at both the state and district level. These were 

called State War Executive Committees (SWECs) and District War Executive Committees 

(DWECs) respectively. Occasionally, such meetings would involve the input of the newly 

formed Home Guard forces or specialists in the fields of intelligence or psychological 

warfare. The administrative perspective implicit in these committees amounted to an ‘area 

operations’ approach to the conflict as identified by Hickey.265 Perhaps inspired by his 

experience serving under Field Marshal Montgomery, Templer employed liaison officers 

from each of the core administrative branches (civilian, military and police) and empowered 

them to visit operational areas including the SWECs and DWECs, where they could make 

‘decisions or accept action on the Director of Operation’s behalf.’266 This ensured that the 

whole apparatus could respond efficiently to emerging threats and work cohesively to deliver 

government policies such as those under the Briggs Plan. From the intelligence perspective, 

integration was also of great importance. 

 

Sir William Jenkin had established what Comber called ‘[t]he nerve centres of 

counterinsurgency operations at state and district levels,’ the ‘joint police-military operations 

intelligence rooms.’267 The Special Branch, the regular police forces and the army ‘fed the 

joint intelligence rooms with information,’ while the Special Branch ensured that the 

information, ‘including the order of battle for the local MNLA units, was updated and 

disbursed. 268 Such was the intricacy of the intelligence architecture in Malaya, the Special 

Branch even provided ‘a card index of individual communist guerrillas.’269 In order to ensure 

that COIN operations were conducted on the basis of good intelligence, ‘[j]oint operations 

intelligence room staff briefed police and army operations patrols before they left on 

operations and debriefed them on their return.’270 Integration also meant including members 
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of the general population into the COIN effort, particularly the communities from which the 

terrorists emerged.  

 

Robert Thompson and General Bourne were tasked with attempting to increase Chinese 

participation in the security force response which they did this by giving Chinese leaders – 

who did not necessarily view the Emergency as their war – responsibility in fighting it. 

‘Malay and Chinese leaders were asked to sit on the war executive committee at all levels,’ in 

order to invest the local community in the government’s efforts to disrupt insurgent 

activities.271 After all, the CTs depended on the Malayan general public for supplies, 

information and support. It was thereby imperative to rally communal leaders in shaping the 

outcome of the insurgency, especially ahead of a transition to independence. This move in 

1954, as Barber describes it, made the Malayan races feel ‘they “were part of the war;” that 

they were being trusted with its prosecution’ and were ‘being asked to help.’272 This policy 

demonstrated the local focus of the security forces’ approach and this thinking also translated 

into the military dimension. 

 

The Malayan Emergency is often contrasted with the Vietnam War where large scale 

demonstrations of military might were the prevailing means of counterinsurgency. However, 

this tactic proved ineffective in Malaya (and in Vietnam), not least because of its potential for 

collateral damage, but also due to the fact that ‘when large forces attack small groups the 

jungle is not neutral, [and] can be very friendly to those who know how to use it.’273 As such, 

in Malaya, it became necessary to base operations on intelligence and until this approach 

came to be regarded as the way forward, success was elusive. Of course, the insurgency 

continued on as long as it did because some CTs held out even then, necessitating the use of 

special forces in the most difficult jungle and the large deployment of forces to tackle even 

small concentrations of terrorists. For example, Segamat in Johore played host to only around 

thirty insurgents yet, as part of Operation COBBLE, ‘500 police and 1,200 soldiers’ worked 

‘over many months’ to finally defeat them.274 While this may seem a contradictory 

observation, the lesson these examples demonstrate is that while large scale offensive 
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operations are unproductive, a large amount of forces is still necessary even when they 

engage in smaller, intelligence-led efforts.275 

 

Indeed, when deploying forces to counter insurgents operating within a locality, Coates 

observed the efficacy of employing small unit tactics against the insurgents’ own use of 

similar strategies. In particular, he cites the success of the 1st Battalion, The Green Howards 

on the occasions in which it was allowed to remain in an area for a prolonged period with its 

own Company Commanders running operations. Previously, the battalion had been engaged 

in large scale screening operations which resulted in few successful contacts. Yet, by 

remaining in locations for longer and running smaller-scale patrols, the troops built up a 

better understanding of the human and topographical geography and a fruitful working 

relationship with the local Police and civilian population.276 Correspondingly, the battalion 

killed more insurgents. Through fifteen months of operations in Tampin, 1 Green Howards 

killed or captured 66 CTs.277 By establishing a presence and remaining in the area, military 

forces could begin to defeat the insurgents through their superior training and firepower, 

meanwhile, the police and civil authorities would work to deny the insurgents essential 

supplies.278 All the while, the Special Branch – with the help of the information services – 

worked to ‘turn’ CTs, infiltrate their camps and convince them to surrender or locate their 

positions for the Army or RAF to destroy. 

  

2 Separating the insurgency from its support network 

 

(a) Internment, the Briggs Plan and their consequences 

Internment has long been entrenched as a counterinsurgency policy. While it is not the only 

means of separating insurgent from citizen, it was used to great effect in the New Villages of 

Malaya where half a million Chinese were resettled from regions where they lived close to 

the communists.279 The intention behind resettlement under the Briggs Plan was to deny 

supplies to the insurgents and was necessarily twinned with far-reaching restrictions on food 
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and resources and accompanied by a largely successful identity card scheme. These measures 

all conspired to prevent insurgents from moving among the population. While cutting off the 

insurgents from supplies was the primary intention, the New Villages also provided a great 

intelligence gathering opportunity. The Special Branch had agents in the New Villages who 

observed those villagers who were ‘in contact with the guerrillas’ and, accordingly, set traps 

for CTs seeking to smuggle supplies from behind the fences.280 Indeed, as ‘the Emergency 

progressed an increasing number of ambushes were laid based on Special Branch 

information,’ particularly when vulnerable CTs ‘approached … the New Villages … to obtain 

food and other supplies’ from supporters inside.281 While resettlement programmes always 

court controversy, in Malaya, most commentators recognised their effectiveness against the 

insurgents, foremost among them Chin Peng himself.  

 

While operating in Bentong, Chin Peng and his closest guerrillas ‘relied on two villages for 

support. Then, one after another, there occurred a string of disturbing police swoops ... 

suddenly, we found ourselves without food supplies.’282 The effect of severing the connection 

between the insurgents and their supporters among the civilian population was profound. 

They ‘had to take emergency measures,’ break ‘down into small units,’ to reduce the supply 

burden and yet even when reduced to his core cadres and the CPM’s politburo, amounting to 

around 80 men, ‘we were unable to supply ourselves with enough food.’283 As a consequence 

of a mounting ‘food crisis’ the communists had to resort to eating ‘grass-like reeds’ which 

turned out to be poisonous.284 According to Chin Peng, the hard core of the communist 

fighting force was able to at times ‘[persist] this way for months,’ but such measures 

demonstrated that, in Chin Peng’s own words, ‘[t]he Briggs plan was working.’285 Ching 

Peng was forced to admit that the survival of his movement was threatened by ‘the sheer 

necessity of having to obtain food’ and thus he had ‘to give instructions for all large scale 

terrorist attacks to be scaled back and for the guerrillas to break up into smaller groups in 

search of food.’286  

 
280 Comber (n 106) 82. 
281 Comber (n 106) 154. 
282 Chin, Ward and Miraflor (n 254) 272. 
283 Chin, Ward and Miraflor (n 254) 272. 
284 Chin, Ward and Miraflor (n 254) 272–273. 
285 Chin, Ward and Miraflor (n 254) 272–273. 
286 Comber (n 106) 147. 



70 

 

 

This was emblematic of the ‘soul searching’ that the CTs had to engage in following the 

government's driving of a wedge between them and their support network. By 1951, a change 

in strategy was required. It was a remarkable achievement of government policy – albeit 

extreme measures – that the security forces in Malaya had succeeded in influencing the way 

in which the insurgents thought about the nature of their struggle and how they related to the 

civilian population. The communists even found it necessary to ‘demonstrate greater support 

and sympathy with the masses’ as they found that the government was beginning to become 

more successful in contesting a rival claim to the people’s support.287 ‘A reflection of the 

undeniably successful Briggs plan implementation and the difficulties it was imposing on us,’ 

according to Chin Peng, was a revaluation of the CTs military tactics including what were 

now viewed as ‘mistakes which had jeopardise[d] our close relationship with the people,’ 

such as destroying rubber trees, identity cards and attacks on public transport.288 In hindsight, 

Chin Peng theorised that instead of ‘get[ting] mired in the propaganda politics’ the CPM 

should have resumed ‘classic guerrilla raids on targets of choice’289 and matched the 

difficulties imposed by the Briggs plan with ‘more dramatic and determined … small unit 

military responses.’290 Chin Peng rightly identified the October 1951 resolution as costing the 

communists the initiative because it informed the British of the extent of the Briggs Plan’s 

success and mentioned no plans for insurgent military action.291 If the CPM had gone on the 

offensive in response, they may have been able to undermine the implementation of the Plan. 

Its extreme impositions on the local population would have been rendered odious for not 

delivering a promised decline in terrorist violence. This, however, was not the case. The 

Briggs Plan succeeded, albeit with some caveats. 

 

(b) Problems with the New Villages system   

While essential to the security forces’ success, the New Villages were ‘not the panacea for 

everything,’ they ‘tip[ped] the tactical balance by making the guerrillas come to defended 

areas for food and supplies,’ and even contributed politically or strategically by helping to 
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‘integrate the Chinese squatter into the greater Malayan community.’292 However, 

resettlement should not be regarded as an unqualified success. First, it failed dramatically in 

separating the aboriginal Orang Asli populations from the insurgents. A great many Orang 

Asli died in the attempt to relocate them due to these isolated communities’ unique 

vulnerability to disease.293 As a consequence of the failure to resettle the Orang Asli, the 

insurgents could continue to exploit them for intelligence and supplies though, as mentioned 

in the previous chapter, jungle forts used as patrol bases by the SAS, Senoi Pra’aq and the 

Police Aboriginal Guard gradually became a barrier to this by winning over and even 

recruiting aboriginals. 294 By 1954, the MNLA were only able to control an estimated 3,000-

4,000 aborigines from a total population of around 100,000.295 Secondly, as Ramakrishna 

observed, success among the New Villages varied according to their differing levels of 

economic security.  

 

Specifically, New Villages located near economically viable mines, plantations or secondary 

industries, could remain somewhat secure. Some ‘New Villages in Selangor, Perak, Johore, 

Kedah and Pahang,’ which maintained high levels of CT activity, ‘suffered from economic 

insecurity arising from a lack of employment opportunities.’296 The communists could exploit 

these New Villagers’ travails to their propaganda advantage.297 Likewise, the success of the 

New Villages in mobilising the rural Chinese population to contribute to defence and local 

elections, as well as fostering a sense of community against the communists, was mixed. In 

some areas, appointing local leaders through elections was supported by the New Villagers. 

In ‘Sungei Dua New Village in Pahang, for example, 94 percent of eligible voters turned out 

for the elections,’ yet in another ‘only 41 percent of eligible voters bothered to cast their vote 

in the 1956 Council election.’298 In terms of defence, the government had succeeded in 

rallying the Malay population to form what was considered to be an effective Home Guard 

force, whereas ‘the Chinese Home Guard, which by September 1954 had assumed 

responsibility for the defence of 129 New Villages, was generally seen as unreliable.’299 This 
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was particularly concerning considering the Home Guard were armed and ‘some Chinese 

Home Guards were prone to losing arms to the terrorists’ even after attempts to improve their 

training, ‘their reliability after these reforms was apparently no more certain than before.’300 

Thankfully, the Malayan government did not have to rely entirely on the Chinese Home 

Guard and, as will be discussed further in sub-section 3 below, the Chinese population was 

reached another way. 

 

(c) Other means of separating the insurgents from the population 

Another factor, which neither the insurgents nor the government had influence over, came to 

aid the security forces in splitting the insurgents from the wider population. Malaya 

experienced an economic boom due to the Korean War boosting tin and rubber prices. 

Ironically, the communists became wealthier along with the broader population, ‘small 

landholders among the Min Yuen prospered,’ and ‘[d]onations to the party similarly soared to 

the point that, as a movement, we became financially wealthy.’301 Yet the Briggs Plan would 

ensure that the CPM, for all its mounting wealth, would continue to go hungry. While they 

had money, they could not spend it nor could supporters be enlisted to spend it for them due 

to resource restrictions and, with increased prosperity, the communists had fewer grievances 

to exploit in the propaganda war.302 Increased affluence among the population ensured that 

recruiting insurgents became difficult; communist philosophy was less appealing and few 

‘could be convinced of the glory of laying their lives on the line for a cause.’303 A similar 

effect permeated the White Areas system and other such policies which underpinned the 

Malayan government’s famous ‘hearts and minds’ approach. 

 

3 ‘Hearts and minds’ 

Much has been made of the ‘hearts and minds’ strategy employed in Malaya and a great 

many interpretations of what is meant by the phrase, and how well this vision translated into 

practice, exist. This section argues that the government sought the cooperation of the 

Malayan public against the insurgents and fostered it by creating policy which provided 

positive and negative incentives for both the civilian population and insurgents to help end 
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the insurgency. Essential to its success in this endeavour was an understanding of the political 

underpinnings that motivated the insurgency and its supporters. This is perhaps a more 

reasonable explanation of the substance of a ‘hearts and minds’ approach in that it presents 

the government’s policy as neither being minimum force nor the concept of hearts and minds 

itself as some form of illusory propaganda. In achieving the cooperation and support of the 

Malayan public, the insurgents presented themselves as a liberation movement seeking to free 

the peninsula from the imperialist colonisers and institute a revolutionary communist 

government. The security forces and the government appealed to the people by promising 

them a relaxing of the Emergency Regulations, prosperity and stability and, when the time 

came, full independence.   

 

(a) Creating incentives for citizens and insurgents to end the conflict 

In an ironic twist, history saw fit for the British in Malaya to adopt a strategy from their 

former foes to use against their former allies during the Emergency. The Japanese had 

designated areas cleared of partisan activity as ‘Model Peace Zones’ during their own 

counterinsurgency effort against the MPAJA. When the British found themselves fighting the 

MNLA, a similar idea: the ‘White Area,’ was conceived to describe zones ‘where the security 

situation had improved to such an extent that restrictions … such as curfews and food control 

measures, could be safely lifted.’304 The beauty of this system was that it demonstrated the 

power the civilian population had in hastening the end of the insurgency thus involving them 

in the national security effort. An example of the efficacy of the White Area policy was 

illustrated in Malacca.  

 

Templer, despite his avowed desire to win the people’s hearts and minds, decided to make 

‘life absolute hell for them’ there.305 He did this because he wished to be certain that the 

people would refuse entry to the communists after Malacca went white. Therefore, before the 

restrictions were lifted, the book was thrown at the ‘bewildered inhabitants, knowing nothing 

of their planned “liberation.”’306 They ‘were subjected to every legal indignity’ that could be 

inflicted on them and the people of Malacca were soon ‘among the most miserable in Malaya 
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– which was exactly what Templer wanted.’307 Templer’s planned draconian intervention 

meant that when Malacca became a White Area, ‘the people would be so overjoyed that every 

man and woman would be an intelligence agent for the government,’ and should any of the 

CTs return, they would be outed by ‘people horrified at the thought of reverting to a life of 

restrictions.'308 The impact of Malacca finally being declared a White Area was, according to 

Brigadier Mark Henniker, Royal Engineers, ‘electrical;’ ‘people demonstrated their joy with 

happy faces and Union Jacks.”’309 Yet, now that they had earned their freedom,  they 

understood that they had to ensure the communists did not return in order to keep it. This 

effective policy demonstrates that the business of ‘hearts and minds’ need not be 

characterised by charity alone and that forceful means can also be used to help secure the aid 

of the wider population. 

 

The previously mentioned ‘defer[ence] to the Special Branch’s more subtle methods of 

fighting the war,’ rather than ineffective large-scale screening or carpet-bombing operations, 

indicates another way in which Malayan hearts and minds were courted by the state.310   

Likewise, mention has already been made of the rewards system relating to informers and 

insurgent bounties. This proved to be a relatively popular system, attracting enough 

cooperation from the people during ‘the six months from the end of 1950 to the beginning of 

June 1951,’ to require that ‘M$500,000 [be] disbursed.’311 The following year, the figure 

climbed dramatically with M$918,455 paid; largely to surrendered guerrillas engaging in ‘Q’ 

operations or leading jungle patrols.312 Even if the guerrillas had not given up communism, as 

Brooke feared, at least they had ’been persuaded to give up the military struggle.’313 The true 

art of the British COIN strategy in Malaya was the way in that, by the end of the conflict, 

there was a system in place that provided both negative and positive incentives for the 

insurgents themselves to end the conflict.  
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Interestingly, even older scholarly sources such as Hickey, had moral objections to the use of 

a bounty system for CTs, calling it ‘a somewhat morally repugnant system of rewards for 

information leading to the capture or killing of guerrillas.’314 This observation is, in the 

context of subsequent revisionist historians’ even greater energy in condemning forceful 

policies in Malaya, part of a persistent effort to ‘debunk’ the hearts and minds school of 

thought. Perhaps these commentators’ own moral proclivities prevent them from recognising 

how these policies did influence hearts and minds. The lesson behind this prevalent phrase 

does not appear to serve as an encouragement to treat terrorism and its supporters softly. 

Instead, it refers to the need that many strategies be employed by the security forces to gain 

the participation of the community in the counterinsurgency effort – monetary incentives 

being simply one of a number of tools employed. While it would be wrong to say the British 

bribed away the strength of the MNLA, the existence of these incentives no doubt 

complicated the cost/benefit analysis occurring (perhaps evenly subconsciously) in every 

participant in the conflict’s mind. Indeed, the route to the hearts and minds of some of the 

people was through their wallets, others may have had ideological motivations but overall 

ensuring stability was essential in securing the support of the general public. 

 

(b) Guaranteeing stability 

The guarantee of stability is what enables the government to make such heavy impositions on 

the citizenry as are required to defeat an insurgency. The security forces could insist upon 

compliance with radical policy demands like the Briggs Plan only while they proved 

effective. Using force to implement them alone would have prompted a fierce backlash and 

resulted in the government engaging in the same intimidation tactics typically associated with 

the insurgents. As Barber poetically put it, during an insurgency ‘normal workaday 

government had to function … had to be seen to function; otherwise there would be no hope 

for the millions of bemused, bewildered bystanders caught up in the turmoil of a war of 

terror’ [original emphasis].315 Had this population lost its hope and ‘belief in government, the 

only alternative would be Communism.’316 In keeping with this, the government ‘discovered 

that success bred success, and that people were more likely to give them information if they 

believed that the security forces were winning’ not least because it indicated they could be 
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protected from the CT’s retribution.317 The substance of stability again is not an exercise in 

patronising the population with development projects – though such projects were engaged 

in. As Professor Strachan has explained, when ‘we speak about “hearts and minds,” we are 

not talking about being nice to the natives, but about giving them the firm smack of 

government.’318 Strachan expands on this by establishing that ‘hearts and minds’ denoted 

authority, not appeasement.’319 Reis suggests this points to an essential flexibility in British 

COIN practices. While opposing claims cast such practices in the light of a ‘minimum force 

approach,’ the British were instead able to employ measures which included attraction but 

also methods of control and coercion.320 

 

Despite this, Strachan observes that some of the Malayan Emergency policies would now 

face moral condemnation due to their, ‘readiness to use levels of force which would now be 

deemed unacceptable.’321 He cites the detention of 34,000 suspects without trial for over 

twenty-eight days over the course of the emergency and the execution of 226 communists as 

examples.322 Such policies , however, were enacted by a civilian led government, ‘martial law 

had not been declared, and the armed forces were in support of the civil power.’323 Execution 

remains lawful in many states today and the security forces were constantly engaged in life or 

death gun fights with terrorists who themselves killed civilians in often barbaric fashion – 

thus moral objections to the use of force betray a lack of perspective. Violence on the part of 

the state is both a regular facet of governance and an essential part of a counterinsurgency 

effort where the state’s monopoly over its legitimate exercise is openly challenged. Likewise, 

the interest in defeating terrorist violence remains. Leaving such a need unfulfilled by failing 

to implement such methods that may be necessary is perhaps the greater evil. This is not to 

say that the government should exercise violence without limitations, however, Malaya 

demonstrates that insurgencies require government to, by law, make demands of the civilian 

population and employ violence normally unnecessary in peace-time. Execution, deportation, 

or detention of those CTs unwilling to reintegrate or assist the authorities, often in return for 
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generous rewards and guilty of sometimes heinous crimes, was legitimately undertaken in 

Malaya.  

 

The government was not entirely unfeeling in its wielding of extreme policies. If they had 

gone too far, the insurgent ranks would have swelled. The Malayan authorities clearly 

understood the need for ‘political and social reform … [to] accompany firm government.’324 

Broadly, the Malayan public appeared to support the government as well. While, as 

previously mentioned, Chinese participation in the Home Guard and local elections was 

sometimes lacking, this did not necessarily mean they were against the government. 

According to W.J. Watts of the Chinese Affairs Department, ‘what the rural Chinese wanted 

… ‘was not “political rights” but, rather,’ that their government ‘be “intelligent, scrupulously 

just and efficient.”’325 Watts emphasised that the former squatter ‘tended to ask “[w]hat value 

is it to me if I became a Federal citizen”?’326 Under the transition to independence, the 

offering of citizenship, title, and the forming of the Alliance government, they would come to 

find out that they were offered nationhood, freedom from intimidation and peace. 

 

(c) The political underpinnings of the insurgency 

As the Emergency began to enter its closing phase, the government had instilled in the people 

a desire to end the conflict. The support of the people had been secured through success in the 

counterinsurgency, the establishment of stability and the promise of political change. Laws 

addressing the key issues underpinning the insurgency had been passed: for example, those 

which set about ‘giving citizenship to more than a million Chinese; … and open[ed] the 

Malayan Civil Service to include a portion of non-Malay Asians.’327 As part of building a 

new nation and defeating communism, education had also been radically reformed from a 

system where each race educated themselves separately and in their own language, which 

‘inevitably worked against Templer’s dreams of a multi-racial society.’328 In preparation for 

independence, Templer took advantage of ‘the golden opportunity presented by the 

resettlement of squatters …[to insist] that every New Village must have its Malayan school’ 
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[emphasis in the original].329 Thus, students were directed away from communism amid 

concerns that Chinese schools were a ‘source of support for the CTs.’330 Indeed, Britain had 

to ensure that the nation which emerged from the Malayan Emergency would not descend 

into ethnic conflict, making it vulnerable to communist subversion.331 

 

While steps were taken toward securing the future of post-independence Malaya, the 

insurgency raged on, ‘allow[ing] Britain to sometimes successfully present the violence of 

the insurgents as the main obstacle to self-rule, and frame successful counterinsurgency as the 

best way to secure independence.’332 At last, the British had a persuasive challenge to counter 

the communists’ claim that ‘they were fighting for the freedom of the people from British 

colonial rule.’333 

 

Indeed, the terrorists’ conduct throughout the insurgency made this claim run hollow; even 

Chin Peng admitted to this by describing the murders at Sungei Siput as setting the 

insurgency back and in the October 1951 resolution’s direction in the need to regain mass 

appeal.334 The lesson which may be drawn from this is that whoever can plausibly contend in 

an insurgency to be in opposition to the agents of chaos and destruction – the source of the 

unrest – has a substantial advantage in swaying the views of the civilian population. Both 

security and insurgent forces characterise each other as the source of the unrest and the often 

extreme violence of the CTs only helped the British portray them as the heart of the problem. 

Combined with the ‘White Area’ system delivering tangible rewards for the population as 

soon as the insurgents were expelled, the CTs had little success in winning back the hearts 

and minds of the people, particularly as large-scale screening and bombing operations were 

phased out. Negotiations between the insurgents and the government also offered the 

opportunity to demonise the other side in the insurgency in front of the population, rather 

than establish a workable compromise.  
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Critically, in 1955 the government was represented in negotiations with the CPM by Tunku 

Abdul Rahman, with the Tunku leading an alliance of the associations representing the 

various racial groups of Malaya and with the support of the British government. Chin Peng 

refused to accept the surrender terms he was offered and threatened a return to violence, but 

the Tunku held steadfast. He could be so forthright with Chin Peng because was he ‘was an 

elected national leader who commanded popular support … and was on the verge of leaving 

for London to get independence.’335 Rather than frustrating the public, the Tunku’s rejection 

of Chin Peng’s offer of a compromise conferred ‘a tremendous boost to public confidence.’336 

This was an incredible opportunity for the forthcoming, independent Federation of Malaya, as 

she demonstrated from her inception that she had the fortitude to reject a poisoned chalice 

offered by the now moribund CPM. The communists sought to use the negotiations to ransom 

peace for an opportunity to regroup and hold the threat of a return to violence over the new 

government. The security forces’ triumph was guaranteed when the incoming government felt 

strong enough to reject a peace offer from the insurgents and was even congratulated for 

doing so by the people. 

 

Part of the reason this was possible, as the Tunku pointed out, was because: 337  

[d]uring the last three years of the war, more roads were built, more jungle cleared, bridges and water 

systems constructed, schools and hospitals started, than have been done in the last three generations.' 

We were not fighting the Communist terrorists with arms alone. We went a long way to win the hearts 

and minds of our people. We gave people more than the Communists could ever hope to give.  

However, it is important not to draw an erroneous lesson from the Tunku’s statements. The 

number of schools and utilities constructed does not essentially correspond to the number of 

hearts and minds won. The reason development worked in Malaya was because the people 

wanted it and because it countered the communists’ claims regarding the British government. 

In Afghanistan, as will be shown, development projects did not have the same influence. In 

Malaya, the incoming government had a firm foundation among the people and persuasively 

offered them a better vision for the future than the insurgents. 
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D Conclusion 

Despite its tempestuous beginnings, the security forces’ response to the insurgency in Malaya 

came to demonstrate a mastery of human intelligence, psychological warfare and the precise 

allocation of military forces to intelligence-led operations. Likewise, the state was informed 

by a clear and integrated administrative structure and a developed response to the general 

population’s political aspirations, backed by the guarantee of stability.  It was because of 

these qualities that the Malayan government was able to separate the civilian from the 

insurgent and guarantee the cooperation of the people in the national security effort. On the 

political side, while Chin Peng rationalised the legacy of his insurgency as expediting 

Malaya’s journey to independence,338 it was ultimately the government’s provision of an 

alternative, democratic, pathway to independence which undermined the CPM’s cause. The 

writing was on the wall and decolonisation was assured. The CPM’s struggle only guaranteed 

that among the British Empire’s legacies was a united and independent Federation of Malaya, 

with a developed internal security infrastructure – ready to again defeat the insurgents in the 

Second Emergency. In the following chapter, a strikingly different context will provide an 

example of a British security response to a terrorist campaign in a place where a British 

withdrawal was anything but assured and where some strategies inherited from Malaya would 

fail. 
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V Overview of the Northern Irish Case Study 

 

A Introduction 

In this case study, the British security response during ‘the Troubles’ – the most recent period 

of insurgent republican activity in Northern Ireland – between 1969 and 1998 is examined. 

By first establishing the relevant historical context, this chapter enables discussion of the 

evolution of the insurgent, Provisional Irish Republican Army (PIRA or IRA) and the 

measures employed by security forces to counter their activity. Measures which, while 

sometimes successful, ultimately failed to defeat the insurgents outright. The Troubles differs 

from the other case studies principally because it took place within the context of the United 

Kingdom itself. 

 

B Historical Context 

The history of sectarian violence in Northern Ireland is as long as it is bitter, however, for the 

purposes of this study, much of the historical context is not strictly relevant to the period 

examined here: 1969 to 1998. Following the Battle of the Bogside, a riot born of tensions 

between local unionist authorities and the Catholic majority in Londonderry, the British Army 

was deployed in 1969 to the province to support the Royal Ulster Constabulary (RUC) 

maintain order. The Army’s role, however, soon shifted to conducting counterinsurgency and 

counterterrorist operations as the Provisional Irish Republican Army – the leading Northern 

Irish republican paramilitary group – began its so-called ‘armed struggle’ against the British 

state. PIRA broke away from the Official Irish Republican Army (OIRA -predominantly 

administrated in Southern Ireland) and emanated from Northern Ireland’s large Catholic 

minority, who resented the unionist authority in Stormont and wished for Northern Ireland to 

be absorbed into the Irish Republic. However, the IRA also wished to establish their version 

of an Irish Republic on the basis of socialism, drawing them into conflict with the existing 

Irish government in the south.339 

 

 
339 ‘CAIN: Events: Text of Irish Republican Army (IRA) “Green Book” (Book I and II)’ 

<https://cain.ulster.ac.uk/othelem/organ/ira/ira_green_book.htm> accessed 20 February 2023. 



82 

 

As unrest mounted, a counterinsurgency staple from Malaya was implemented in Northern 

Ireland: internment. Operation DEMETRIUS was carried out by the RUC and its Special 

Branch with assistance from the Army and it proved remarkably unsuccessful.340 Not only 

was the policy despised by the Catholic population it targeted, but arrests were based on out-

of-date intelligence mostly pertaining to the OIRA – who were not largely the cause of 

emerging tensions.341 The internment policy failed and was abandoned in 1975 with public 

outcry surrounding the use of the ‘five techniques’ of interrogation used on some suspected 

terrorists during this period.342 However, when internment was ended as part of the ceasefire 

in 1975, IRA sources suggested that this boosted their ranks considerably as imprisoned 

volunteers returned to carrying out attacks.343 Nevertheless, the fact these methods were used 

at all pointed to a similar dearth of intelligence at the beginning of the Troubles, as was felt at 

the start of the Malayan Emergency. 

 

No doubt, the British Army would have had greater success against the paramilitaries if they 

had been able to maintain the cooperation of the Catholic population. This would have 

enabled the flow of intelligence to the security forces. Yet, the so-called ‘honeymoon’ period 

at the start of the Army’s deployment was short lived. Many nationalists had welcomed the 

British Army as they feared attacks from the loyalist population and viewed the RUC as 

anything but impartial. Indeed, the report for Operation BANNER – the name given to the 

Army’s involvement in Northern Ireland – reflects that this was no honeymoon, but the most 

important stage of the conflict. The British had an early window of opportunity to win over 

the population before the IRA emerged as an effective insurgency. 344 However, this was also 

the stage in which serious mistakes were made by security forces.  

 

The British government’s Northern Ireland policy was shaped by what Aldrich and Cormac 

suggest was the Edward Heath government’s ‘obsess[ion] with subversion’ by ‘domestic 
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enemies’ such as the trade unions or the IRA.345 As a consequence, Westminster stalled 

reforms and maintained unionist-majority rule, turning the Catholic population against the 

British state. Due to the frequency of political violence, and the magnitude of the unrest, the 

Army employed increasingly indiscriminate methods, largely against the republican 

community. The Falls Road curfew and the searches of Catholic households, Operation 

BANNER explains, ‘probably contributed significantly to the alienation of the catholic 

population in the early years of the campaign.’346 Amidst growing tensions, nationalists began 

to depart the political structures they felt were stacked against them and, as the non-violent, 

nationalist Social Democratic and Labour Party (SDLP) pulled out of Stormont, ‘the 

activities of the IRA increased.’347  

 

Britain’s initial military strategy ‘focused on defeating the IRA before 1972.’348 Yet, without 

the cooperation of the community from which they emanated and with the apparent 

restriction of non-violent, political outlets for their causes, republicans became increasingly 

supportive of the IRA. By March 1972, it was conceded that ‘the IRA could not be militarily 

defeated. Instead ... the aim switched to producing “an acceptable level of violence.”’349 

Operation BANNER defined the circumstances of an ‘acceptable level of violence’ as those 

under which ‘normal social, political and economic activities can take place without 

intimidation,’ where the local population can accept the state of affairs and where the local 

police can maintain it.350 Reaching this state was the primary goal of the armed forces from 

1972 onwards. The intention was to reach a stage where the insurgency chose to express itself 

through political rather than violent means.  

 

The reason for this shift in policy was the apparent impact the beginning of the Troubles was 

having on Northern Irish society. An MoD assessment in March 1972 stated that: “the 

commercial life of [Derry] City is being rapidly and visibly [reduced] … businessmen are 

cutting their losses and leaving.’351 The government sought to gain the support of the 
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population by ensuring a relative return to order and by attempting to prevent the onset of 

economic ruin. Yet, by then, republican paramilitaries were in positions of strength with 

growing numbers of recruits and stockpiles of weapons.352 There was little chance of life in 

Ulster’s urban centres returning to an ‘acceptable level of violence.’ By March of 1972, 

Operation BANNER more or less admits that the initiative had been lost to the IRA.353 

 

The next serious blow to the security forces’ image came soon after. Londonderry had been 

the site of numerous clashes between the IRA and security forces, with a large part of the city 

quickly becoming a ‘no-go’ zone where the republican paramilitaries enjoyed the support of 

local nationalist civilians. The Northern Irish Government, with the support of Westminster, 

had banned marches and protests in the region, but the Northern Ireland Civil Rights 

Association – dedicated to opposing policies it viewed as discrimination against Catholics – 

decided to defy the ban on the 30th of January 1972. What followed became known as 

‘Bloody Sunday.’ The march devolved into rioting when it came upon the Army barriers 

along its route. While proportionate force was used in some areas, soldiers from 1 PARA (1st 

Battalion, the Parachute Regiment) in the Glenfada Park North, Abbey Park and Rossville 

Street area fired their weapons at civilians unjustifiably resulting in the deaths of fourteen 

civilians and the injury of a similar number by Army gunfire.354 The consequences of this 

event contributed to alienation of the Catholic population and an increase in IRA violence by 

June that year.355  

 

In response, the IRA mounted a large bombing campaign in Belfast which came to be known 

as ‘Bloody Friday.’ The 21st of July 1972 saw the IRA detonate twenty explosive devices 

which killed nine and injured 130 people.356 However, ‘Bloody Friday’ was a propaganda 

disaster for the IRA and ushered in a swift British security response.’357 A day later, 

Operation MOTORMAN was launched: a massive reinforcement to deployed troop numbers 

preceded the swamping of the ‘no-go’ zones and barricades established by the paramilitaries. 
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By breaking this deadlock with the deployment of an additional 28,000 soldiers and bulldozer 

fitted Centurion tanks, the British regained control of the streets.358 

 

MOTORMAN proved to be a resounding success; it opened the playing field for intelligence 

gathering, resulted in the arrests and deaths of insurgents and proved that the security forces 

could reimpose order. In the months following MOTORMAN, and throughout the beginning 

of 1973, nearly 2,000 PIRA members were arrested – among them, eight battalion 

commanders – leaving a whole company of the insurgent’s ranks disbanded.359 

MOTORMAN was a success, albeit one that may not have been necessary if not for earlier 

setbacks. The Secretary of State for Northern Ireland, William Whitelaw, had chosen not to 

partake in the secret backchannel negotiations with the IRA that had been arranged by the 

security services, seeking to establish a political settlement between moderates that isolated 

both forms of extremists. It was a second attempt at self-government, called the Sunningdale 

Agreement, which was to form a cross border, power-sharing agreement between republicans 

and unionists. However, the agreement failed in 1974 due to unionist fears it would funnel 

them into the Irish Republic and amidst continued paramilitary activity.360 

 

Spurned by the Conservatives, the IRA met with then leader of the opposition, Harold 

Wilson, demonstrating how much they hoped to achieve through secret dialogues.361 Upon 

their ascension to government, Wilson’s Labour party displayed a willingness to negotiate 

resulting in the 1975 ceasefires. Rather than establishing the path to peace, the ceasefires 

demonstrated why the conflict could not be resolved at that point. Thomas Leahy suggests 

this is partly because the British ‘never outlined for the IRA, the boundaries of political 

settlement’ and delayed the politicisation of the IRA by upholding their criminalisation of its 

political wing, Sinn Féin.362 However, blame also rests on the IRA. They maintained 

‘sizeable support levels in working-class nationalist areas,’ yet had no legitimate political 

mandate through which they could further their cause non-violently.363 Reputedly, the IRA 
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also made ‘unrealistic demands for immediate British withdrawal,’364 and may have simply 

been buying time as their presence in Belfast was flagging by the mid-1970s. Operation 

BANNER speculates that, during this period, the IRA may have been defeated before it 

became a professional terrorist organisation.365 Leahy cites IRA member Tommy 

McKearney’s assessment that, ‘by 1975: “[t]he Belfast brigade … had suffered … serious 

losses,”’ a critical development as the ‘“IRA... was made-up of 50 percent Belfast and 50 per 

cent the rest.”’ 366 

 

Before they could be defeated, however, the IRA made a structural change that would ensure 

their longevity. While cutting the number of members in an insurgency may seem 

counterintuitive, the IRA set about restructuring itself and ‘trimming the fat’ of the many 

volunteers it had acquired since the start of the Troubles. The result was what has become 

recognisable as the conventional terrorist cell structure. By dividing its forces into Active 

Service Units (ASUs or cells) comprised of unrelated volunteers from various areas, the IRA 

was able to become more resistant to infiltration.367 As a result of their dramatic cuts in 

membership, IRA activities reduced considerably. The initial intense, violent phase of the 

conflict was beginning to change into a longitudinal yet sustainable series of tragedies, 

wherein IRA killings of intended targets reduced to a maximum of no more than eighteen per 

year.368  

 

IRA activities spread to the rural and cross-border areas of Northern Ireland and even the UK 

mainland by this point, as the IRA moved from intensive to extensive activity. The increase in 

IRA activities across Northern Ireland was perhaps a worse situation for the security forces 

than the previously intense activity in Ulster’s urban centres. To make matters worse, rural 

units were often able to escape across the border to  the Irish Republic where the British 

could not pursue them.369 The conflict against rural IRA units, such as the South Armagh 

IRA, was uniquely bitter and explosive. In these more isolated regions, the IRA enjoyed the 

support of the local population and operated openly in relative safety. They also employed the 
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use of more dangerous weapons, including significantly more powerful roadside bombs and 

anti-materiel rifles, given the decreased risk of collateral damage in the countryside.370 The 

IRA also sent their more efficient ASUs to engage in terrorist attacks in England in the hopes 

of putting ‘extra pressure’ on the British government to withdraw from Northern Ireland.371  

 

As Britain entered the 1980s, the conflict’s most resolute British government entered power. 

Margaret Thatcher’s Conservative government began with the policy that negotiation was 

unlikely to achieve much in resolving the conflict given the IRA’s commitment to violence. 

As a consequence, backchannel negotiations were absent throughout much of the 1980s.372 

The government encouraged the SDLP not to engage with Sinn Féin and warned Ministers 

and civil servants not to meet with republican representatives. Mrs Thatcher sought to reduce 

the republican influence in Northern Irish affairs by introducing an oath of nonviolence for 

Northern Ireland councillors and a sweeping broadcasting ban.373 However, she encountered 

some resistance in establishing this hard-line against republicanism.  

 

Thatcher’s hard-line toward the IRA was frustrated by the Maze prison hunger strikes which 

resulted in the suicides of ten of the imprisoned IRA members conducting them. This event 

radicalised some republicans and led to an increase in IRA activity and recruitment. The IRA  

also attempted to take personal revenge against Thatcher by bombing the Conservative party 

conference at the Brighton Grand Hotel.374 This did nothing to dissuade Thatcher’s 

commitment to fighting the IRA and refusal to negotiate with republicans while they 

committed political violence. As such, the IRA settled into a long-war stance. The 1980s were 

a continuation of the conflict with no real end in sight. 

 

As Britain entered the 1990s, and despite continued tensions, there were some promising 

developments for an increasingly politicised IRA. Sinn Féin introduced what has been termed 

its ‘Armalite and ballot-box strategy’ whereby the IRA’s armed struggle was understood as 
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but one means of achieving republican ambitions.375 The response from the Northern Irish 

electorate was around a 10% show of support for Sinn Féin.376 This change in direction from 

the IRA was arguably the result of the secret meetings between John Hume, leader of the 

SDLP, and Sinn Féin and IRA leader, Gerry Adams in 1988.377 Sinn Féin activity began to 

become more important on the republican agenda than IRA activity. Changes within the IRA 

began to reflect this as the leadership came to realise that electoral losses for Sinn Féin 

amounted to pressure to reduce or end their terrorist campaign.378  

 

The secret backchannel negotiations were opened again under Prime Minister John Major, 

despite his public refusal to negotiate with a violent IRA.379  Indeed Major believed the IRA 

‘would never give [violence] up voluntarily.’380 As a consequence, an old policy interrupted 

by Thatcher, returned: negotiate while maintaining the use of intelligence to defeat the IRA 

on the streets and in the fields. The dual response aimed to ‘squeez[e] out terrorism by every 

means, persuasive as well as military,’ because Major did not trust the IRA’s commitment to 

peace – especially after they attempted to blow him up in an audacious mortar attack on 10 

Downing Street.381 While unthinkable under Thatcher, it had become an accepted reality by 

the mid-1990s, that a political settlement had to include the IRA as – even after 25 years of 

counterinsurgency – it could not be militarily defeated.382 

 

This is not to say that by the mid-1990s, the intelligence war was not successful. In fact, the 

government’s response had reached its most refined stage thanks, in part, to some well-placed 

agents and informers.383 While the IRA remained operational, some of its leaders had realised 

they were no closer to reaching their goals by the mid-1990s than they had been a decade 

earlier. The IRA’s socialist politics had also suffered from the fall of the Soviet Union.384 
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Republicans viewed American president Bill Clinton’s granting of a visa to Gerry Adams, and 

his intervention in the peace process, as an endorsement of the political side of their 

campaign.385 Leahy suggests that the IRA leadership’s concern for international opinion saw 

the organisation shy away from bombings likely to jeopardise American support.386 Sinn Féin 

sought to project an image of itself as a legitimate party as it struggled to gain electoral 

support in the Irish Republic; 387 potentially explaining the decrease in attacks.388 

 

The IRA’s focus now shifted to targeting commercial infrastructure in England in order to 

pressure the British government to commit to negotiations. As their influence in Northern 

Ireland’s urban centres waned, the IRA’s campaign on the mainland escalated.389 In rural 

areas, such as South Armagh, the local IRA units also remained operational.390 The ceasefire 

beginning in 1994 lasted only 17 months before a series of attacks were staged in England by 

covert ASUs. This did not sway Tony Blair’s New Labour government, however, from 

continuing negotiations as it had previous governments. Talks between the IRA and the 

British government set the stage for the 1998 Belfast or Good Friday Agreement. As this 

study focuses on counterinsurgency, the peace process will not be explored in detail here 

though it is worth noting that it caused a splintering in the IRA’s ranks with the ‘Real IRA’ 

staging further attacks in opposition to the peace.391  

 

C Overview of the Insurgency: the IRA 

Throughout the course of their armed struggle, the Provisionals demonstrated a remarkable 

capacity to evolve so as to avoid defeat. Broadly speaking, the IRA moved from a large 

organisation imitating a conventional military force – like the MNLA – to a series of cell 

structures preserving their operational security. Finally, when confronted with how little the 

organisation had achieved over the course of many years of violence, the organisation 

splintered into pro-peace and pro-terrorism factions. 
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In the early 1970s, the Belfast and Derry City IRA followed the brigade, battalion and 

company structures. The Belfast Brigade, for example, had three battalions with each 

committed to a different region.392 Leahy suggests that while this structure allowed the IRA 

to claim to represent local people, it also made the organisation vulnerable to infiltration – 

just as it did the MNLA.393 The PIRA was at its largest in the first few years of the Troubles. 

In July 1971 there were an estimated 500 members,394 but by May 1972, numbers had soared 

to  approximately 1700 members in the republican paramilitaries with a predicted 600 having 

been interned.395 Operation BANNER estimates that between 1969 and 1972, the IRA had 

around 10,000 people involved in it.396 IRA companies typically ranged from between 10 to  

30 volunteers.397 The increase in support for the IRA, while allowing for an escalation in their 

violence, also made it difficult to determine who among their many new recruits were agents 

or informers – not to mention the significant logistical challenge the membership boom posed 

for republicans.398  

 

Overall, the IRA was led by an Army Council comprised of seven members which served as 

an executive body with a similar function to the CPM’s Central Committee.399 The members 

of the Army Council carried out different functions: for example, the IRA’s chief of staff was 

responsible for the everyday activities of the insurgency.400 When planning terrorist incidents 

in England and Wales, the IRA Army Council was directly involved in choosing the 

volunteers and approving the attacks.401 Interestingly, it was only after 1975 that IRA Army 

Council members were prevented from participating in operations directly to ensure their 

security.402 This pivotal measure kept the most senior terrorists, according to an MI5 legal 

counsel, ‘effectively beyond the reach of law.’403  
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The primary development in the IRA’s insurgency was adopting the cell structure in late 

1973. IRA attacks in Belfast or on the mainland  would thereafter be performed largely by 

ASUs of between four to ten volunteers.404 Leahy mentions that in order to increase security, 

the men would be selected from different areas of Belfast and would be otherwise distant 

from one another. 405 The knowledge of any given ASU member would be restricted to his 

own unit’s activities alone as the broader organisation was kept separate in accordance with 

the terrorist cell structure. The cellular restructuring of the IRA was not total and centred 

primarily on Belfast and even then some remnants of the old brigade system remained 

because the units still required logistical support.406 Cells were not the only security 

enhancing change made by the IRA in Belfast. By the 1980s, IRA operations were vetted 

before being carried out in Belfast to ensure they did not compromise Sinn Féin’s political 

progress. According to an IRA member cited by Leahy, up to 80% of planned attacks were 

called off.407. With the evolution of the insurgency established, it is now possible to consider 

the parallel developments among the security forces. 

 

 D The Security Forces 

The historical context section above explored the policies of each incumbent government 

which determined the overall direction of the security forces in Northern Ireland; this section 

outlines the structure of the security forces. Various military and civil organisations 

contributed to the security response, particularly the intelligence war, yet a general command 

structure united their efforts.  

 

1 The overall command structure 

The overall authority in the Northern Ireland conflict was the British government; more 

specifically, the Secretary of State for Northern Ireland in Cabinet and the Prime Minister 

above him. In order to ensure that the government’s policy was being carried out during the 

conflict, and to enable the coordination of intelligence during the Troubles, Northern Ireland 
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Secretary William Whitelaw created the Director and Coordinator of Intelligence (DCI). The 

DCI was tasked with improving cooperation between the intelligence gathering organisations 

in both the military and civil dimensions. In regular meetings with the RUC Chief Constable 

and Army General Officer Commanding (GOC), the DCI coordinated intelligence activity in 

Northern Ireland and ensured that the security force commanders were acting in accordance 

with the Secretary of State’s priorities.408 The creation of this post emphasises the strong links 

between the British government’s Northern Ireland policy and the intelligence war. 

 

2 Civil dimensions 

RUC Special Branch led the HUMINT effort in Northern Ireland through the recruitment of 

agents and informers. The primary difficulty facing the Special Branch and the RUC at large 

was that by 1969 ‘it was no longer welcome in working-class nationalist communities in 

Derry City or Belfast.’409 They were perceived by the Catholic population as being too 

Protestant and sectarian in nature. This was one of the reasons why many Catholics initially 

welcomed the Army. While this perception eventually changed, the Army had largely taken 

over the COIN effort in Ulster and to ensure they returned to principles of Military Assistance 

to Civil Authority (MACA), in 1976 the policy of Police Primacy emerged. 410  This provided 

the opportunity to deny the republicans the framing of their struggle as one against a military 

occupation and delegitimised their violence by responding to it as criminal action. The result 

of this policy was the establishment of the RUC Special Branch as the supreme intelligence 

gathering authority in Northern Ireland, as was the case in Malaya.  

 

In a similar layout to Malaya, the RUC Special Branch worked on a regional basis with each 

of the three regions handling its own agents. The three regions included the broad areas of 

Belfast and the North and South of the province. Each region ‘enjoyed a considerable degree 

of autonomy.’411 This regional layout corresponded with the deployment of the Army’s three 

brigades.412 RUC Special Branch recruited informers by promising to drop charges against 

detained individuals or by offering financial incentives, a capability that made them well-
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suited to lead the intelligence war in Northern Ireland.413 The RUC would share intelligence 

via liaison officers with the Army and through a series of coordinating committees which also 

connected the RUC to the British Security Services, MI5. 

 

The British domestic security service, MI5, was brought into Northern Ireland as early as 

1969 at the request of the RUC Inspector General.414 MI5 set about installing electronic 

listening devices in locations designated by the Army’s intelligence operators and the RUC 

Special Branch. The Secret Intelligence Service (MI6) collaborated with MI5 through a 

coordinating body called the Irish Joint Section.415 MI6’s primary contribution to the security 

response was through the establishment of backchannel contacts between the government and 

the IRA.416 MI5 also operated a small number of agents and informers,417 though the MI5 

presence in Northern Ireland never exceeded 50 staff.418 As the IRA began conducting 

terrorist attacks in mainland Britain, MI5 began to take over the security response there due 

to perceived failings on the part of the Metropolitan Police’s Special Branch in 1992.419  

 

While barely a feature of the Malayan Emergency, signals intelligence (SIGINT) came to be 

of principal importance in defeating the IRA’s radio-controlled bombs. This complicated task 

largely fell to the General Communications Headquarters (GCHQ), the British government’s 

signals intelligence agency. GCHQ also monitored communications going between Northern 

Ireland, the Irish Republic and mainland Britain by means of a series of towers in South 

Armagh, and at Capenhurst, Holyhead and Sutton Common near Macclesfield.420 The 

bugging of Sinn Féin politicians was also probably carried out by GCHQ.421 Finally, GCHQ 

monitored mobile phones during the closing chapter of the Troubles (as the technology 

became popular) and were able to monitor, though not prevent, the events leading to the Real 

IRA’s Omagh bombing.422 
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3 The military dimension 

One of the first military units to become involved in the intelligence war in Northern Ireland 

was the Military Reaction Force (MRF) which was formed by the GOC and Frank Kitson, a 

COIN expert who pioneered the idea of creating ‘counter-gangs’ to employ insurgent-style 

tactics against insurgencies.423 The MRF operated in plain clothes and conducted intelligence 

gathering in Belfast during the period in which the Army had largely lost control of the 

streets. During the entirety of its existence, the MRF probably numbered no more than 30 

men and a few women – resembling an almost parallel structure to a few IRA units.424 MRF 

activities may have also included assassinating IRA members in attacks previously blamed on 

loyalist paramilitaries.425  

 

Special operations forces performed a variety of roles in Northern Ireland ranging from their 

conventional use in attacking behind enemy lines to their modern counter-terrorism function 

and undercover surveillance. The primary military units within this category, following the 

dissolution of the MRF,426 were the SAS and 14 Intelligence Company (also called the Det or 

the Special Reconnaissance Unit, formed in 1973/4).427 The Det was formed to fill the gap 

left by the MRF and largely consisted of SAS members (though it attracted new members, 

including women).428 Their role was similar to the MRF: undercover surveillance in close 

proximity to the IRA achieved by blending in with the local population. The SAS were 

deployed to the province in 1976 and operated in what Leahy has described as ‘hard’ areas, 

particularly rural republican heartlands.429 They were employed in ambushing IRA members 

attempting to carry out attacks, particularly in East Tyrone.430 Famously, the SAS also 

deployed to Gibraltar to prevent an ASU from carrying out an IRA bomb threat.431 
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Throughout the whole of the Troubles, Mark Urban estimates that the combined SAS and Det 

presence did not exceed approximately 150 personnel.432  

  

At the beginning of Operation BANNER, the British Army entered Northern Ireland ‘blind in 

intelligence terms.’433 Initially, the Army relied on the RUC Special Branch with whom they 

had a difficult relationship at times. The failure of internment due to the lack of intelligence is 

a good example of this.434 However, by the end of the Troubles, British Army intelligence 

was an extensive apparatus collecting information from a diverse range of sources including 

helicopter observation, foot patrols and even Army-handled agents. The Army’s intelligence 

structures were conventional with headquarters, brigade and battalion level intelligence 

sections. There were three Army brigades deployed in Northern Ireland until the conclusion 

of Operation BANNER: the 39th, 8th and 3rd Infantry Brigades – each with their own 

intelligence sections. 

 

The Brigade Intelligence Officer, in charge of each section, compiled intelligence summaries 

and received information from MI5. Each brigade had a Military Intelligence Liaison Officer 

(MILO) attached to the RUC Special Branch – another idea carried over from Malaya – who 

bridged the gap between the Army and Police.435 All the intelligence gathered by the Army 

was passed up to Headquarters Northern Ireland (HQNI), where G02 branch of the General 

Staff oversaw the intelligence machinery for the whole province.436 Heading this department 

was the DCI, an MI5 officer. His role was to coordinate between the Security Service, the 

Army and the RUC Special Branch and produce intelligence summaries for the Ministry of 

Defence and the joint intelligence machinery in Cabinet. 437 

 

Supporting the regular Army in a similar fashion to the Malayan Home Guard regiments were 

willing members of the local community enrolled in the Ulster Defence Regiment (UDR). By 

forming the UDR in 1970, with enthusiastic participation from loyalists, the security forces 
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boosted their available manpower and gave local people a direct role in the COIN effort. 

Such was the popularity of the regiment, the UDR was the largest British Army regiment by 

the time it was disbanded.438 The UDR was a Territorial, part-time force meaning that 

volunteers were vulnerable to reprisals by the IRA as they would patrol during the day and 

return to their homes after. Initially, there were significant numbers of Catholics enlisting in 

the UDR, though these numbers fell from 18% in 1971 to a mere 3% by the end of 1972, and 

never rose again.439 This was likely due to both the IRA targeting Catholic members of the 

regiment and the disillusionment of Catholic soldiers following internment and the events of 

Bloody Sunday. As with the RUC, this lead to the UDR being viewed as a sectarian force and 

there were some cases of collusion between its members and loyalist paramilitaries.440 

Women were also encouraged to participate in the unit and became known as ‘greenfinches,’ 

they often operated radios and made up for the shortage of soldiers available to search female 

suspects. The number of women in the UDR rose to a steady figure of over 700.441 The UDR 

was amalgamated into the Royal Irish Rangers in 1992 which also recruited from the Irish 

Republic, helping to ensure more Catholic participation.442 

 

E Summary of Outcomes  

The end of the Northern Ireland conflict was anything but certain. The core underlying 

tensions that gave rise to the Troubles have not been conclusively resolved, though a 

cessation of the IRA’s armed campaign has brought a watchful peace to the province. The 

process leading up to the singing of the Belfast, or Good Friday Agreement in 1998 – while 

beyond the scope of this study – marks the only truly negotiated conclusion to a COIN effort 

considered by this thesis. This makes the Northern Ireland conflict remarkable in that few can 

agree on why it ended – if it even has.  
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VI Northern Irish Case Study Analysis 

 

A Introduction 

With the Northern Ireland conflict and the security response now introduced, the methods 

employed to combat the IRA may be more closely examined. The following section explores 

how the counterinsurgency campaign was fought from the perspective of the intelligence war. 

Thereafter, lessons which may be drawn from the case study are proposed. Of primary 

importance in this regard is the failure to secure the support of the civilian population in the 

initial phase of the COIN effort. Despite the security forces’ inability to separate insurgents 

from civilian populations, Northern Ireland served as a test bed for promising innovations in 

counterinsurgency – most prominently in the realm of intelligence. 

 

B The Intelligence War  

The circumstances the British government aimed to create in Northern Ireland between 1976 

and 1989 were a state in which the IRA could not exert influence over Northern Ireland’s 

economic and political future, thus warranting the abandonment of their campaign.443 

Assessing that peace without the participation of the Provisionals was not possible, however, 

the goal of Britain’s security policy shifted to establishing conditions under which the IRA 

would be encouraged to engage increasingly in conventional politics, rather than terrorism.444 

Central to both approaches was the use of intelligence informed security measures to disrupt 

IRA activity and, at the heart of that effort, was the recruitment of agents and informers. 

 

1 Intelligence-led operations  

Most, if not all, of the security forces’ activities in some way informed the state’s intelligence 

machinery. From soldiers conducting patrols, to agents embedded in IRA cells, to cameras 

poked through riot shields, to helicopter or device-based surveillance – the Northern Ireland 

security apparatus was comprehensive. The leviathan of state security was comprised of 

many civil organisations and military units, each playing their part in the response. While 
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there were tensions along the way, from the 1980s onward the integration of the security 

forces was ensured through a police-led, regional approach reminiscent of Malaya. 

Throughout the conflict, the focus of intelligence-led operations was directed by the 

Government: the first theme to be discussed below. 

 

(a) The relationship between government and intelligence-led operations  

Cabinet was integrated with the intelligence machinery of the state and directed the activities 

of the security forces. Government policy was thus informed by both the flow of information 

and each administration’s varying goals in Northern Ireland. For example, under Harold 

Wilson, the intended direction of travel was towards an independent Northern Ireland.445 , 

Throughout the majority of the Troubles – excluding Thatcher’s premiership – the policy was 

a ‘dual-approach’ between negotiation and applying pressure on the IRA through intelligence-

led operations. Arguably, it was the latter method – that sought to force the IRA into a 

ceasefire – that prevailed. Irrespective of the leadership’s goals, the security forces were 

constantly engaged in combating the IRA and collecting intelligence. As Operation BANNER 

explains, ‘[t]he whole campaign rapidly became dominated by considerations of 

intelligence.’446 This was largely because, as Frank Kitson suggested in his book on COIN, 

‘the problem of defeating enemy armed groups and their supporters consists very largely of 

finding them,’ emphasising the ‘paramount importance of good information.’447 Such 

information also carried weight in determining each administration’s approach to the political 

concerns belying the conflict. Thus, the security forces collated intelligence with significance 

at both the tactical and strategic levels. When considering the significance of intelligence-led 

operations in a security assessment in 1971, Kitson warned that ‘“future success [against the 

IRA] will be increasingly hard to achieve ... unless we make our organisation very much 

more efficient.”’448 As such, it is important to consider the difficulties the British faced in 

obtaining intelligence – the currency of counterinsurgency – before considering how these 

difficulties were overcome. 

 

 
445 Leahy (n 347) 113. 
446 Ministry of Defence (n 344) para 501. 
447 Frank Kitson, Low Intensity Operations: Subversion, Insurgery, Peace-Keeping (Paperback ed, Faber and 

Faber 1991) 95. 
448 Leahy (n 347) 29–30. 



99 

 

(b) Problems with intelligence-led operations  

In practice, the security forces were not consistent in their success in reducing IRA activity 

across the United Kingdom. Put simply, some regions were better than others but, even then, 

not consistently. Leahy proposes that there are various explanations as to why the security 

forces struggled to contain the Belfast and Derry City IRA in the opening years of the 

Troubles, for example. Foremost among them was the ‘sense of alienation felt by the 

nationalist population towards the British state.’449 The lack of intelligence available was no 

doubt due to the legacy of those critical failures made early in the Army’s deployment and the 

widely held assumption among Catholics that the RUC was sectarian. The indiscriminate 

searches of nationalist areas and use of interment were both a cause and consequence of the 

unwillingness of the population to provide information, forming, as Leahy described it, a 

‘vicious circle.’450 

 

IRA barricades also decreased intelligence gathering opportunities for the British. Even 

worse, they provided the republicans with the opportunity to present themselves as protecting 

nationalist communities from both the Army and loyalist paramilitaries.  There is also some 

evidence to suggest, though, that the security forces’ indiscriminate actions were spurred on 

not just by a lack of operational intelligence, but by the Heath government’s desire to gain 

‘short-term advantages over the IRA,’ rather than to address ‘the political factors.’451 As 

Omand suggests, the use of intelligence and security measures should ideally be used to buy 

‘time for longer term measures addressing the roots of the current problems to take effect.’452 

Rather than trophy hunting, the use of intelligence-led operations was largely employed as a 

‘stick’ to prompt the insurgents to negotiate. However, this can only be effective when the 

insurgents’ activities are meaningfully disrupted and in Northern Ireland, even when the IRA 

killed fewer people, their operations continued at a slow but consistent burn in many regions 

when compared with the inferno of 1971-1972. Applying pressure on the insurgents through 

security measures in the hopes they will acquiesce to a political solution seems to be unlikely 

to deliver a stable political solution or their definitive defeat, but this was how the conflict 

eventually ended. 
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(c) Examples of how the intelligence machinery worked 

As human and technical source intelligence will be addressed later, it is useful to examine the 

broader framework of the intelligence machine. As in Malaya, initial security measures were 

enabled by large and sweeping policies such as the Malaya-inspired implementation of 

personality cards used in identifying civilians. The early lack of intelligence began to give 

way to a clearer picture of events by September of 1972, when a total of 60,000 personality 

cards had been issued (containing basic biographical details) and the security forces had 

established the terrorists’ order of battle.453 Personality cards were useful for the RUC and 

Army as they could be used to apprehend insurgents impersonating other civilians.454 An 

inventive method of intelligence gathering was photographing Sinn Féin and IRA attendees at 

republican 1916 commemorations.455 Of regular usefulness was the vehicle registration 

system which enabled the vehicles of known terrorists to be tracked as well as the potential 

insurgent threat posed by recently stolen vehicles. However, this system revealed limitations 

in the security effort as well.   

 

Firstly, IRA traffic across the border with the Republic was considerable and included all the 

amenities needed to fuel the terrorists’ campaign. Yet, as British jurisdiction ended at the 

border and collaboration with the Gardaí was inconsistent, cars carrying weapons or 

transporting terrorists could get through. The system also relied on the use of Army 

checkpoints which, by 1972, were used by the Army to search around 8400 vehicles per day. 

The IRA would also become aware of checkpoints and either avoid or target them for 

attacks.456 Where the Irish border proved prohibitive to British security efforts, the Derry 

City, South Armagh, East Tyrone and Fermanagh IRA would use it to flee pursuing police or 

soldiers.457 With IRA members sheltering or even living in the border regions of the Irish 

Republic, the usefulness of measures like personality cards waned.458 The system for 

checking vehicles was also hindered by the technology of the time. If a soldier needed to 

know the status and registration of a vehicle, a call would have to be made to the operators in 
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Coleraine who would ‘“physical[ly] [perform a] visual search of files.”’ This process meant 

that staff could only process about ‘“10 requests an hour.”’ 459 Likewise, not all of the cars in 

Belfast’s rush hour traffic could be screened. According to a security report from the time, 

they were generally selected at random meaning some IRA volunteers would be missed, 

allowing them to sneak bombs into town on the luck of the Irish.460 This issue was well 

understood at the time; in 1973, daily vehicle searches rose to 14,000 per day meaning cars 

were searched at a rate of around ten per minute.461 The inefficiency of the manual system 

would be addressed however. Vehicle registration proved increasingly useful; first after 

Operation MOTORMAN prevented the IRA from hiding vehicles behind barricades and then 

again with the advent of computers.462 

 

Computerisation undoubtedly revolutionised the intelligence sharing capabilities of the 

security forces as it enabled swift access to information. For example, when journalist Robert 

Fisk accompanied an Army patrol in 1974 in Belfast, he was asked by one of the sergeants to 

pick a house number on the street at random. The sergeant assured Fisk he could tell him the 

colour of the sofa inside. Via radio, the patrol asked an operator of the electronic database to 

relay the information to them for immediate use and, as Fisk recalls, ‘within 30 seconds the 

sergeant brought me the information that the sofa was brown. It was.’463  Fisk realised the 

potential for the system to catch out insurgents impersonating others or lying to security 

forces, but also the extent to which society was becoming dominated by the security concerns 

of the state.464 The advent of computerisation and the collection of information on as many 

citizens as possible provided the security forces with another means to solve what Kitson 

identified as the central problem of COIN: finding insurgents. Albeit, the price for this was a 

system that held an increasing amount of information on private citizens and that was 

allegedly first trialled in England without public knowledge.465 Developments were also 

made in Northern Ireland regarding the use of special forces. 
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(d) How Special Operations Forces Contributed to Intelligence-led operations 

The use of special operations forces has now become a widely accepted part of intelligence-

led operations, but it was in Northern Ireland where this practice matured. As in Malaya, 

special forces were deployed to the most difficult to reach and inhospitable environments, 

where their unique training was best exploited. However, in Northern Ireland, special forces 

also became closely integrated into the intelligence war. For example, the MRF’s close 

surveillance operations were an initially promising infiltration of security forces into the 

community. They were, however, an ultimately misguided panacea to the general dearth of 

intelligence. By being compromised and allegedly carrying out attacks previously blamed on 

loyalists, the MRF went from an inventive source of intelligence to a liability.466 The Det had 

greater success in filling their close surveillance role and were better supported by other 

elements of the security forces. They could rely, for instance, on the Army Air Corps to 

provide helicopter reconnaissance and worked alongside the RUC and SAS as part of the 

Tasking and Coordinating Groups (TCGs). These developments allowed the Det to become a 

more enduring part of the security response. Their close surveillance capabilities were 

effective enough to allow, as one former operator claims, Gerry Adams to sit unknowingly on 

the bonnet of a military vehicle at a Sinn Féin event.467 The SAS again filled a role similar to 

their service in Malaya. They were deployed in the most dangerous parts of the province. 

However, unlike in Malaya, they were not tasked with wining over locals while they hunted 

insurgents, rather, their primary contribution was in setting up ambushes or arrests with the 

assistance of the RUC.468 In East Tyrone in particular, SAS ambushes killed many insurgents 

and arguably instigated the decline of the IRA in the region. These activities were coordinated 

through the TCGs which enabled the Army and RUC to avoid rivalry and collaboratively 

conduct operations based on shared intelligence.  

 

(e) How Intelligence-led operations were organised and conducted by the Army 

At the battalion level, intelligence was gathered by interpreting information from green army 

(non-special forces) patrols which included conversations with the locals. It also involved the 

use of covert observation posts and photography (particularly of people at republican funerals 

and riots) and the interpretation of open intelligence sources such as republican pamphlets.469 
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Another source of information were the battalions’ reconnaissance platoons which would set 

up concealed observation posts (OPs) around locations of interest including sites of illegal 

border crossings. Later, these platoons would also provide ‘close observation troops’ with 

some of the more ambitious units operating in plain clothes, observing republicans from 

inside their communities.470 An example of this was a soldier who, in the guise of a tramp, set 

up an OP in the loft of an abandoned chip shop.471 Soldiers from D Company, 1PARA also 

operated in plain clothes in 1971 in order to help the RUC prevent bus hijackings in 

Belfast.472 The battalion’s intelligence section would collate and analyse information from 

these sources and try to establish who in their area had IRA links. The intelligence officer 

then passed this information up the chain to the brigade in weekly reports, then back down 

again when briefing the soldiers before their patrols.473 With the introduction of the computer 

system – called ‘Vengeful’ – at battalion headquarters, the swift distribution of intelligence 

products was enhanced. By the late 1970s, the Army also began to run agents of its own. 

Technological development also favoured the use of helicopter reconnaissance. 

  

(f) The use of helicopters 

Continuing a theme from Malaya, the use of helicopters and other aircraft was developed 

further in Northern Ireland. Specifically, the role of helicopters was to provide aerial 

reconnaissance and to transport troops and supplies. When vehicle patrols were stopped in 

South Armagh due to the danger posed by roadside bombs, the use of helicopters became an 

essential part of the logistics framework in the region commonly referred to as ‘bandit 

country.’ Helicopters were thus targeted by the IRA on many occasions and while they were 

often fired upon and occasionally damaged in flight, the terrorists were largely unable to deny 

their use.474 As an observation tool, helicopters were an exceptionally useful asset in both 

urban and rural settings. Technological developments in optics, such as thermal imaging, 

proved invaluable. The Lynx helicopter’s optics were reputedly capable of observing a front 

door from a horizontal distance of 8km and an altitude of 8,000 feet, where the helicopter 
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itself would be invisible and inaudible to the tracked target.475 The mere presence of a 

helicopter was sufficient to deter some IRA operations in Belfast according to Gerry Bradley, 

an IRA member.476 Unlike in Malaya, technical intelligence too was a solid fixture of the 

security landscape in Northern Ireland. 

 

(g) The role of technical source intelligence 

GCHQ, MI5 and RUC Special Branch all cooperated on the technical side of the intelligence 

war. GCHQ flooded the province with radio signals on IRA bomb command frequencies, 

leading to the premature detonation of some devices. With the IRA attempting to adapt their 

bombmaking methods to avoid this, a ‘scientific war’ ensued between them and GCHQ.477 

The use of listening devices was also an important TECHINT feature, particularly in the 

1980s as it had the advantage of providing an uncertain origin for information used by the 

security forces. This no doubt heightened IRA paranoia regarding informers. Technical source 

intelligence was a developing strength of the security forces and, when combined with human 

sources and the Vengeful computer record system, the IRA faced increased challenges from a 

diverse array of sources by the 1980s, particularly in Belfast. 

 

(h) Strategic considerations 

Intelligence on the strategic – as opposed to the tactical – level was a relevant consideration 

in Northern Ireland where the outcome of the conflict would be decided by politics. Also on 

the strategic level, it was a conflict-level revelation when the security forces learned of the 

Belfast IRA’s developing cell structure in 1977.478 Frank Steele from MI6 learned of this 

from IRA member, Brendan Duddy, concluding that ‘[t]here was now a small but taut 

organisation with adequate supplies of arms and explosives which could efficiently mount 

attacks against us indefinitely.”’479 Ultimately, it was this capacity to continue mounting 

attacks that prevented the defeat of the IRA. Bugging Sinn Féin politicians during 

negotiations was also an example of the use of intelligence on the strategic level. During the 
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negotiations for the peace process, the IRA became aware of this surveillance, however, when 

then Secretary of State for Northern Ireland, Mo Mowlam, demonstrated her knowledge of 

matters she could only be aware of through clandestine sources.480 Earlier, the Wilson 

government also sought to employ intelligence to find the means of political compromise.481 

It is also speculated that the IRA may have also passed on information to the British 

regarding troublesome units. As IRA member Brendan Hughes alleges, ‘senior Republicans 

“threw caution to the wind” … by deliberately damaging strong IRA units to prevent them 

from opposing the ceasefire.’482 It is also alleged that the IRA and HMG exchanged 

information regarding ‘on the run’ members of the IRA during the peace process, 

demonstrating the utility of political intelligence in ending the armed component of the 

Northern Ireland conflict.483 

 

2 Human intelligence Northern Ireland  

Human intelligence, Frank Kitson has suggested, was viewed by the security forces as the 

key to resolving many aspects of the conflict. 484 This is no coincidence as Kitson 

commanded the 39th Infantry Brigade responsible for Belfast between 1970 and 1972.485 

Indeed, the primary benefit of intelligence was that it enabled security responses to target 

only those involved directly with the IRA, without aggravating the wider community. Human 

intelligence was also able to focus on more specific targets than technical source information 

such as recording devices stashed in vacant buildings. The process for obtaining human 

sources of intelligence was surprisingly straight forward. Members of the public or IRA were 

recruited by agent-handlers, primarily from within the RUC Special Branch but also the 

Army’s FRU and, more rarely, MI5. The source would be approached by the recruiters 

through a variety of means to avoid drawing suspicion. Prompts enabling undercover 

personnel to speak to people of interest in the community would be contrived, such as picking 

them up while hitchhiking, bumping into them in minor traffic collisions or delivering them 

letters telling them to collect a prize.486 If they were perceived as reliable, sources would be 
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paid for any information they passed on to the security forces.487 The British human 

intelligence network was, throughout the entire conflict, the primary source of information 

for the security forces. 

 

Other sources of intelligence, while increasingly significant in Northern Ireland, were – 

despite technological progress – of secondary importance. According to William Matchett of 

RUC Special Branch, HUMINT accounted for the majority of the intelligence collected 

during the Troubles. Matchett adds that the remainder was sourced from technical sources 

(telephone intercepts and eavesdropping on buildings/vehicles of known terrorists), 

surveillance and framework operations (routine police and army patrols that interacted with 

the public), as well as open sources including local newspapers and community stroke parish 

bulletins).488 Matchett’s description of the distribution of intelligence sources resembles the 

chart in Figure 1:489 

 

Figure 1: Sources of Intelligence during the Troubles 

This emphasis on the human dimension was well placed, particularly as the IRA downsized 

and developed cells.   

 
487 Leahy (n 347) 139. 
488 Leahy (n 347) 9. 
489 William Matchett, Secret Victory: The Intelligence War That Beat the IRA (International edition, William 

Matchett? 2016) 98–100. 

60%20%

15%

5%

Sources of Intelligence during the Troubles

HUMINT

TECHINT

Surveillance

Framework Ops and

OSINT



107 

 

 

(a) IRA Counterintelligence 

Indeed, prior to adopting the cell format, among other counterintelligence strategies, the IRA 

were vulnerable to infiltration as IRA member Danny Morrison told Leahy: ‘“it was fairly 

easy for the British to discover... who carried out an IRA operation,’ due to the locally 

recruited nature of their brigade format.490 Matchett also attests, from the RUC perspective, 

that due to Northern Ireland’s close-knit communities, one usually knew who was involved in 

IRA operations, but often lacked the evidence to prove it.491 The IRA warned its recruits 

against alcohol-loosened talk in its ‘green book,’ the manifesto it promulgated to outline the 

organisation’s purpose and prepare members for resisting interrogation.492 Such was the 

IRA’s fear of British infiltration that its newsletter An Phoblacht reported in 1974: ‘the 

greatest weapon England has is that of the informer. Without [them] … the people of Ireland 

would have had full control over their country a long time ago.’493 A key part of the IRA’s 

counterintelligence strategy was observation; the IRA’s local knowledge of people and 

vehicles meant that security forces’ could be identified and potentially targeted.’494 Central to 

the IRA’s organisational culture was the ‘need-to-know basis’ it kept volunteers on meaning 

those asking questions would fall under suspicion. As a consequence of their perhaps justified 

paranoia towards British intelligence, the IRA also developed an internal security department 

tasked with finding agents and informers. However, this presented a unique HUMINT 

opportunity for the British to gain an overall picture of the IRA’s structure and to protect 

informers. The security forces succeeded in placing an informer within this secretive group 

known as Stakeknife (to be discussed in subsection c). One of the IRA’s less successful 

counterintelligence tactics was questioning individuals following Police or Army screening 

operations, themselves among a number of HUMINT initiatives pursued by the security 

forces. 

 

(b) Highlighted methods 

Indeed, screening was highlighted by Operation BANNER as a useful cover for the 

recruitment of agents and informers as many people were rounded up, questioned and then 
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released. Screening also enabled the gathering of information from civilians as ‘[d]etaining 

individuals for a few hours’ gave ‘some individuals [who] were quite happy to pass on 

information in privacy,’ an opportunity to do so.495 From the IRA’s perspective, ‘questioning 

individuals after informing did not prevent informing.’ As IRA member Bradley suggests: 

‘[m]ost people did talk ... and afterwards told the IRA they didn't.’496 Furthermore, the 

questioning did not always directly concern the insurgents meaning civilians might provide 

useful background information thus helping the security forces gain a more complete 

HUMINT picture. 

 

MOTORMAN, and the destruction of the paramilitary barricades, greatly helped intelligence 

gathering in Belfast. Soldiers of the Royal Green Jackets were even asked to attempt to 

recruit HUMINT sources while on patrol in 1974 and were provided with a guide for doing 

so.497 Agents and informers were gradually recruited and some even volunteered. Without the 

access to the population that Operation MOTORMAN allowed, the security forces would 

have remained in the intelligence rut that characterised the early years of the conflict. Taking 

back the streets also prevented the IRA from conducting their own surveillance of those 

individuals they suspected of helping the authorities. 

 

(c) How effective was the HUMINT apparatus? 

There are different ways of assessing the effectiveness of the HUMINT apparatus and, 

indeed, the efficacy of the security response against the IRA as a whole. In terms of the 

actionable intelligence the security forces were receiving, the ability of the Police and Army 

to prevent IRA attacks varied on a regional basis. Broadly, Matchett suggests, around 85% of 

IRA attacks were foiled by agents, but the IRA still continued to strike.498 For example, ‘[t]he 

frequency of major operations in England during the 1990s indicates a lack of consistent 

infiltration of the IRA leadership.’499 However, in Belfast by the 1990s, there was evidence 

that the IRA were struggling to keep up their terrorist operations. After 1992, the IRA in 
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Belfast did not succeed in killing any further British soldiers in the city. 500 Meanwhile, South 

Armagh had become, by 1997, ‘one of the most heavily monitored parts of the world’ yet the 

IRA continued to operate there.501 In Londonderry, the IRA reputedly struggled with 

infiltration with some key local members becoming informers which  resulted in many arrests 

and the confiscation of arms smuggled from Libya. The IRA responded by killing many of 

those whom they suspected of informing, but it seems unlikely that all those who were 

‘disappeared,’ were agents or informers.502 In all of these regional examples, the IRA could 

be said to have suffered varying degrees of infiltration. Due to enduring secrecy, it is 

uncertain what the precise scale of the impact of agents and informers was in each region, 

however, Matchett attests that over the course of the Troubles, 16,500 lives were saved by 

agents and informers.503  

 

Despite the killing of informants occurring intermittently throughout the conflict, the British 

were potentially able to protect sources as they had compromised the IRA’s internal security 

department or ‘Nutting Squad.’ This secretive group had oversight over much of the IRA’s 

organisation including desirable targets such as the quartermasters and logistical structure. 

The agent codenamed Stakeknife succeeded in breaching the IRA’s internal security 

department where the significance of his being a ‘tout-finder general’ within the IRA enabled 

him to significantly disrupt IRA operations – potentially helping to bring Republicans to the 

negotiating table.504 Stakeknife is widely accepted to be Frank Scappaticci who died in April, 

2023. Over the course of his involvement in the IRA’s ‘Nutting Squad,’ 35 people were 

reputedly killed by it,505 including Garda Special Branch informer, Tom Oliver – who may 

have been close to enabling Scappaticci’s arrest in the Republic. It is alleged by Ingram and 

Harkin that the FRU allowed Oliver’s execution by the Nutting Squad.506 It is uncertain what 

precise impact Stakeknife had on the IRA’s ability to conduct operations, nevertheless, his 

position within the IRA and the fact that he was not caught suggests he offered valuable 

intelligence to the British. 
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3 Separating the insurgents from their support network  

Security theorist David Omand argues that ‘successful security policies require the state to 

only target paramilitaries,’ and that it is counterproductive to employ measures which ‘target 

the entire community from which the paramilitaries emanate.’507 In Northern Ireland, this rule 

of COIN was especially important as the insurgents relied on the local people. In particular, 

their silence was crucial. If the nationalist and republican civilian populations had not 

supported the IRA, it may have been possible to eradicate them.508 This section focuses on 

the reasons why, at times, the collaboration of the local people could not be obtained and the 

measures employed which sought to separate civilian from insurgent in Northern Ireland.  

 

The key to gaining the support of the local community from which the terrorists emanate is 

understanding the concerns motivating them. Omand establishes that even if such 

communities cannot be marshalled to support the state – or convinced of the necessity of 

security policies –at the very least ‘[r]eassurance is needed that their community is not being 

stigmatised or discriminated against.’ Fostering this understanding in harmony with ‘effective 

intelligence led action’ is the bedrock of a successful counterinsurgency.509 As has already 

been established, the British initially failed to meet these standards, though the quality of 

intelligence did improve and worked to restrict IRA activity in certain regions as the conflict 

continued. This highlights the importance of understanding the regional level of analysis 

when considering efforts to separate civilian from insurgent. 

 

The activities of the security forces – particularly in the early years of the Troubles – 

contributed to a rise in IRA violence in Belfast and Londonderry. This was largely due to the 

use of indiscriminate methods when seeking to gain intelligence and detain insurgents.  

Furthermore, the influence of the events of Bloody Sunday permeated throughout the 

conflict. In rural areas, the British contributed to a drive in IRA numbers by introducing 

internment and screening in these regions as well. Unintentionally, the British provided the 
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Tyrone IRA with what Leahy identified as a recruitment boom.510 While these policies failed 

to separate citizen from insurgent, the security forces had to do something about the IRA. 

Where the British may have improved their counterinsurgency strategy in those early years of 

the Troubles, lay in the art of ‘reduc[ing] levels of terrorist activity... Without raising the 

political temperature in a way that could contribute to radicalisation.’511  

 

The British began to make a difference in this area in the urban centres due to Operation 

MOTORMAN and with the arrests of notable republicans – such as Martin McGuinness – in 

late 1972. While it was too overconfident to state, as Sir Frank Cooper did, that the IRA were 

‘battered in Belfast and at a standstill in Londonderry,’512 taking back control of the streets 

paid off.  Besides opening the door for intelligence opportunities, the establishment of 

permanent Army checkpoints restricted the IRA’s ability to smuggle bombs and weapons into 

Belfast.513 In Londonderry, the British had, in the words of Derry City IRA member 

O’Doherty, ‘effective control of the ghettos in Derry’ by August of 1972.514 This did not halt 

IRA activity in that troubled city, however.  

 

Londonderry shares a border with the Republic which was a persistent problem throughout 

the conflict. Luckily, this security concern was shared by Dublin which had begun to take 

more serious steps to combat the IRA by the mid-1970s. The Garda initiated a crackdown by 

1975 following the killing of Fine Gael senator, Billy Fox, by the IRA in March 1974. The 

IRA were also performing robberies in Southern Ireland further prompting an Irish security 

response.515 Cooperation between the RUC and Garda was, while patchy, occasionally 

productive. However, the Gardaí were always a much smaller and less well armed force that 

was not always able to respond to the challenge posed by what had become a formidable 

insurgent threat.516 They relied on collaboration with the RUC and British intelligence to take 

action against the IRA, such as when the Gardaí seized 100 rifles and pistols along with 
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21,000 rounds of ammunition from a weapons cache sent to the IRA from Libya.517 The 

information for this significant coup came to the Gardaí from the British authorities by way 

of FRU Agent 3018, Frank Hegarty, which cost him his life.518 The British also had concerns 

that the Gardaí had been infiltrated by the IRA.519 

 

While the goal of the security forces in COIN is to separate the civilian population from the 

insurgents, it should also be recognised that the IRA’s own actions sometimes worked to 

isolate them from their community. Through indiscriminate action, the insurgents are also 

capable of sabotaging their support among the civilian population, particularly through death 

or injury caused by their bombings and shootings. One example was the killing of 

Londonderry local and Catholic British soldier, Ranger William Best, by the OIRA. His 

murder caused such an outcry that it led to a 200 strong community march on the Officials’ 

headquarters with an estimated 5,000 later attending his funeral. 520 These events show the 

power of a community rejecting an insurgency as they likely initiated the OIRA’s permanent 

ceasefire thereafter. The violence of the Provisionals also drove one woman to volunteer to 

become an agent for the FRU after she was disgusted by the killings of the corporals pulled 

from their car near Milltown cemetery in 1988.521 The paranoia caused by potential 

infiltration of the IRA also prompted the insurgents to lash out against the community in 

search of informers. The IRA killed a number of civilians suspected of informing such as 

developmentally challenged fifteen-year-old Bernard Teggart, who told IRA members to 

leave a lorry driver they were hijacking alone. British soldiers arrested the IRA men soon 

after and thus Teggart, who had the mental age of an eight-year-old, was murdered by the 

IRA.522 Indeed, there are a variety of reasons for insurgents, at times, to turn their violence on 

the community that supports them or, indeed, inward against their own ranks.523  

 

Nationalist opinion began to turn against the IRA following their developing use of forced or 

proxy suicide bombings whereby a civilian was kidnapped and forced to drive a car bomb to 
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a location.524 Even in the city where the government had done the most to be despised by the 

locals, the IRA’s reputation was not entirely secure. For the civilian population, the disruption 

caused by insurgent violence can be as polarising as the intrusive measures employed by the 

security forces in response. In Londonderry, for example, Taylor noted ‘only 20 out of 150 

shops in the city centre were still trading’ even by the early 1970s.525 

Despite these setbacks for the IRA, the security forces were still broadly despised by the 

Catholic population. The power of the insurgent among the people who have chosen to 

support them is indeed a frightening prospect for the security forces. 

 

Shane Paul O’Doherty, an IRA member, understood this power when describing the 

effectiveness of the IRA in Londonderry prior to the 1975 ceasefires: ‘the most efficient and 

lethal IRA I had ever experienced ... we were running rings round the Army and Police.’526 

The remedy to this viral outbreak of terrorist activity would have been intelligence, but there 

was not enough support for the security forces in Londonderry and thus a mixture of genuine 

support and fear enabled the IRA to continue operating. Derry City IRA member, Niall 

O’Dochartaigh, suspects his activities as part of the local insurgency were supported because 

of the legacy of Bloody Sunday, a general sectarian hatred toward the RUC and the disruptive 

impact of security measures enforced by the Army.527 From the perspective of the security 

forces, it should have been easy to find and arrest or kill the ‘at most, forty to fifty active IRA 

volunteers in Derry City by the mid-1970s,’ according to British Army intelligence estimates 

recalled by Bryan Webster – commander of the Eighth Infantry Brigade.528 The Garda had 

similar problems in Donegal. The cooperation of the community could have made a real 

difference here as the Derry City IRA was led by members hiding in this part of the Republic 

and its volunteers retreated across the border after their attacks.529  

 

In Belfast, the IRA leveraged their support among middle-class republicans, who were less 

likely to be visited by the security forces, for paramilitary activity. One IRA leader, Gerry 
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Bradley remembers ‘stay[ing] with teachers and businessmen ... hospital consultants, 

dentists,’ outside the Unity Flats area after 1972.’530 Belfast, however, had been the centre of 

a great amount of violence by the IRA and this had aided the British in recruiting agents and 

informers who were sick of it.531 In stark contrast, in South Armagh the British were 

effectively against a community united in support of the IRA.  

 

It can be argued that it was perhaps futile to try to seek the support of South Armagh’s locals 

who were broadly radicalised, but ‘[e]ven if the security forces did not aim to win local 

support,’ the use of indiscriminate force ‘hindered the attainment of their objective’ in 

reducing IRA violence to acceptable levels because it encouraged reprisals.532 The 

intelligence war’s overall effect on the South Armagh IRA was minimal.533 As in 

Londonderry, the IRA presence in the area was a relatively small number of volunteers 

compared with the resources of the security forces, although the IRA was well supported by 

the locals. A former commander in the Royal Marines posted to South Armagh in the 1970s, 

Julian Thompson, suggested that the South Armagh IRA were ‘“[q]uite a small number, 

probably no more than about 30 ... but they were supported by a big infrastructure of willing 

helpers.’ 534 These locals provided the IRA with intelligence, instead of the authorities. The 

government of the time viewed South Armagh as in a state of ‘virtual anarchy’ as Merlyn 

Rees and Frank Cooper described it to their Irish counterparts at their London embassy. This 

unit of the IRA was also the source of many of the volunteers sent to engage in terrorism in 

England because of, as Rees explained, their ‘highly dangerous level of sophistication.’535 

The government’s response to these problematic rural IRA units was the deployment, by 

1976, of the SAS which proved effective in Tyrone, but did not similarly defeat the South 

Armagh IRA by attrition – as it was hoped.536  
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C Contributions to the Understanding of Counterinsurgency  

 

1 Importance of the administrative level 

Part of what makes the administrative level of analysis so important is not only how it 

coordinates a cohesive response to the security threat, but also the means by which it 

overcomes internal difficulties such as rivalries. As was the case in Malaya, the security 

forces in Northern Ireland struggled with rivalries which impeded the security response to the 

paramilitaries. Whereas in Malaya, these rivalries were largely on the personal or individual 

level, in Ulster it was between institutions. There was initially a lack of trust and confidence 

between the Army and RUC which critically restricted the sharing of intelligence between 

them. A series of policy and structural reforms would work to improve this. 

 

In a good characterisation of the problem, RUC Special Branch team leader Ian Phoenix 

noted that in the prosecution of the intelligence war, ‘people [build up] little fiefdoms’ which 

competed and secreted, rather than cooperated and shared.537 This reticence to share 

intelligence certainly disrupted security efforts against the IRA, As Onmand suggests, 

‘successful intelligence efforts required government agencies to work in tandem towards 

agreed objectives. In Northern Ireland the intelligence structures were at times inefficient and 

ineffective because of interagency rivalries.’538 An example of how institutional rivalries 

affected the coordination of the security forces is provided by RUC Special Branch officer, 

George Clarke, who cites the same concern Comber noted in Malaya: namely, that ‘Army 

units had a four month stint... All they really wanted were kills or trophies.’539 Much of the 

Army – with the exception of the locally recruited and largely part-time soldiers of the Ulster 

Defence Regiment – had a short-term mindset. They would eventually leave and wanted to 

make the most of the time they had. Clarke also notes that he was not always willing to share 

intelligence with the Army lest they imperil his sources.540  
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From the Army’s perspective, the RUC Special Branch was viewed as undersized, 

‘overworked’ and ineffective in the early 1970s.541 The RUC’s reluctance to provide the 

Army with intelligence, led it to view them as ‘secretive and mistrustful of outsiders.’542 The 

allegiances of the two main arms of the security forces were also split. The RUC was loyal to 

loyalist Stormont whereas the British Army and the security services (GCHQ, MI5, and MI6) 

answered to London. The fact that there were also disagreements between the leaderships of 

the various governments in Westminster and Stormont, particularly over the latter’s 

opposition to reforms, did little to help increase coordination between the policeman and the 

soldier. 

 

Various measures were employed to facilitate more effective collaboration between the RUC 

and the Army, many of which were inspired by the approach taken in Malaya. Principally, the 

move to Police primacy with the Army providing aid to civil authority was a critical 

development. As in Malaya, Military Intelligence Liaison Officers (MILOs) were selected 

from the British Army’s intelligence apparatus and embedded with the RUC Special Branch. 

Their role was to ensure intelligence flowed both ways between the RUC and Army by 

operating between two Police divisions.543 As the relationship between the RUC and Army 

improved, the MILOs would presumably have had greater access to police intelligence, 

enabling coordinated activities such as searches or arrests. Another key component of the 

cooperation was access to the computer system when it had been developed. There was a 

British Army computer system based in Lyburn, Thiepval barracks, which developed over the 

course of the Troubles, enabling swift access to information on both vehicles and people.544 It 

was linked to others around Northern Ireland ensuring that the intelligence products could be 

used, and threats tracked, across police and Army districts. The danger of a leak was 

mitigated by controlling access, though there were calls to allow RUC officers to use the 

computers.545 While the system improved the cohesion of the security forces, there were still 

some cultural problems that persisted that may have affected cooperation: Clarke for 

example, says that some MILOs ‘were upper-class twits, living in another world.’546  
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As previously referred to, there was also a system of cooperation between special operations 

forces and the RUC. The TCGs involved members of the SAS, Det, FRU and RUC Special 

Branch with some participation from MI5. Their principal function was to avoid conflicts in 

undercover work where security concerns and secrecy were both intricate and delicate. The 

regional nature of the TCGs also reflected the move to Police primacy as each was led by the 

area’s RUC Special Branch Superintendent. According to Matchett, the combined manpower 

of all those involved in the intelligence war was around 1500 personnel.547 Despite this, and 

Matchett’s admirable assertions of the quality of their efforts, the intelligence war – while an 

essential part of the security response – did not pave the way to success in Northern Ireland. 

 

2 Intelligence is the key to success 

Whereas in Malaya it was possible to suggest that intelligence led to the security forces’ 

success, it is not possible to claim that British intelligence’s efforts were the key to ending the 

Northern Ireland conflict, if, indeed, it has actually ended. The central tensions underpinning 

both loyalism and republicanism persist, as do occurrences of paramilitary violence.548 The 

rise in paramilitary activity in the region led MI5 to raise the terrorism threat level for the 

province to severe in March of 2023.549 Secondly, while successes in the intelligence war put 

pressure on the IRA and saved lives, it was ultimately the republicans’ decision to move 

toward a political strategy that led to the success of the peace process. With that in mind, this 

section will conclude by identifying areas where the intelligence war could have been 

improved to potentially allow it to have more of an impact. 

 

Before doing so, however, it is essential to justify the claim that the security forces’ 

intelligence war did not end the conflict as some commentators – a few among them, conflict 

participants – claim it did. Martyn Frampton, for example, argues that the IRA’s ‘capacity for 

 
547 Matchett (n 489) 187. 
548 ‘Timeline of Dissident Republican Activity’ BBC News (4 August 2010) <https://www.bbc.com/news/uk-

northern-ireland-10866072> accessed 14 May 2023. 
549 ‘Terrorism and National Emergencies’ (GOV.UK) <https://www.gov.uk/terrorism-national-emergency> 

accessed 14 May 2023. 
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“war” had was greatly curtailed’ and by 1993, they had suffered a ‘strategic defeat.’550 

Frampton argues the IRA was ‘at best, locked in a bloody stalemate; at worst, in a position 

that was declining in real terms.’551 Matchett even goes as far as to suggest that the security 

forces won the intelligence war and it was a sense of defeat that forced the IRA to consider 

peace.552 However, it is readily apparent that by the 1990s the IRA was still operating in 

North and South Armagh, Londonderry, Belfast and the UK mainland. The IRA’s campaign 

of ‘spectacular’ bombings on landmark targets in London – designed more to generate 

headlines than dead soldiers – such as the attack on Canary Wharf, saw the IRA prophetically 

compare the audacity of their work to an attack on the World Trade Centre.553 With their 

ability to maintain their armed campaign demonstrated, it is difficult to argue the IRA had 

lost the intelligence war. That is not to say that the IRA did not face significant setbacks 

because of the security forces’ efforts, in Newry and, especially, in Tyrone, where the IRA 

was convincingly contained. Yet, in other regions, the IRA displayed persistence and the 

capability to continue its activities despite security forces’ successes, which ultimately forced 

the government to accept them at the negotiating table.554  

 

The reasons for this survivability include the fact that the IRA’s overall leadership was largely 

insulated from infiltrations in the wider insurgency. Furthermore, the durability of the 

terrorists’ campaign varied depending on the region: South Armagh’s elusive IRA units, for 

instance, had significant local support and experience. The cell structure continued to keep 

elements of the Belfast and Derry City IRA out of the light, and the border remained an ever-

present problem for the security forces.555 In fact, Operation BANNER even suggests that 

‘[w]ith hindsight... the Border area was critical to the conduct of PIRA operations and 

therefore should have been the geographical focus of the campaign.’556 Lastly, that the Real 

IRA continued to operate as a splinter terrorist organisation attests to the continued capacity 

for republican terrorism. 
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While deaths caused by the IRA had declined from 1972, this was more to do with the IRA’s 

developing interest in their political wing and decision to downsize from ‘brigades.’ Richard 

English suggests that the more that the IRA’s activities failed to break the British will in 

Northern Ireland, the less effective they became.557 Sinn Féin’s failure to win seats in the 

Irish Parliament or gain an electoral majority on either side of the border, saw them 

increasingly consider the calls for peace.558 Nevertheless, most British governments 

eventually resolved to negotiate with the IRA, who, by 1994, had realised there was more to 

be gained through Sinn Féin rather than IRA activity. 559 Ultimately, peace was won by 

politics, rather than policing. 

 

Such a set of circumstances, however, is not desirable for the state as it had its legitimate 

monopoly over violence challenged and was forced to accept at least some of the demands of 

the terrorists. The ideal circumstances would have involved the complete destruction of the 

paramilitaries and a return to civil politics. The security forces in Northern Ireland may have 

been able to deliver this outcome if not for the support of the terrorists by members of the 

civilian population. The security forces failed to secure this support for themselves and may 

have made other gains against the IRA which could have proved fatal to the insurgents. 

 

The failure to win the hearts and minds of these citizens was a great mistake of the security 

response in Northern Ireland. An even greater mistake was that upon realising this, to then do 

very little to change these circumstances. Compared with Malaya, there was a resounding 

lack of psychological operations conducted in Ulster. While an information service 

committee was set up and chaired by the GOC, nothing came of the idea beyond outlining its 

members.560 Likewise, development projects in Belfast and Londonderry quickly fell prey to 

racketeering and extortion by the paramilitaries.561 Racketeering and other sources of funding 

in Northern Ireland for the paramilitaries should have been targeted more persistently and at 

 
557 English (n 384) 339. 
558 Leahy (n 347) 5–6. 
559 English (n 384) 307. 
560 Mark Oliver Saville, William L Hoyt and John Toohey, Report of the Bloody Sunday Inquiry (Stationery 

Office 2010) para 178.1-178.74 Chapter IX. 
561 ‘Returning the Serve Documentary | Loyalists | The Troubles - YouTube’ 

<https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=IkwJseoz3No> accessed 11 May 2023. 



120 

 

an earlier stage in the conflict. Doing so would have reduced the visible impact of the 

paramilitaries on ordinary citizens’ lives, inspiring confidence in the state. The terrorists’ 

racket revenue stream was known to the RUC in the 1970s, yet legislative changes enabling a 

more effective response to the problem were only made in the late 1980s.562 The exorbitant 

donations of American citizens to the IRA should have also been doggedly pursued, a 

minimum of USD $2,347,705 between 1977 and 1990 (worth USD $8,336,075 in 2015) was 

passed on to the IRA by American civilians. 563 There was perhaps a role for MI6 in tracking 

IRA members dispatched to the United States to canvas Americans for funds. 

 

The use of internment and other indiscriminate measures were, likewise, a terrible blow to the 

image of the security forces and led to the reliance of some communities on paramilitary 

protectors. Bloody Sunday also had an undeniable impact. Civilian casualties should 

obviously have been avoided, as should have the internment policy – which had insufficient 

discriminatory capacity due to a lack of current intelligence. Reimposing order on the streets, 

as occurred with Operation MOTORMAN, would have been a more productive first step in 

the security response. This would have assisted in preparing the population for a political 

solution to their problems as it was difficult for unionists to accept any form of compromise 

while the IRA was openly shooting at police on the streets and bombing public areas. 

Furthermore, the establishment of a political solution while the IRA was in a position of 

strength was a mistake that the Malayan authorities avoided in their context. When offered a 

chance for peace by a battered yet opportunistic CPM, the Malayan people refused to have 

their future ransomed by terrorists – the same approach should have been taken with the IRA. 

  

D Conclusion 

This chapter has analysed in detail the facets of the intelligence war waged against the IRA 

by the security forces and considered the merits and weaknesses of the measures employed. 

While it is clear that the campaign to contain the terrorists ultimately failed, the security 

forces saved lives and ensured the insurgents could not attain their goals through violent 

means. Northern Ireland’s Troubles saw many technical achievements in counterinsurgency 
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develop among many courageous efforts in the field of human intelligence. In parallel, the 

IRA’s advancements in terrorism provided an example for other insurgents, possibly among 

them Al Qaeda, who realised the fated analogy made by the IRA by attacking the Twin 

Towers – beginning the intervention in Afghanistan and the next case study. 564 
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VII Overview of the Afghan Case Study 

 

A Introduction 

Despite continuing common themes in COIN, the western intervention in Afghanistan is in 

many ways a pole apart from the previously studied examples. Principally, in Afghanistan, 

the insurgents unambiguously succeeded in defeating the security forces and achieved their 

goals. It is therefore vital that the security response and the Taliban’s campaign be considered 

in parallel, to determine what lessons may be learned and to establish how this outcome 

transpired. Analysing the war in Afghanistan poses challenges for this study; foremost among 

them is the recent nature of the conflict. Without the years of examination that previous case 

studies have benefitted from along with the release of new or declassified material, this study 

may lack information that subsequent revelations may present. The primary gap here is in the 

field of human intelligence in Afghanistan, particularly the use of any agents and informers. 

While some sources of human intelligence are discussed, potentially very useful information 

remains privileged likely due to the current nature of the threat against potential sources. 

Some of the essential problems at the heart of the COIN campaign in Afghanistan, however, 

may be understood via currently accessible information. Finally, the context for this COIN 

effort is focused primarily on the British involvement in Helmand province. This decision has 

been made in the interests of time and to keep the scope for this case study as comparable as 

possible with the previously ones.  

 

B Historical Context 

As with Northern Ireland, the history of insurgency in Afghanistan is extensive. However, for 

the purposes of this study, only the broad historical context to the 21st Century British 

involvement in Afghanistan will be established. Following the Soviet invasion of Afghanistan 

and the civil war that ensued, the Taliban – an Islamic fundamentalist faction – seized control 

of most of Afghanistan. The Taliban dominated all but the northern regions under their ‘First 

Islamic Emirate of Afghanistan.’ The remaining regions were united under the Northern 

Alliance led by Ahmad Shah Masood and Abdul Rashid Dostum who represented the 

predominantly Tajik and Uzbek ethnic make-up of the northern regions. The Taliban regime 

provided shelter for a jihadist organisation engaged in international terrorism called Al 
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Qaeda.565 Al Qaeda’s leaders, including Dr Ayman Muhammad Rabi’ al-Zawahiri and Osama 

Bin Laden, were wanted by the United States for a series of attacks on embassies and were 

committed to spreading their radical ideology of jihad or holy war against the kuffar (non-

believers) throughout the world. The Taliban authorities refused to extradite Osama Bin 

Laden who on the 11th of September 2001, masterminded the most audacious attacks in the 

history of terrorism, striking the World Trade Centre and Pentagon in the United States with 

hijacked passenger aeroplanes. With nearly 3,000 people killed in the attacks, including those 

who overpowered the hijackers on a fourth plane, the United States declared a ‘War on 

Terror.’566 With the Taliban unwilling to cooperate, the Americans decided to stage a full-

scale invasion of Afghanistan under the auspices of self-defence as per the United Nations 

Charter.567 The US led the intervention, which they called Operation Enduring Freedom, 

beginning with limited strikes to locate and destroy Osama Bin Laden and other Al-Qaeda 

leaders. To stabilise the country amidst this intervention, the UN established the 5,000 

strength International Security Assistance Force (ISAF). ISAF was turned over to NATO 

control soon after as NATO invoked its collective defence clause under Article V, enabling 

further willing nations to contribute.568  

 

While members of Al-Qaeda assassinated Masood, the Northern Alliance was emboldened by 

support from the United States following the attack on the World Trade Centre. Together, they 

conducted a successful offensive to capture Kabul and the other cities held by the Taliban.569 

During the taking of the city of Kunduz in the North, the Northern Alliance forces led by 

Dostum and Mohammad Daud Daud, bore witness to the alleged airlift of the Taliban 

leadership out of Afghanistan by Pakistani forces.570 While the Taliban government was 

successfully ousted and replaced with a pro-Western regime led by Hamid Karzai, Al Qaeda’s 

leaders survived. The US made the mistake of relying on local forces to contain Al Qaeda in 
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the mountain caves of Tora Bora, a theme that will be recurrent throughout this discussion.571 

Safe in Pakistan, Al Qaeda helped the ousted Taliban authority form an insurgency which 

aimed to expel the foreigners from Afghanistan and restore their theocratic control of the 

nation.572 Meanwhile, the Taliban’s leadership established itself in Quetta, Pakistan, where 

they directed their insurgency. The US installed the warlords of the Northern Alliance in 

positions of power and redirected their efforts to an illegal and ill-advised invasion of Iraq. 

The emplacement of members of the Northern Alliance in positions of prominence was, 

perhaps a costly error: the southern regions were predominantly of the Pashtun ethnic group 

who despised the Northern Alliance. Meanwhile, the war in Iraq further destabilised the 

region.573 

 

British involvement in Afghanistan began in 2001 with both a stabilisation mission in Kabul 

(Operation FINGAL) and a counter terrorism force organised under Operation JACANA. As 

NATO took over administration of ISAF in 2003, the operations of the coalition forces spread 

to cover all of Afghanistan.574 By 2004, the British involvement in Afghanistan was directed 

under Operation HERRICK and pivoted from providing reconstruction efforts in the north of 

the country, to COIN operations in Helmand in 2006. Counterinsurgency in Helmand aimed 

to support the work of a Provincial Reconstruction Team (PRT) and prevent the return of the 

Taliban. The PRT provided 150 staff and had a budget of (USD)$45 million for aid projects 

in the region.575 In the following few years of controversial involvement in the region, the 

British forces were plagued by reports of dysfunctional command structures and attacks by an 

increasingly organised and determined Taliban on their isolated Forward Operating Bases 

(FOBs). According to the Operation HERRICK report, it was not until 2009 that the British 

found their feet in Afghanistan and began to organise a more effective response and stabilise 

the region.576 This coincided with the withdrawal of British troops from Iraq in the same year 

as well as the ‘surge’ deployment of 30,000 men of the US Marine Corps (USMC) to 
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Helmand province.577 Also in 2009, came the implementation of an initiative called Operation 

ENTIRETY at the home base.  

 

ENTIRETY was a response to what were perceived as previous attempts to bend the 

conditions to fit the Army, rather than adapting the Army to fit the conditions. It saw 

sweeping changes in pre-deployment training, the establishment of the Land Intelligence 

Fusion Centre for Afghanistan (LIFC), introduction of the Defence Cultural Specialist Unit 

(DCSU), formation of company intelligence support teams (COISTs) and a host of 

organisational changes for various units.578 In 2011, ISAF operations had reached their height 

with 132,000 personnel deployed to Afghanistan with 50 NATO and partner countries 

represented among them.579 With the British forced to adapt to the conditions in Afghanistan, 

it is fitting to examine the environment they deployed to in Helmand. 

 

Helmand province differs greatly from the previously examined case studies. The region is 

approximately the size of the Republic of Ireland. While much of Helmand, such as Dashte, 

is arid, rocky terrain with high ridges and peaks, most COIN operations took place in the 

‘Green Zone,’ the more verdant southern regions irrigated by the Helmand River. This vital 

geographic feature supported the region’s local agriculture and thus most of Helmand’s 

approximately 783,000 population lived near it.580 The nature of that local agriculture tended 

to be the growing of poppies to produce opium. In 2007, this production reached a height of 

8,200 metric tons making Helmand the world’s largest single producer of opium.581 Helmand 

also shares a border with Pakistan which had significant implications for the COIN effort, in 

a similar manner to that which South Armagh and Londonderry had in Northern Ireland. The 

duality in Helmand’s geographic environment constrained the options available to the 

security forces in certain areas. Heavier vehicles could not always be used in the less 

permissive environment of the Green Zone, though they were viable in more open terrain.  
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The Taliban created a still more hazardous operational environment by establishing screens of 

IEDs in locations where forces were bound by transport on roads.582 This was particularly 

problematic in the earlier stages of the conflict before the arrival of the mine resistant Mastiff 

patrol vehicles.583 IEDs also restricted the conduct of operations by night where the security 

forces had a vast technological advantage.584 In the Green Zone, the wadis, irrigation ditches 

and compounds provided the Taliban with plenty of ambush opportunities and required 

British troops to prepare for engagements ranging from very distant to very close.585 

Likewise, the hot climate required dismounted soldiers to carry provisions to sustain 

themselves alongside their weapons and armour. While advances in personal protection 

equipment had increased survivability, the combined equipment load of a soldier in 

Helmand’s hot climate totalled around 57 kg – which undoubtedly decreased combat 

effectiveness.586 The dusty nature of the province also required the use of special desert 

engines for platforms such as the Apache Attack Helicopter.587 With the operational 

conditions outlined, the insurgents who successfully weathered both the environment and, 

ultimately, the security forces, may now be introduced.  

 

C Overview of the Insurgency: the Taliban 

The Taliban or the ‘students,’ were founded in 1994 by Muhammad Omar (given the title of a 

spiritual leader or Mullah), and were primarily a group of radical pupils of Afghanistan’s 

madrasas (Islamic schools).588 Their guiding motivation has always been to install an Islamic 

regime based on traditional Sharia (Islamic law). The Taliban consists primarily of the 

Pashtun ethnic group which dominates most of southern Afghanistan and the border regions 

of Pakistan. The structure of the Taliban continues to rely on the leadership of one supreme 

leader with a Shura, or executive body, below him. Until 2013, that leader was Mullah Omar, 
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thereafter it was Akhtar Mohammad Mansour, prior to his death and finally, Hibatullah 

Akhundzada, who led the Taliban to their conquest of Kabul and beyond.  

 

The Shura has much in common with the Central Committee of the CPM, with both military 

and political appointments and a single leader in charge of both. Each of its members was 

either the equivalent of an opposition shadow minister or a leader of the Taliban’s ‘Army.’589 

The Taliban leadership has not always been united and whilst there are certainly 

disagreements among them even today, ‘disloyalty is not an option.’590 Differences among 

the Taliban’s leadership appear to be on regional grounds or concerning how they should 

respond to surrounding nations’ interests in Afghanistan.591  

 

As of 2022, the Taliban were estimated to be able to call upon 165,000 personnel from a pool 

of approximately 75,000 full time fighters and 90,000 local militia.592 This easily makes them 

the largest insurgency considered by this study. Despite counterinsurgency sometimes being 

described as low-intensity operations, as a consequence of the Taliban’s ability to attract so 

many members, the war in Afghanistan was particularly fierce.593 For the British forces in 

Helmand, the fighting was the most intense they had seen since the Korean War.594 In 2006, 

British troops in Helmand reported being attacked as many as eight times a day,595 

engagements could last from first till last light and span multiple kilometres in open 

country.596 The vast numbers of insurgents and their penchant for ambush tactics made close 

air support essential. These factors combined to make the insurgency considered in this case 

study the deadliest. 

 

The Taliban’s vast force was funded primarily by Afghanistan’s principal export: narcotics. 

The lucrative production of opium and heroin from poppies throughout Afghanistan’s 
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596 Darman (n 593) 202–204. 
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productive southern regions financed the Taliban. While the Western backed regime struggled 

with containing the spread of opium, the Taliban employed what Marx described as the 

figurative opium of the masses – religion – as the glue that bound the organisation together. 

The culture of the Taliban is that of a religious movement obsessed with salvation,597 with 

religious foundations and principles used to justify their actions and inspire their efforts. Not 

all of the Taliban’s members shared their leader’s – or Al Qaeda’s – thirst for global jihad and 

the Taliban remains closer to ‘a peasant army rather than an international terrorist 

organisation.’598 Yet, establishing a state based on traditional Islamist theology and removing 

Western influence from their homeland was the shared ambition of most Taliban fighters. 

Ethnic culture also played its role in unifying the Taliban with the ‘local Pashtun population 

bec[oming] indispensable to Al Qaeda and the Afghan Taliban as both fighters and 

trainers.’599  

 

Religious zeal provided the Taliban with a very real tactical advantage. Such was their 

fanaticism, the Taliban were willing to employ tactics that were not used by the other 

insurgent forces considered by this study. The use of suicide bombings by the Taliban 

demonstrates the dedication of their members. Suicide bombers were able to carry out attacks 

in locations patrolled by the security forces or amongst troop convoys. Otherwise, the 

Taliban’s tactics largely resembled that of other insurgent groups. The Taliban employed 

ambush tactics and a very well-developed use of improvised explosive devices (IEDs) and 

roadside bombs.600 In a similar manner to their use in Northern Ireland, roadside bombs 

served as a means of denying ground to the security forces, complicating logistics and 

inflicting casualties. The Taliban also engaged in a sophisticated information campaign which 

enabled the insurgents to draw support from the civilian population. Another key 

consideration is the international network of support for the Taliban.  

 

From its inception, the Taliban has had strong ties to Pakistan, particularly Pakistan’s Inter-

Services Intelligence (ISI) organisation.601 When the Taliban began their attacks in 2003, 
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killing aid workers in the southern regions of Afghanistan, they did so near the border with 

Pakistan. They clashed with the limited presence of US troops in Afghanistan and surprised 

the Americans by continuing to fight rather than withdrawing. The Taliban had the confidence 

to do this because they had established a secure logistics network leading back into Pakistan, 

which ensured the Americans’ successes were short-lived.602 The connection between the 

Taliban and their supporters in Pakistan remained of great importance to the organisation 

throughout the course of the war. In a similar manner to the IRA Army Council’s presence in 

the Irish Republic, Pakistan was the sanctuary for the Taliban’s inner circle.603 Afghanistan’s 

second president, Ashraf Ghani, said the Taliban had a ‘deep relationship’ with Pakistan and 

that ‘Pakistan operates an organised system of support … logistics … finances … and 

recruitment’ for the Taliban.604 Of the foreign fighters attracted to the Taliban’s cause, most 

came from Pakistan.605 There have also been a small number of westerners known to have 

joined the Taliban, though this was likely a small ‘stream’ of foreigners.606 While the 

Taliban’s relationship with Pakistan was at times vital, there have been some complications 

between the two parties. 

 

In the Federally Administrated Tribal Areas (FATA) in Pakistan in 2007, a veritable 

consortium of tribal militias from across Pakistan and Kashmir joined to form the ‘Tehreek-e-

Taliban Pakistan’ (TTP). This predominantly Pashtun group sought to institute ‘a sharia state 

ruled by the Taliban’ in Pakistan, but, it did not have a direct relationship with the Afghan 

Taliban as indicated by their attacks on Pakistani authorities.607 This may have strained 

relations between the Taliban and Pakistan at times. Furthermore, elements of the TTP 

pledged allegiance to ISIS’s caliphate forming the Islamic State in Khorasan (ISK) in 2015.608 

ISK remains the principal security threat in Taliban-controlled Afghanistan and there were 

clashes between the groups during the Taliban’s insurgency. Iran, bordering Afghanistan and 
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dependent on the Helmand River, also provided a ‘modicum’ of support to the Taliban, 

according to former ISAF commander General Petraeus.609 Finally, there were also interests 

in Saudi Arabia that were potential sources of funding for the Taliban.610 With the character 

of the insurgents established, the counterinsurgency campaign against them may be now 

examined. 

 

D The Security Forces 

 

1 British Forces in Helmand Province 

Over the course of their involvement in ISAF, the British Army sent 9,500 troops to 

Afghanistan,611 with units to Afghanistan deployed on a tour system of six months.612 This 

was a very similar system to the ones employed in both Malaya and Northern Ireland, with 

various regiments being rotated in and out throughout the course of the conflict. During phase 

9 of Operation HERRICK in 2008/2009, for example, 3 Commando Brigade provided the 

principal fighting elements of Task Force Helmand. Meanwhile, 1st Battalion, The Rifles 

were allocated to Afghan National Army (ANA) mentoring at that time. Six months later 

however, 19 Light Brigade was the primary operational unit with ANA mentoring carried out 

by 2nd Battalion the Mercian Regiment.613 The scope of the British deployment to Helmand 

included the Principal Manoeuvre Units, Theatre Reserve Battalion Deployed, units assigned 

to ANA mentoring and Afghan National Police (ANP) mentoring, and logistics. The PRT was 

led by a Brigadier who reported to his superiors including the commander of the British 

forces in Afghanistan. The commander had to ‘take into account the context of … the UK 

civilian element intent (Foreign & Commonwealth Office lead) and their information strategy 

(messages, themes and audiences).’614 Above the commander of the British forces was the 
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ISAF commander in the NATO hierarchy. The ISAF commander also rotated throughout the 

course of the conflict, but was always an American.615  

 

Despite the Americans’ retaining overall control of the COIN effort in Afghanistan, the 

British regional commander was responsible for the conduct of operations in Helmand. As 

one brigade commander put it, ‘“I was very clear on the Operational Design that I wished to  

put in place to conduct [sic] Counterinsurgency in Helmand. I wrote it within two weeks of 

arriving.’616 The provincial headquarters for the Helmand PRT and Task Force Helmand was 

Camp Bastion near Lashkargah. Comprising the headquarters were a number of key positions 

and departments. These were organised according to the traditional British military system 

which divided the headquarters into various cells with different roles. In Helmand, the British 

worked alongside other nations making each cell a joint effort, leading to the naming 

convention of ‘J’ followed by the cell number. The Deputy Military Commander and 

Interagency Plans was part of the J5 cell and was responsible for the military’s long-term 

planning and coordinating efforts with civilian groups. The Chief of Staff and Military Plans 

and J3 branch were responsible for security operations. ISTAR, the intelligence centre of the 

headquarters, was positioned to support the other elements. The Chief of ISTAR briefed the 

commander and advised him on intelligence related matters. Finally, the J4 department and 

its administrating officer, the Deputy Chief of Staff was responsible for resourcing both the 

Task Force and indigenous forces.617 

 

The British fully understood that working as part of a coalition would create certain 

difficulties. For example, their partners sometimes had ‘competing international agendas and 

differing domestic imperatives’ or differing regional including conflicting views with the host 

nation’s government. 618 Likewise, the coalition partners operated within their own countries’ 

legal framework. Nevertheless, the input of coalition partners such as the Danes, Estonians, 

Dutch and Americans in Helmand was vital. In particular, the Danes deployed with a Leopard 

2 platoon which filled a role no other platform deployed before 2009 could. The success of 
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these tanks inspired the USMC to deploy with a company of their own Abrams Main Battle 

Tanks (MBTs) when they arrived. The Danes’ successful use of tanks compensated for, but 

also highlighted, a deficiency in the British Armed Forces’ operational deployment.619 If the 

British had deployed with their own Challenger MBTs, they would not have had to wait for 

the Danes and Americans to provide this valuable capability.  

 

2 The Afghan National Security forces (ANSF) 

As part of the ISAF mission in Afghanistan, indigenous security forces were trained and 

developed with coalition aid. ISAF called this programme Security Force Assistance (SFA) 

and it was intended that the ANSF would progressively take over responsibilities from ISAF, 

until they finally withdrew from the host country.620 

 

Composed of the ANA, local and national police and the Afghan Air Force (AAF), the ANSF 

represented the culmination of years of training and funding from many coalition nations. In 

2014, the number of ANSF personnel was around 382,000 across all branches.621 These 2014 

estimates were predicted to not change significantly by 2018. The largest elements of the 

ANSF were the ANA with around 86,100 combat troops and the ANP with around 166,000 

officers at the national, border and local levels.622 By 2021, the ANA was assessed as being 

able to marshal 171, 500 soldiers for either combat or support duties across 5 regional 

commands.623 The ANA was primarily equipped with Cold War-era Soviet vehicles and 

weaponry. The AAF was a fledgling effort with only 7,800 personnel and it struggled to grow 

these numbers because of the difficulty involved in training pilots and support crew.624 At its 

height, the AAF operated 34 combat capable aircraft, mostly as part of its Special Mission 

Wing. Soviet-era attack Mi-35 Hinds and Mi-17 helicopters made up the bulk of this force, 

along with 42 American UH-60A Black Hawks for transport.625 Perhaps the greatest strength 
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of the ANSF were the ANA Special Operations Forces which had 11,900 members in 2014.626 

The greatest weakness of the ANSF was poor logistics: an independent review of the Afghan 

forces concluded that they could stand to lose combat battalions in order to enable an 

expansion of the logistics sector.627  

 

The ANSF faced constant problems with morale, drug use and corruption. When the 

responsibility for the COIN campaign was transferred to the indigenous’ leadership, these 

issues were exacerbated. By 2019, the ANA had a 22% personnel shortage amidst rampant 

desertions.628 The ANA SOF were stretched thin and did most of the offensive action 

conducted by the ANSF over the course of the war. Meanwhile, the majority of the ANA and 

ANP remained on a defensive footing as the Taliban continued to wear them down. By the 

fall of the American-backed regime in 2021, the ANSF were still dependent on foreign aid for 

training, air support (offensive, logistical and medical) and intelligence related functions.629 

 

E Summary of Outcomes  

While the COIN campaign against the Taliban continued, in 2011 the first of the coalition 

nations began to withdraw their troops.630 Political pressure to bring troops home in various 

nations and the intention from the outset to enable the indigenous security forces to take over, 

led to drawdowns in troop numbers. By 2014, most Western troops had withdrawn from 

Afghanistan with the remaining forces providing further training or air and intelligence 

support to the ANA: a form of support is described as the ‘overwatch’ phase outlined in the 

British COIN manual.631 For the British in Helmand, all forces were redeployed from the 

province by 2014 and ground combat operations ceased.632 This is taken as the end of the 

case study examined in this thesis. However, an evaluation of the ANSF’s subsequent 

performance requires this summary to include mention of the conflict’s overall outcome. The 

ANSF were responsible for all COIN operations across Afghanistan and continued to carry 

out this function till 2020, when the tide began to turn.  

 
626 Schroden and others (n 621) 26. 
627 Schroden and others (n 621) 26. 
628 Hackett (n 623) 240. 
629 Hackett (n 623) 240. 
630 Directorate Land Warfare (n 576) xxiv. 
631 Ministry of Defence (n 612) pt 4–32. 
632 Directorate Land Warfare (n 576) xxvii. 



134 

 

 

With the Americans seeking to fully withdraw from Afghanistan, they agreed with the Qatari 

government to allow the Taliban to establish a diplomatic presence in Doha. Between the 

Americans and the Taliban (with a parallel agreement formed with the Afghan Government), 

the Doha Agreement was signed in 2020 to establish an understanding between the parties 

and make way for the Americans to leave. The Americans stressed through the agreement 

their desire that Afghanistan not be used as a hub for international terrorism. In return, the 

Americans promised to reduce troop numbers in preparation for a settlement between the 

Afghan Government and the Taliban that never came. The release of insurgent prisoners was, 

as it had been in Northern Ireland, again used as bargaining chip in a peace process. As many 

as 5,000 captured Taliban members were pledged to be released by the 10th of March 2020.633 

In perhaps an admission of defeat, the US also pledged to ‘refrain from the threat or use of 

force against the territorial integrity or political independence of Afghanistan or intervening 

in its domestic affairs.’634 

 

In 2021, the US president Joe Biden, announced the full withdrawal of US forces from 

Afghanistan in August of that year.635 The Americans would be taking with them the advisors, 

intelligence and air support apparatus that had held the Taliban at bay. The Taliban began its 

decisive offensive in May of 2021. This effort was met largely with continued success and 

had captured most of the country by the end of July. Part of the reason for this dramatic 

momentum was the prevalence of local authorities cutting deals with the Taliban.636 The ANA 

continued to evaporate across most of Afghanistan with few units actively engaging the 

insurgents. Lashkargah, capital of Helmand Province, fell on the 13th of August.637 The 

Taliban had reached the gates of Kabul faster than analysts in the Western nations had 
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predicted. Finally, on the 15th of August, the Taliban entered Kabul and President Ashraf 

Ghani fled the country. By the following day, the Taliban again ruled Afghanistan. 

 

Within just ten days, the Taliban routed the ANA and seized power in Kabul and most of the 

regional capitals before defeating what remained of the Northern Alliance in Panjshir 

Valley.638 The Taliban re-established their authority over the entirety of Afghanistan and 

while they have yet to be officially recognised, have become the de-facto regime. Afghanistan 

has suffered a major humanitarian crisis in the wake of the Taliban’s return and continues to 

require international aid.639 Serious doubts remain about the Taliban’s commitment to prevent 

the return of organisations engaged in international terrorism to Afghanistan, especially after 

the US assassinated Al Zawahiri, one of the leaders of Al Qaeda there in 2022.640 

Afghanistan’s swift fall to the Taliban marked the end of the ‘forever wars,’ yet it does not 

mark the end of counterinsurgency operations. It is likely that the impact of the insurgents’ 

victory, and the necessary lessons to be learned from it, will be measured for decades to 

come. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
638 ‘Afghanistan: Taliban Claim to Have Taken Panjshir Valley’ BBC News (6 September 2021) 

<https://www.bbc.com/news/world-asia-58466647> accessed 29 June 2023. 
639 Rt Hon Dominic Raab MP, ‘UK Doubles Aid to Afghanistan’ (Gov.UK, 19 August 2021) 

<https://www.gov.uk/government/news/uk-doubles-aid-to-afghanistan> accessed 28 March 2022. 
640 ‘Ayman Al-Zawahiri: Al-Qaeda Leader Killed in US Drone Strike’ BBC News (1 August 2022) 

<https://www.bbc.com/news/world-asia-62387167> accessed 29 June 2023. 



136 

 

VIII Afghan Case Study Analysis 

 

A Introduction 

Despite the disastrous outcome, in terms of integration, range of sources, technology and 

doctrine, the intelligence war in Afghanistan represented perhaps the most advanced yet in 

the history of COIN. In comparison with the other case studies, technological development 

had dramatically increased, opening new possibilities for the security forces with myriad new 

sources of intelligence and means of exploiting it. Likewise, the benefit of experience in both 

previous case studies and many more instances of COIN, equipped the British forces with an 

exhaustive lexicon on combatting insurgent movements. 

 

B The Intelligence War  

 

1 Intelligence-led operations  

 

(a) How intelligence-led operations were understood in Helmand 

In Afghanistan, the integration of intelligence in the planning of counterinsurgent operations 

was regarded as essential. Not only was the doctrine regarding intelligence-led operations 

informed by prior knowledge, but a thorough development in the understanding of the 

strategic implications of work done on the tactical level was established.  In accordance with 

the British COIN manual, intelligence operations in Helmand were conducted on the basis of 

the following principles: 641 

1. Primacy of political purpose.  

2. Unity of effort.  

3. Understand the human terrain.  

4. Secure the population.  

 
641 Ministry of Defence (n 612) pt 1–1. Note that ‘pt’ refers to paragraph numbers used in the manual, otherwise, 
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5. Neutralise the insurgent.  

6. Gain and maintain popular support.  

7. Operate in accordance with the law.  

8. Integrate intelligence.  

9. Prepare for the long term.  

10. Learn and adapt. 

These principles will be invoked again through this chapter as they become relevant. To 

further expand on this sequence, the COIN manual clearly sets out that ‘the best intelligence 

comes directly from the population,’ especially when it can be authenticated with technical-

source intelligence.642 The conduct of COIN operations greatly influences the availability of 

this intelligence, demonstrating the importance of maintaining popular support and 

highlighting how disruptive activities by the security forces can impact upon it. Where the 

security forces’ presence and victories are many, the population need not fear reprisal when 

passing on information. Where civilian confidence is high, and the security forces’ have 

achieved a level of consent among the population a ‘virtuous circle’ is formed. Intelligence-

led operations lead to future security force successes by creating more opportunities to gather 

‘[g]ood intelligence,’ which then leads to ‘increasingly effective action.’643 This snowball 

effect was clearly observable in the closing act of the Malayan Emergency and can be 

identified as a standard or test by which to establish if the security forces are prevailing.  

 

A key learning identified in British doctrine was that in COIN operations, more than in other 

forms of conflict, the tactical level of analysis is where the key losses or gains are had. As 

part of the continued feedback loop of the intelligence cycle, the British operating in 

Helmand were both ‘simultaneously intelligence producers and consumers.’644 This is why 

the British COIN manual identifies ‘the intelligence picture [as coming] from the bottom up,’ 

placing tactical-level commanders at the forefront of the campaign.645 Likewise, British 

doctrine identifies continuity as an important focus; a similar observation was made in 
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Malaya concerning the greater effectiveness of units who lingered in areas for longer. 

Ensuring continuity in deployment of forces allows for the knowledge gained by personnel to 

be retained and enables them to detect disturbances in the ‘[p]attern of life’ in their area of 

operations. Furthermore, they are able – through patrols and framework operations – to 

remain in continued contact with locals.646 

 

The British COIN manual treats framework operations (including cordons, checkpoints, 

searches and patrols) as ‘primarily intended to secure and reassure the population, to deter 

terrorist activity, and to assist in the development of intelligence.’647 In accordance with the 

above principles, framework operations served a political purpose and secured the 

population, while providing security forces stationed there with the chance to better 

understand the human terrain. It is also acknowledged in the British COIN manual that 

framework operations are manpower intensive. In order to facilitate these essential, basic 

functions of counterinsurgency, and ensure continuity in interactions with local people, the 

British manual advocates using small ‘patrol houses’ from which both indigenous and NATO 

troops ‘can interact with the population … [and] “dwell” … amongst the people.’648 It is 

unclear if this idea was ever put into practise. Certainly, the security risks associated with 

remaining among the local populace and, presumably, in the midst of potential insurgents, 

would be great. However, risk-averse western forces penned up in their FOBs, would hardly 

have engendered much confidence in the people they deployed to protect.  

 

The increased level of responsibility and agency given to lower rungs on the chain of 

command permeated much of the British COIN effort because it was perceived to make the 

security forces more adaptable. As such, junior commanders were made aware of operational 

and even strategic level objectives. This ensured that when responding to emerging 

circumstances in the field, these key personnel had a firm grasp on the intent of the security 

forces at large and could respond accordingly. This approach preferred simple and clear 

planning that could respond to change over complicated strategies. When ‘appropriately 
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empowered,’ junior commanders can react to tactical developments and ensure their response 

meets broader more strategic objectives.649 

 

As a part of the empowerment of the tactical level, intelligence personnel were embedded 

with units closer to the direct duties of COIN then perhaps ever before. It was prioritised that 

tactical commanders received ‘their own trained, integral specialist intelligence staff with 

which to distil, archive and pass information and to integrate the intelligence provided from 

higher-level sources.’650  This integration is discussed in greater detail in section C, 1. 

 

(b) Problems faced in intelligence-led operations  

The problem of the tour system continued to plague the conduct of intelligence-led 

operations. Despite this understanding being recorded in doctrine, six-month tours remained 

constant for ‘formation HQs and units’ leading to the predictable concerns from Malaya and 

Northern Ireland re-emerging in the ‘desire to demonstrate progress during each 

deployment.’651 It is unclear if the suggestion made in the COIN manual, to mitigate this 

problem by ‘tying tactical intelligence staffs to particular locations rather than parent units,’ 

was ever implemented.652 A further problem with this system was the brain drain associated 

with the redeployment at the end of the tour: one commander of an infantry battalion said 

‘[w]e compiled a lot of information and handed it over when we left. It was not particularly 

sophisticated.’653 As such, the incoming rotation would have to integrate the intelligence their 

predecessors passed on to them, determine what was relevant and then begin their own 

process of understanding the human terrain – all while battling the same constraints their 

predecessors had from square one.  

 

The varying levels of the military hierarchy also had different encounters with the local 

population. The ‘Brigade was dealing predominantly with the upper end … people who were 

relatively educated and supportive; but [those] at Battlegroup level … [encountered]  a 
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population who were anything but,’ people ‘who had the most to fear and the most to lose.’654 

A further problem with intelligence-led operations that has not been overcome – even despite 

great leaps in technological progress – is the high manpower requirement. According to 

British doctrine, the ‘accepted rule of thumb is 20 security personnel (soldiers, police, para-

militaries and auxiliaries) for every 1000 people in the area of operation.’655 

 

Finally, the greatest threat posed to intelligence-led operations was presented by the enemy. 

The Taliban had become adept in the manufacture and swift deployment of Improvised 

Explosive Devices (IEDs) which provided them with a cheap, plentiful and demoralising 

means of delaying counterinsurgent action against them. As they could spring up practically 

overnight, IEDs screens around areas of tactical importance had a profound impact on the 

planning and execution of COIN in Afghanistan. One of the more significant adaptations in 

the British approach to the Helmand campaign was instructing planners to take account of the 

swiftly deployable IED and ambush threat. When going on offensive operations, ‘ EOD, 

counter-mine and Conventional Munition Disposal (CMD) teams, supported by responsive 

firepower to push through ambushes,’ became a regular requirement.656 A further adaptation 

when attempting to neutralise the insurgent was, despite the risk, extracting forces from 

operations the same way they were inserted, as ‘experience has shown that it is better to hold 

and secure one route in and out when the threat of IEDs is high.’657 The Taliban continued to 

wield this influence over the security forces throughout the war in Afghanistan, despite 

delayed panaceas arriving like the deployment of mine-resistant vehicles. 

 

(c) How the intelligence machinery worked 

Intelligence gathering and review was an integral part of operational planning in Helmand. 

Dissemination of relevant intelligence products, ‘including aerial pictures, site diagrams and 

maps where possible,’ were closely analysed. In urban environments, ‘a good aerial 

photograph overlaid with grid and other reference points’ was often employed, demonstrating 

the usefulness of aerial surveillance platforms, particularly for ‘short notice operations’ where 
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a clear ‘intent, scheme of manoeuvre and grid reference graphic may be all that is 

required.’658 

 

Specifically, when it came to HUMINT, the intelligence gathering for operations was 

apparently performed by a ‘number of agencies other than the strike force.’ The use of a 

Government Communications Officer is mentioned in relation to providing advice for 

SIGINT capabilities, meaning it is possible HUMINT specialists were similarly drawn from 

civilian circles.’659 In a demonstration of the technological development which preceded the 

war in Afghanistan, full motion, live video surveillance was available to feed into the 

intelligence cycle. These live assets ‘enhance[d] the commander’s warning of insurgent 

reactions.’660 A big part of the conduct of the intelligence machinery was the use of 

intelligence fusion centres. It was found that ‘intelligence obtained through air and space 

platforms works best when it is quickly and efficiently routed to a joint intelligence centre 

that can fuse HUMINT information with that collected by other intelligence disciplines.’661 

The reason that this combination of available sources was stressed in British doctrine was the 

understanding that while technical source intelligence and aerial reconnaissance may also 

determine that people are leaving a village, ‘they cannot explain why the people are 

leaving.’662 

 

(d) The use of Air Power 

Bombing, airlifting and helicopter surveillance were examples of the uses of aircraft 

previously examined in this study. Yet, the use of air power in Afghanistan demonstrates that 

these steps were only the beginning. In the skies over Helmand, the use of strike aircraft 

including jets and attack helicopters were accompanied by unmanned aerial vehicles (UAVs), 

observation balloons and fleets of logistical supply helicopters and planes. The sky was no 

longer the limit as space-based platforms provided satellite surveillance. Air power in 

Afghanistan had reached its zenith and was a significant asset to the security forces that the 

insurgents had little success in countering.  

 
658 Ministry of Defence (n 612) 8-B-3. 
659 Ministry of Defence (n 612) 5–8. 
660 Ministry of Defence (n 612) 8-B-3. 
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While modern aircraft were invaluable, they were also expensive, as such there was also a 

place for lower tech flying machines equipped with advanced optics. Unmanned helium 

balloons were a simple and inexpensive means of monitoring remote villages.663 Civilian 

aircraft, while slow, were another cheap reconnaissance tool. These assets could be used to 

watch or ‘patrol border areas and main roads to report suspected ambushes to deter insurgent 

attacks.’664 UAVs were a game-changer with the ability to place ‘an entire region under 

constant surveillance,’ while deploying precise, guided munitions ‘against time-sensitive 

targets.’665 UAVs such as the Predator, Reaper and Watchman could also loiter above areas of 

interest for extended durations. Personnel responsible for coordinating the use of air assets 

were formed into Tactical Air Control Parties (TACP), which provided commanders with ‘full 

motion video receivers (such as Rover and Britannia),’ able to be integrated with other assets 

like aircraft targeting pods. These computers could then enable guided munitions to 

accurately ‘destroy insurgent targets under adverse conditions,’ targets that were previously 

identified through other forms of aerial surveillance, SIGINT or HUMINT sources.666 This 

demonstrates why integration of intelligence was stressed in the British doctrine because 

when it is employed effectively, it enables the use of deadly and precise weapons which the 

insurgents could largely not anticipate or defeat. 

 

Another aerial platform which has developed over the course of the case studies considered 

by this thesis, are helicopters. The primary contribution of helicopters was ‘providing 

overwatch, fire support, alternate communications and aeromedical evacuation.’667 In 

Afghanistan, they performed this function on a constant basis. Despite their utility, in the 

earlier phase of the conflict, it did appear that there were difficulties at times in directing 

helicopter-based fire support on to specific targets. This was especially the case when 

targeting compounds, or buildings garrisoned by enemy personnel as these structures looked 
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very similar from the air and could at times be mistaken with those occupied by friendly 

forces or civilians.668 

 

(e) The role of TECHINT 

The gathering of intelligence from a diverse array of technical sources in Afghanistan was 

considerably more developed than in the previous case studies. As such, TECHINT was able 

to play a much broader role in the COIN effort, sometimes making up for deficiencies in the 

flow of information from other sources. For example, where the local population is hostile or 

dominated by the insurgency, SIGINT will be relied upon. However, limitations on this 

source existed, such as the potentially lacking sophistication of Taliban communications 

technology or operation security efforts made by the insurgents. In some cases, troops 

actively engaging the Taliban would even receive word from intelligence specialists of what 

the insurgents were saying to each other.669 Sometimes this was helpful information, yet 

when the insurgents were aware of the monitoring of their transmissions, they would send 

messages as a ‘means for deception.’670 In light of this, the previous emphasis given in the 

British doctrine regarding the integration of many different forms of intelligence through 

fusion centres becomes understandable. If collected intelligence is potentially misleading, 

analysing adjacent sources on the same subject could reveal the deception. One such example 

which benefited from the advanced technology deployed by NATO was geospatial 

intelligence (GEOINT). 

 

GEOINT was aided by the use of aerial and space-based platforms and worked to gather 

information concerning ‘physical features and geographically referenced activities.’671 

Changes in the environment caused by insurgent activity could be monitored and responded 

to. Besides this reactionary potential, GEOINT units contributed valuable material for 

planning operations including, ‘accurate mapping’ and ‘sophisticated briefing products.’ 672 In 

this regard, GEOINT is very similar to imagery intelligence (IMINT) which focuses on the 

analysis of surveillance imagery. In British experiences in ‘Northern Ireland, Iraq and 

 
668 Inside Afghanistan 1 of 2 - VICE News (Directed by VICE, 2011) 

<https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=1_yOI_WVGdY> accessed 29 May 2023. 
669 Russell Lewis, Company Commander (Ebury 2012) 161. 
670 Ministry of Defence (n 612) 5–8. 
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Afghanistan,’ IMINT was found ‘to be a valuable force multiplier’ because it revealed the 

locations of enemy personnel, enabled the identification and prioritisation of targets and 

equipped commanders in the planning of operations. 673  Ensuring that IMINT is used quickly 

is paramount as static images, perhaps more than other forms of intelligence, may be 

overtaken by events. As such, the British COIN manual warns that in order for the use of 

IMINT to be ‘accurate and timely,’ a ‘liaison officer from the Joint Air Reconnaissance 

Intelligence Centre (JARIC) may be forward based with the intelligence staff.’674  This 

allocation speaks again to the well-placed emphasis on integration employed by the Helmand 

PRT.  

 

One of the problems faced in the pursuit of integration, however, was that with the greatly 

expanded horizons of technical source intelligence, command and control issues emerged and 

‘providing a product in the right format to the right person in an appropriate timescale,’ was 

difficult.675 Indeed, with liaison officers and specialists in various forms of intelligence 

posted ever nearer to the tactical level, problems emerged in overseeing the tasking of these 

individual officers and the releasability of the classified intelligence products they created to 

the units they worked with. These concerns reputedly frustrated the ‘prioritisation of assets’ 

and made it difficult for timely and relevant decisions sometimes to be made.676 

 

Finally, analysis of enemy weapons and equipment was another source of intelligence –

particularly when it came to the manufacturing of IEDs. Understanding insurgent capabilities 

enables the planning of operations to adapt to emerging requirements and may also reveal 

sources of support for the enemy. A Weapons Intelligence Unit was responsible for this task 

and had a forensic-like function. Exploiting the intelligence-gathering opportunities offered 

by ‘captured weapons and explosive devices and post-incident fragments,’ was also 

accomplished with the advice of a group of deployed Scientific Advisors (SCIAD).677 
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(f) How Special Operations Forces Contributed to Intelligence-led operations 

In describing the role that Special Operations Forces play in intelligence-led operations, the 

British COIN manual indicated that ‘[s]pecial Forces and specialist agencies have an 

important role to play in intelligence gathering, strike operations, high value key leader 

engagements and training … within the host nation’s security forces.’678 This list of tasks is 

similar to those performed by the SAS in Malaya who engaged with and trained members of 

the aboriginal population and hunted communist targets. Indeed, the capabilities of SOF to 

operate in inhospitable environments were also emphasised in the British COIN manual.679 

While SOF operations were usually ‘self-contained’ the British COIN manual foresaw that 

SOF would need to ‘co-ordinate their plans with and sometimes draw support from the unit 

or formation in whose area of operations they are to operate.’680 These functions of Special 

Forces do not sound dissimilar to the duties they performed in previous case studies, yet, 

Afghanistan differs in that SOF activities were viewed as occurring on the strategic level. 

 

The use of SOF in training local security forces is described in political terms as ‘enabl[ing] 

the UK Government to gain significant influence in other countries’ and playing an 

‘important role in foreign and defence policy.’681 While the deployment of the SAS in Ulster 

had caused some political outrage, their use in the province was still to achieve operational-

level objectives. The British thinking regarding the use of SOF in pursuit of strategic ends 

was perhaps influenced by the United States’ earlier deployment of SOF to Afghanistan, to 

assist the Northern Alliance and track down Osama Bin Laden. Nevertheless, that SOF can 

train ‘military, police or other civilian law enforcement agencies in permissive or non-

permissive environments,’ was a capability that was exploited in Afghanistan and in Helmand 

specifically.682 Section C, 4 explores this use in greater detail. The British manual also 

emphasises the contribution SOF can make to strategic planning as they may be in possession 

of intelligence prior to other sources, which can influence the development of subsequent 

actions.683  
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(g) Strategic considerations 

The strategic level was likewise well understood by the British forces deployed to Helmand. 

It was instilled in them through doctrine that ‘[c]ounterinsurgency is about gaining and 

securing the support of the people both in the theatre of operations and at home.’684 It is a 

critical observation that the support of both the civilian population in Helmand and at home 

needed to be secured. A lack of domestic support – particularly in the US – may have wielded 

the deciding influence over the outcome of the campaign. Information warfare and 

psychological considerations became paramount. The British COIN manual described the 

importance of influence activity in strategic terms with COIN positioned as being as much a 

‘battle of perceptions as it is about military operations.’685 Indeed, one of the critical 

perceptions to shape was the idea of progress. 

 

Establishing a sense of success was among the most difficult components of the British effort 

as commanders struggled in ‘managing the tension between the reality of slow (and 

expensive) progress, and the domestic political urgency to speed that progress up.’686 As a 

Brigade Commander is quoted as saying in the COIN manual, the desire to expedite the 

conflict can ‘drive the hunt for quick fixes,’ such as investing power and weapons in local 

leaders or forces which may be ‘high-risk if not downright counter-productive.’687 The result 

of this imperative for progress is the same short term thinking derided in observations about 

the six-month tour length. Without this sense of progression, public opinion could turn on the 

campaign and ‘[o]ne outcome may be a foreshortening of a national contribution.’688 In the 

course of the war in Afghanistan, maintaining control over the narrative on progress was a 

constant challenge with far-reaching strategic implications. Ultimately, it is perhaps because 

the security forces failed in this task, that calls for withdrawal became louder and more 

difficult to ignore. This point raises the broader strategic consideration of how progress is 

measured and understood. 
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The British means of measuring progress was by categorising the various activities of the 

security forces under the procedural maxim of shape, secure, develop. Once the security 

forces are no longer actively shaping the region by combatting insurgents and attempting to 

win over the population, they transition to holding the gains which have been made before 

gradually stepping back to assist in locally led developments. The end state for the security 

forces is characterised as the: ‘Transition to Host Nation Primacy.’689 Progress would 

therefore be any steps made toward handing over responsibilities to the ANSF. The security 

forces were anxious to reach this point lest they develop a ‘sense of a permanent presence,’ 

which would be viewed ‘by allies or partners [as] … likely to be exploited by insurgents and 

critics both at home and abroad.’690 As such, it appears the American-led policy of 

transitioning to supporting the ANSF in their pursuit was motivated by a desire to deny the 

insurgent a propaganda win by promising to withdraw and to avoid uncomfortable 

associations with imperialism at home or in the wider international community. 

Pragmatically, it was also important to tap into the manpower of the local population ‘[a]s it 

[was] unlikely that any contemporary coalition [could] deploy and sustain such numbers’ as 

are required to maintain a large-scale COIN campaign.691 

 

2 Human intelligence in Afghanistan  

As mentioned in the chapter introduction, analysing the HUMINT dimension of the 

intelligence war in Afghanistan has limitations at this time. Much of the necessary 

information for critically evaluating HUMINT efforts remains classified due to the current 

nature of the threat to the lives of potential assets in the troubled country. However, what 

information this study was able to consider is presented here.  

 

HUMINT was an area identified as in need of ‘resourcing’ further in Afghanistan. Comments 

from an infantry battalion commander in 2009 were recorded in the British COIN manual and 

suggest that HUMINT was perhaps not given the attention it deserved. A demand was 

identified for HUMINT experts and not simply ‘a Brit in a dishdash smoking a fag on a street 

corner, but a proper HUMINT-trained operative and agent handler deployed forward.’692 The 
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unnamed commander noted that in 2009 ‘our HUMINT world thinks … [its] role is merely a 

liaison function, but it is not.’ The commander concluded that not possessing this important 

facet of the operational planning process was ‘the difference between conducting an 

intelligence-led operation or an advance to ambush.’693 

 

As for the purpose of HUMINT sources in Afghanistan, the British understood their use 

doctrinally as aiding in target identification. HUMINT could provide ‘optimum strike times, 

detailed descriptions of the surrounding area, and the presence of sensitive sites like 

hospitals, churches and mosques.’694 This could provide commanders with an awareness of 

collateral damage and potential targets for operations. Following an operation, HUMINT 

sources again had a role to play. Via ‘a mobile phone, radio or camera,’ sources could provide 

assessments of the success of the preceding operation and the ‘psychological effects achieved 

on the target which can be used to assess re-attack options.’695 Several examples of this 

happening took place at a British FOB in Helmand, where walk-in civilian sources informed 

a company of British paratroopers about the number of casualties they had inflicted on the 

Taliban in previous attacks.696 

 

HUMINT considerations also appeared in relation to working alongside local forces and 

dealing with prisoners. Where insurgents were detained, it was understood that ‘[p]lans 

should be in place for their immediate extraction and transport back to a secure location’ and 

the use of ‘appropriate restraints and means to deny them information’ made available. 

However, where ANSF personnel were present, it was sometimes possible to employ their 

language and cultural skills to ‘facilitate immediate tactical questioning’ which could provide 

an opportunity for ‘immediate follow-up operations.’697 This is an advantage of working with 

local forces that should not go unnoticed among the many drawbacks identified in this study. 

Yet, suspicion regarding indigenous troops reputedly also led to HUMINT sources being 

placed in the ANSF. Allegedly, NATO planted agents or ‘guardian angels’ among the ANSF 
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ranks to ensure the safety of coalition forces by detecting and preventing possible insider 

attacks.698 

 

3 Separating insurgents from their support network  

 

(a) The information war 

As in the previous case studies, British forces in Helmand understood they were in a battle 

not just to defeat the Taliban but to win the support of the local population in that effort. In 

order to separate the insurgents from their support network among the civilian population, the 

British set about implementing the ‘secure’ stage of their three-step plan (shape, secure, 

develop): it was understood that to gain the support of the population it must first be insulated 

from the insurgents lest those taking the opportunity to cooperate fear retribution from the 

Taliban. If this could be achieved, the insurgents can be isolated, and the security forces will 

start to build confidence among the population – which was viewed as more important than 

conducting strike operations. The British expected that establishing this security system 

would provoke the insurgents to seek to regain their hold over the civilian population.699 In 

the COIN manual, the British forces are warned of ‘a fierce backlash’ that would follow their 

securing of the local populace; for this reason, ‘numbers and presence matters for security 

forces.’700 To achieve the desired presence, it later became apparent (when forces were freed 

from the invasion of Iraq) that a large additional deployment was necessary. This came in the 

form of a ‘surge’ deployment and will be addressed later in this section. Another key part of 

the secure phase was the information war against the Taliban. 

 

(i) The security forces’ approach 

The British correctly understood that any kinetic (violent military) operation they took 

against the Taliban needed to be fortified with a corresponding information or psychological 

operation. This was for two reasons. Firstly, no action taken as part of the counterinsurgency 

campaign should ‘be conducted in isolation from the wider campaign objectives,’ and it was 
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necessary to explain ‘the rationale for the activity’ to the civilian population.701 Ideally, this 

rationale would be explained ‘through credible local voices,’ as part of the key leader 

engagement strategy which saw the British trying to communicate to villages through their 

chiefs or elders.702 How successful this was, in particular when forces had to explain why 

they had bombed or attacked villages and potentially injured civilians, is not certain. 

 

Direct information warfare strategies included PRT funded and operated radio stations and 

leaflet drops by aircraft (as in Malaya). These leaflets were typically brightly coloured and 

written in local languages. They often targeted the Taliban and sought to demoralise them by 

threatening their deaths. 703  Leaflets also advertised local PRT radio stations which played 

music (banned under the Taliban) and broadcasted news. The leaflets often took inspiration 

from Islam in attempts to promote the Afghan government, but, on one occasion this proved 

unwise. A leaflet depicted the Taliban flag on a dog, which as the flag contains a verse from 

the Quran, was viewed as deeply offensive even by Afghans not affiliated with the 

insurgents.704 The coalition ended up apologising for this misstep. British information warfare 

even inflicted collateral damage when a leaflet drop in Helmand failed to deploy and killed a 

young Afghan girl.705 Another means the British used to influence local perceptions was ‘key 

leader engagement,’ usually meetings with village elders. This practise required a great deal 

of training and language experience.706 This failed to make lasting impacts with leaders 

convinced things would return to normal when the Western forces left.707 Broadly, it appears 

that the explicit information war strategies employed in Afghanistan by ISAF were clumsy 

and unappealing to locals, though another aspect of information warfare, integrated into the 

conduct of kinetic operations, was more successful. 
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The British COIN manual gives a very good analysis of developing a message for various 

target audiences within the civil population. However, while it is cognisant of how a message 

may need to be delivered in different ways to different audiences, the manual does not 

indicate what those engaged in COIN should do if the population is not receptive to the 

message they are being communicated; irrespective of how it is communicated.708 In 

addressing the insurgent component of the population, Major APL Watkins (RM), a 

commander operating in Helmand in 2009, explains the rationale:709 

The spectrum of the insurgency can be described as existing from the so called irreconcilables down to 

the ‘ten dollar Taliban.’ Our campaign is all about driving the wedge between the two. What we must 

identify is how these groups … [can be] targeted and where exactly on the spectrum to place the 

wedge.  

Figure 2 provides a visual representation of the approach Watkins described, helping to 

illustrate this crucial idea further. 

 

 

Figure 2: Spectrum of Insurgent Commitment 

This approach is, of course, informed by the British experience in Malaya.  The die-hards 

among the CPM’s ranks would be less susceptible to the messaging of the security forces, 

however, over time, insurgents could move up or down the spectrum that Major Watkins 
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refers to. Understanding and exploiting this model in the information war could be the key to 

breaking up insurgent cells and securing areas, piece-by-piece.  

 

Major Watkins provides an example of identifying the difference between the motivated 

foreign fighters’ operation in Garmsir and Nawa and the local insurgents. Watkins identified 

that local insurgents had a particularly swift response time to patrols probing their locations, 

because they were operating out of safe houses in their local community. These safe houses 

were protected by IED screens and used by foreign and ‘Out of Area’ fighters which he 

described as the ‘backbone’ of the insurgent presence. Watkins’s Afghan troops were reticent 

to attack the local Taliban forces because they understood these were local boys (perhaps like 

themselves) who had ‘an allegiance to whichever bully was hardest or most influential.’710 As 

such, the local insurgents could be appealed to ‘in the shuras we held after contacts,’ as 

fighting them was counterproductive. Killing local people who have joined the insurgency 

potentially through intimidation, imperils the consent the security forces must win from the 

civilian population. Far better to remove the insurgent ideologues and reconcile the locals. 

The manual explains that ‘when kinetic activity is likely to achieve the right effect on the 

insurgent but will undoubtedly alienate the people; a close judgement call is required.’711 

 

This fascinating example shows just how hand-in-hand psychological and kinetic operations 

were. Furthermore, it demonstrated the utility of being able to identify those insurgents who 

may be more receptive to information operations and could be persuaded to eventually return 

to civilian life. After all, ‘some had a degree of education and training, but most were 

someone's son, brother, father in that village and the coalition had killed them for being in, 

what amounted to them, a neighbourhood watch.’712 Watkins offers a critical analysis of his 

own activities before coming to this realisation, which he suggested took around four months 

– by which time he was near the end of his deployment and had ‘created more insurgents and 

IED emplacers for our successors in Garmsir to deal with.’713 Again, this highlights the 

problem of six month tours. While it may be a lot to ask troops to continue to operate in harsh 

circumstances, the value of the lessons Major Watkins learned may not have been fully 
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understood by his replacement. Nevertheless, his understandings provide an important model 

both for information and intelligence-led operations.  

 

(ii) The Taliban approach  

As Al Qaeda commander Ayman al Zawahri said:714 

We are in a battle and that more than half of this battle is taking place in  

the battlefield of the media. And that we are in a media battle for the hearts and minds of our Umma. 

The insurgents appreciated the importance of the information war from the outset. The 

Taliban dedicated great resources to it and, ultimately, won it. The British doctrine identified 

the Taliban’s ‘most effective weapon … [a]s the influence that they can extend through the 

media’ and clearly an effort was made to counter it. 715 The Taliban’s information war was so 

effective because it spoke to the predominantly Pashtun population in their own terms and 

through media that was familiar to them. As regards their information war strategy, the 

Taliban again demonstrate a significant evolution over the previously considered 

insurgencies. The use of FM Radio, interviews, internet and social media communications 

and a range of published sources by the Taliban, enabled them to spread their message in an 

effective manner that was easily received by their target audiences. The substance, or master 

narratives, of the Taliban’s message were that their victory was inevitable as Afghanistan has 

a long tradition of defeating invaders. God was on their side and the Taliban were defending 

Islam and the Pashtun culture from Western invaders and their Afghan puppets who sought to 

destroy them; thus, Afghans had a duty to support the Taliban.716 

 

The Taliban’s primary area of focus for their information war was at the village level and was 

largely led by clerics.717 These religious leaders would gauge the level of support in the 

village and either drum up support or practise intimidation. Their messaging often exploited 

instances of collateral damage and furthered the message that the West targeted all Afghans, 

and the Taliban were necessary protectors. Through DVDs, graffiti, radio broadcasts, 
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sermons, religious texts and online activity, the Taliban made deft use of local folklore and 

allusions to tradition to galvanise support. An example of the Taliban’s use of local traditions 

was the publishing of night letters or Shabnamah. 718  These letters were typically used during 

periods of occupation to warn of attacks or share political or religious messages. Likewise, 

Afghanistan – regarded as a nation of poets – had a vibrant oral tradition that the Taliban 

could exploit. As religion was omnipresent in the Taliban’s information war strategy, it is 

unsurprising that the majority of poetry produced by supporters of the Taliban and shared at 

the village level, lauded martyrs and spoke of a religious war against the western 

‘crusaders.’719 A line from a Taliban poem illustrates this: ‘Till the homeland becomes free. 

All the betrayers will be suppressed I’ll go to … war with great courage … I’ll ascend to the 

sky with great honour.’720 Despite their dedication to these traditional forms of 

communication, the Taliban also broadcasted online and on radio. 

 

The Taliban’s website, Alemarah, was used to both communicate with journalists and those in 

the wealthier parts of Afghanistan. It often shared anti-Western cartoons and communicated 

messages in a variety of languages including Pashto, Arabic, Urdu and Dari, to try to reach a 

greater community of supporters.721 Notable also, was the limited use of English pages which 

presented photographs from the war and news updates.722 The Taliban began to use English 

language communication to address the Western world. This effort peaked with their presence 

on social media platform, Twitter. In using this platform, the Taliban primarily sought to 

project strength and demoralise westerners while their other sources were focused more on 

gaining the support of local communities or other Islamic nations. The legitimate government 

of Afghanistan lagged behind the Taliban in its online media presence and had effectively 

ceded this ground to the insurgent. Evading bans through the spreading of messages by many 

separate online accounts or by abiding by platforms’ terms of service, the Taliban 

enthusiastically expanded their online presence.723 By employing dedicated spokesmen who 
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reported directly to the Shura, the Taliban also had remarkable control over the messages they 

were sending.724 

 

Radio was an excellent form of communication for the Taliban as many among the Afghan 

rural population are illiterate. Some PRTs established pro-Western radio stations and ISAF 

even supplied free radios to some villages, though these could easily be tuned to pick up 

Taliban transmissions as well.725 As a consequence, the use of radio programmes dedicated to 

spreading Taliban messages, was common. It is believed these messages were broadcast from 

vehicle-borne transmitters which could be moved to boost the signal and avoid detection by 

security forces.726 

 

(b) Drugs as a support network 

Trade in narcotics was the backbone of the Taliban’s finances. The primary concern for the 

British was how to deal with crops of drugs that troops encountered. Destroying these 

products was not authorised in Helmand.727 This is understandable as rightly or wrongly, 

cultivating narcotics (mainly poppies) was the primary source of income for the local 

population as well as the insurgents. As they operated in the primary cultivation region for 

drugs in Afghanistan, the British ‘had been appointed as the lead nation by the Western 

alliance to deal with counternarcotics.’728 A concern mentioned in the previous chapter 

haunted this appointment. The nations involved in the coalition operated under different legal 

frameworks and there was no internationally agreed upon strategy for counternarcotics.729 

Having acquired responsibility for the world’s leading supplier of opium-based narcotics, the 

British could not decide if ‘troops should destroy the crops … or wait and … intercept 

convoys … in order to catch the big drug traffickers.’730 This disfunction at the strategic level 

had sweeping effects on the COIN campaign. The Bush administration ‘refused to 
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acknowledge that drugs were helping fuel the insurgency,’ despite this being manifestly 

obvious.731 As a consequence, the Taliban prospered. 

 

The Taliban’s influence saw opium production in Helmand reach the heights of 6,100 metric 

tonnes in 2006 and 8,200 in 2007.732 Yet, this export fed the country as much as it fuelled the 

insurgency; the opium accounted for ‘some 50 per cent of Afghanistan’s gross domestic 

product (estimated at US$6.7 billion in 2006).’733 A host of other problems emerged from the 

lucrative trade in narcotics in Helmand. It delayed the harvest of food crops as poppies had to 

be planted prior. When the Taliban ordered its members not to help in the harvest in favour of 

fighting the British, local people became dependent on Western aid – though this did create a 

propaganda opportunity for the PRT. 734 The influence of the money the narcotics trade 

generated was to corrupt ‘the government, the police and the judicial system.’735 Local people 

also did not largely support the burning of poppy fields, with 66% of Afghans interviewed in 

International Council on Security and Development study opposed.736 Narcotics likewise 

dramatically influenced the fighting effectiveness of the ANSF who were often on drugs.737 If 

the coalition had been more insistent and clear in their opposition to the drug trade, they may 

have been able to influence Afghanistan’s first post-intervention President, Hamid Karzai, 

who in the absence of – or in opposition to any Western influence – made ‘no attempt to stop 

the wholesale involvement of senior politicians and warlords in the drug trade,’ which 

provided ‘jobs, income and security that the state was unable to give.’ 738 Despite the impact 

of the drug trade on and in fuelling the insurgency, the security forces largely failed to 

address it. 
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(c) Internment and surge operations 

While a significant factor in the previous case studies, internment was not widely used in 

Afghanistan despite the fact that it was viewed as an ‘essential means of separating the 

insurgent from the population.’739 The Northern Ireland case study demonstrated, interment 

operations have limitations and if they are not performed on the back of solid intelligence, 

can be counterproductive. Interestingly, the British COIN manual viewed internment as a 

possible temporary measure that could be employed and then dissolved prior to the end of the 

COIN campaign. This appears to be something of a compromise from the Malayan approach 

which lasted the duration of the Emergency and the Northern Irish approach which was 

swiftly abandoned when it became obvious it was not working. The primary reason given for 

this shift was that intelligence may be used to identify insurgents, but it cannot be used to 

prosecute them legitimately as it may not be fully disclosed; as such, ‘[i]nternment, if 

authorised, is unlikely to remain an option for the duration of a counterinsurgency 

campaign.’740 Internment was simply not practicable under the framework the British 

operated under. While sufficient intelligence could have enabled an internment campaign, 

there was more than likely insufficient evidence to successfully prosecute internees.741 It 

would then be necessary to release internees, potentially before the nation is stable enough to 

cope with a surge in the insurgents’ ranks from released prisoners. While releasing prisoners 

at the end of an internment campaign would give a sudden shot of adrenaline to an 

insurgency, ‘surge deployments’ were intended to do much the same thing for the security 

forces. 

 

The deployment of the 30,000 US Marines to Helmand in 2009 was part of a policy by the 

Obama administration to ‘surge’ into the province and force the Taliban out of the 

communities which they still controlled. Its primary objective was to break the perceptions of 

Taliban strength in the region.742 A definition given for surge operations is that they are when 

‘security forces and all supporting activities are concentrated to exploit opportunities in a 

specific area for a specific period of time.’743 Typical activities associated with surge 

operations are large scale search operations and intensive public order operations. This 

 
739 Ministry of Defence (n 612) pt 8–19. 
740 Ministry of Defence (n 612) pt 12–24. 
741 Ministry of Defence (n 612) pt 12–24. 
742 Malkasian (n 575) 241. 
743 Ministry of Defence (n 612) pt 8–17. 



158 

 

definition would identify Operation MOTORMAN in Northern Ireland as a surge operation 

as well as, potentially the sudden influx of ex-Palestine Police officers in Malaya.  

 

MOTORMAN was very successful in restoring order and there are some indications that the 

deployment of the USMC to Helmand achieved at least some successes as well. Preceding 

the arrival of the USMC, the British, along with their attached Danish and Afghan forces, 

launched a 3,000 strong offensive which succeeded in gaining ground albeit at the cost of 

heavy casualties.744 After the Americans arrived and the offensive escalated, the coalition 

forces were able to achieve a new level of control and relative peace in the province’s 

districts. The reopening of schools and shops in Sangin, a key area of focus for the US surge, 

and coalition forces patrolling the streets without coming under fire, were indications that a 

degree of normality was enabled by it.745 The troops were also accompanied by an injection 

of humanitarian relief, with USAID bringing US$470 million to the region.746  

 

The Taliban also had to change their tactics in reaction to the surge. The intensity of the 

attacks they had previously been able to throw at the British (sometimes in excess of 500 

fighters) had to be reduced to ambushes involving small groups and IEDs to minimise 

losses.747 It is arguable that this change in tactics constituted a diminishing in the perceived 

strength of the Taliban. The surge, however, was negatively received by the population in the 

areas it affected. A study by the International Council on Security and Development reported 

that 61% of locals interviewed felt more negatively about ISAF than before, and 95% 

believed more young people had joined the Taliban as a result.748 Likewise, the increased 

military activity displaced many more people leading to increased movement of refugees. 

Most concerning of all responses was the 71% of those interviewed who wanted the NATO 

forces to leave.749 Despite these strong objections, the Afghans interviewed in the study 

largely did not want the Taliban to return and wanted a return to normality with the opening 
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of roads and other services.750 Irrespective of the reception to the surge and whether or not it 

achieved the desired outcome, the fact it was followed by continued and escalating 

drawdowns in US forces undermined any lasting success it could have achieved. Finally, 

through framework operations, new steps were being taken to separate civilian from 

insurgent. 

 

In previous case studies, the use of identification papers has been an essential part of this 

separation. A promising development of this useful but flawed practise was the collection of 

biometric data. While identification cards can be confiscated by insurgents, burned, or forged, 

undermining their effectiveness, one cannot falsify DNA or fingerprint data. With the use of 

electronic means, biometric screenings of villages could be used to determine who is local to 

the area and who is not. This could enable the driving of a wedge between the more 

determined out of area fighters Major Watkins identified, while enabling a general capacity to 

distinguish the insurgents from the local population. A further use for this data is in a forensic 

approach to combat in COIN. Any DNA evidence recovered from IEDs, gunfights or known 

insurgent caches could be used to identify people involved in terrorist activity.’751 

 

C Contributions to the Understanding of Counterinsurgency  

 

1 Importance of the administrative level 

Early failures in Helmand on the operational level were due to the strategy employed by 16 

Air Assault Brigade (deployed April -September 2006).752 Low numbers of British forces 

were locked into defending small areas (the Platoon House strategy), where they would be 

overwhelmed by the Taliban’s numerical superiority in planned attacks.753 The deployment of 

3 Commando Brigade in the following tour (October 2006 to April 2007) sought to change 

this by adapting to a more mobile strategy.754 The Royal Marines prepared 200 strong Mobile 

Operations Groups (MOGs) to pursue the Taliban across open ground in lightly armoured 
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vehicles (Vikings, Pinzgauers and Jackals).755 However, this plan also played into the 

Taliban’s hands by resulting in MOGs advancing to ambush, rather than seizing the initiative. 

With the next tour, by 12 Mechanised Brigade (April to October 2007), a strategy change saw 

large-scale clearing operations enabled by lightly armoured vehicles becoming the norm.756 

Yet, with the limited manpower available to them, the Brigade could not hold the ground they 

gained leaving the British to feel that they were merely ‘mowing the lawn.’757 That is to say, 

the British forces in Helmand had become increasingly more effective at the ‘clear’ phase of 

the ubiquitous ‘clear, hold, build’ philosophy, but it was not until after the deployment of the 

30,000 Americans that success in holding ground became possible.758 While it was ultimately 

the political level which determined the outcome in Afghanistan, the movement of more 

complicated functions to the tactical level was a defining innovation made by the British in 

Helmand. 

 

The deployment of 52 Infantry Brigade saw an increased interest in moving more complex 

non-kinetic aspects of counterinsurgency down to ever smaller unit and sub-unit levels. This 

meant that even company level formations and perhaps smaller groups yet, would have 

dedicated intelligence and influence duties and advisors. This drive to the tactical level 

included a range of functions that were judged to be of near equal importance to fighting 

units and continued in subsequent tour deployments. While initially focusing on 

psychological warfare, the perceived need to involve a growing range of specialists – 

sometimes civilians – on the tactical-level expanded into a range of skills organised into 

‘non-kinetic effects teams.’ Indeed, civilians were valued as part of this initiative because 

they could remain in the area for a longer duration than the tour system allowed military 

personnel to operate. Again, this administrative concern reared its head because it is 

specifically at the sub-unit level where accumulated knowledge and ‘continuity of 

relationships’ is valued.759 The primary functions of these non-kinetic effects teams 

included:760  

• PSYOPS advice to sub-unit commanders.  
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• Face-to-face PSYOPS activity such as talking with the local population,  

loudspeaker broadcasts and handbill dissemination.  

• Gathering and assessment of information on target audiences and the  

effectiveness of friendly PSYOPS activity.  

• Feedback on local atmospherics.  

• Small project management.  

• A mechanism for dealing with compensation claims. 

 

Company intelligence support teams (CoISTs) were another similar innovation along similar 

lines. The company level is often the most appropriate strata to focus on in COIN. Officers at 

this level had command of key assets including 81mm mortars, sniper teams and the primary 

fire and manoeuvre elements. Giving these company formations greater intelligence 

integration meant they could be responsive to threats and targets of opportunity which they 

had the capability to destroy. The use of Intelligence Corps sergeants (leading small teams of 

analysts) as advisors to company commanders, enabled a similar ritual to the ‘morning 

prayers’ observed in Malaya, with intelligence briefings before and, crucially, during 

operations. In several cases detailed by one company commander, Major Russell Lewis, 

intelligence was passed on to him while he led patrols, enabling him to react to opportunities 

and threats.761 Lewis also mentioned how his intelligence advisors were involved in the 

planning process for patrols and other framework operations.762 As company sized elements 

often operated FOBs, the allocation of intelligence specialists at this level meant they could 

encounter walk-ins by civilians willing to provide intelligence or speak to the population 

directly.763 While the allocation of these capabilities to smaller formations undoubtedly made 

them more effective, defining progress and success was an ongoing problem in Afghanistan. 

 

The effectiveness of operations was assessed by a Tactical Conflict Assessment Framework 

(TCAF). The framework urged soldiers to speak to locals and ask them questions relevant to 
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their village, including has the population changed, why and what the village’s most 

important problems are, and who can solve them.764 The TCAF however, was 

discontinued.765 The primary issues with this framework was that an armed soldier asking 

these questions of a civilian in an operational zone, was likely to provoke a response where 

he would be told what the villager thought he wanted to hear. As such, the main indication the 

British had of how well they were doing in the eyes of the local population whom they sought 

to influence was through key leader engagement.766 This outlet for feedback also has the 

obvious concern that those attending executive shuras (meetings) may not be representative 

of broader concerns among the people, or that the British might ignore or misinterpret them. 

 

Finally, the administrative feature that proved to be effective in Northern Ireland, the Tasking 

and Coordination Groups (TCGs) returned in Afghanistan. While it appears that their 

activities were similar in sharing intelligence and conducting operations, insufficient 

information is publicly available to make any further observations.767 

 

2 Hearts and Minds 

The British approach to hearts and minds in Helmand was largely built around concepts they 

shared with the Americans. Three-word maxims were used to describe the general approach 

at different stages of the campaign including, ‘clear hold built,’ ‘shape, secure, develop’ and, 

in response to the insurgency, ‘disrupt, interdict, defeat.’ 768 These terms and the strategy to 

be followed at each stage is explained in the British COIN manual. The general spirit of these 

adages was to gain the support of the civilian. Development projects were viewed as a key 

part of attaining the local population’s support long term.  

 

Shaping hearts and minds focused on various activities that aimed to ‘influence and inform 

the perceptions, allegiances, attitudes, actions, and behaviours’ both within the Area of 
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Operation (AO) and internationally.769 The primary activity which the security forces 

engaged in was providing security to enable local people to go about their business, free from 

violence and intimidation. Security was identified at a meeting of local leaders in Sangin as 

the primary issue of concern for the community.770 However, by actively engaging the 

insurgents who hid amongst the population, the security forces necessarily at times brought 

violence to the local people. In this regard, the security forces were at a significant 

disadvantage as one Brigade commander noted in 2008: the ‘Taliban rely on 90% psychology 

and 10% force whereas we rely on 90% force and 10% psychology,’ making it easy for the 

security forces to be presented by the insurgents as the problem.771 As the commander put it, 

Afghanistan is ‘an environment where perception is reality, memories are very long and 

enemies easily made.’772 This problem is referred to as the ‘half-life’ of the counterinsurgent 

forces. As observed in Northern Ireland, the British Army were initially viewed favourably 

yet, ‘as time goes on, they are increasingly portrayed as occupiers,’ a concern compounded by 

civilian casualties and an overall problem with creating a sense of progress.773  

 

Progress is always a difficult notion in COIN campaigns given how long and violent they 

may be. At the core of the state’s message is a vision for the future and progress is determined 

by how believable it is that the security forces can deliver that future to the population. In 

parallel, the insurgents also offer the civilian population a rival vision and thus a choice must 

be made. ISAF’s ‘clear, hold, build’ strategy relied on the Afghan government having a plan 

‘which addresses root causes as well as symptoms of the insurgency.’774 That plan seemed to 

rely on providing development projects to the local population and neutralising the Taliban.  

 

The problem with development projects is that they are long term efforts and require 

continuous stability to be successful; it was not until 2010 that the Helmand PRT could begin 

to truly facilitate this. Four years later, they left. In that short period of time, it was necessary 

to instil in the local population the sense that they were deriving ‘tangible benefits’ in their 
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lives, that ‘justif[ied] the costs associated with security operations.’775 The British 

government’s development programme in Afghanistan cost £3.5 Billion between 2002 and 

2021.776 It provided humanitarian aid and funding for schools with an emphasis on advancing 

female education. A great deal of money was also spent on agriculture in an attempt to 

provide farmers with alternatives to poppy growing. Funds also worked to clear mines, 

establish local political structures, aid in elections as well as funding urban and rural 

development.777 This included ‘renovating schools and health clinics, and employing local 

workers.’778 Funds and training were also allocated to developing local political systems and 

policing.779 Despite this great expense, it appears that these development projects did not 

generate consent and thus support for the COIN effort.780 

 

One of the main concerns for Afghans was employment and broadly, the work of the PRT 

was viewed critically because it failed to deliver large industry projects and create many jobs. 

This could have been an opportunity to prevent some young men from joining the insurgency 

if it was possible to provide the security necessary to fund larger projects such as factories or 

irrigation infrastructure.781 The development projects which had been undertaken faced 

criticisms of corruption from some Afghans because they sometimes favoured certain tribal 

groups, leaving others disaffected. Afghans in Helmand were also angry that the COIN 

campaign was imposing a personal cost upon them and their families while delivering little in 

return. Meanwhile, the Taliban had returned, and ISAF were viewed negatively for failing to 

defeat them while causing collateral damage to lives and property.782  
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It may have been more profitable in terms of securing civilian support to have dedicated more 

resources to defeating the Taliban than development projects.783 In order to truly secure the 

population’s support against the insurgency, NATO needed to convince them that they would 

not be abandoned to the Taliban. 784 This was where the security forces made a critical error. 

The policy had always been eventual withdrawal in favour of the ANA leading COIN 

operations; however, this was rightly viewed by the civilian population as amounting to an 

admission of defeat. 785 Failing confidence in the government’s vision for the future, one way 

to gain support was to buy it. 

 

Money was a valuable resource for purchasing a community’s support and denying the 

insurgents access to the deep recruiting pool of unemployed military-aged males. There is 

also a long tradition of Helmandi patronage through payment, though the allocation of funds 

did create a perception of winners and losers and provided the Taliban with opportunities to 

exploit tribal rivalries.786 Employment of local people and paying them for aiding in labour-

intensive, short-term efforts is a useful way of disrupting insurgent recruiting.787 However, it 

is not necessarily a panacea for all the grievances that populations may have against the 

security forces as, perhaps, it was hoped. 

 

3 The indigenous security forces 

This section considers what turned out to be the most important feature of the COIN 

campaign in Afghanistan, the development of the ANSF and the plan to transition to an 

indigenous-led security response. The considerable expense which this incurred – and the 

subsequent effectiveness and implications for the local forces will also be explored – 

culminating in an evaluation of the policy to phase out the western forces in favour of the 

ANSF. 
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The procedure for developing local forces that the British committed to follow in Helmand 

was summarised as follows: ‘Lead, partner, overwatch, tactical overwatch, operational 

overwatch, strategic overwatch.’788 This meant the British forces would transition from doing 

the business of COIN for the indigenous, to doing it alongside them, and then gradually 

supporting an indigenous-led campaign. The American COIN manual for Afghanistan details 

a similar process.789 Likewise, ISAF wound up in 2014 in accordance with a framework 

established at the NATO meeting in Lisbon in 2010.790 This decision established that, while 

offensive combat operations would no longer be led by coalition troops, continued NATO 

support would be provided to the ANSF. Around 15,000 coalition forces remained in 

Afghanistan as part of what the Americans called Operation Freedom’s Sentinel; their 

continued support to the ANSF post-2014 in their fight against the Taliban and IS-K.791 As 

part of this policy of transition, a significant amount of money and time was dedicated toward 

developing the ANSF. 

 

Training of the ANSF was undertaken on many levels by the coalition partners. This 

presented a challenge in that, as Lord Houghton pointed out, ‘multinational training 

programmes … delivered by mixed national groupings [sometimes] in a second language’ 

were taught to students with limited language skills and ‘by instructors of wildly differing 

competences.’792 Inconsistency was inevitable as each coalition partner trained the ANSF 

personnel they supervised in accordance with their own standards: ‘there was no NATO 

approved syllabus.’793 The leading British contribution – besides the training carried out by 

the Helmand PRT – was in officer training at the Afghan National Army Officer Academy 

(ANAOA) in Qargha, the so-called ‘Sandhurst in the Sand.’794 This establishment was 

reported to be effective, although, the British COIN manual suggested that: ‘[a] useful rule of 

thumb is to assume that it will take four times as long to train indigenous soldiers as it might 
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take to train a UK soldier.’795 This startling observation is made all the more remarkable 

when considering that ‘[t]he US provide[d] about $4.5 billion annually to the ANSF; other 

NATO countries provide[d] about $0.5 billion.’796 No doubt, it was hoped that these efforts at 

great expense would be justified in the effectiveness of the forces trained by ISAF – only, for 

the most part, it was not. 

 

(a) Effectiveness of ANSF 

Sources vary wildly on the operational effectiveness of the ANSF, especially considering that 

it was made up of constituent parts of differing levels of training and ability. As such, each 

element of the ANSF will be addressed individually, beginning with the Afghan local and 

national police (including border and other police forces) collectively referred to here as the 

ANP. 

 

(i) ANP 

The most heavily criticised component of the ANSF, the Afghan Police were found to be rife 

with corruption according to a House of Lords report. This was along factional or tribal lines 

and often involved ‘patronage ties’ which allocated promotions on ‘the basis of political 

allegiance and connections’ which sometimes led to police officials obeying their patrons 

rather than ‘their official superiors.’797 The British COIN manual also warned that indigenous 

security forces may not be capable of ‘objective selection criteria and rely instead on non-

military factors such as ethnicity, social or family ties, wealth and religion,’ a problem 

potentially present within the ANA as well.798 Corruption also involved policemen taking 

money and supplies they were issued for themselves and selling them along with even the 

shell casings from engagements they fought, as scrap metal at local bazaars.799 On one 

occasion, a police unit in Helmand even sold the security barricade they were tasked with 

manning as scrap.800 This behaviour can likely be attributed to low pay. As a consequence of 

this, it appears that the coalition forces had incredible difficulty in motivating the ANSF to 
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complete even the simplest tasks such as filling sandbags.801 Not properly renumerating 

officers is a dangerous prospect as they could be persuaded by the insurgents to sell 

information or weapons.  

 

Indeed, the Afghan Local Police (ALP) formed in 2010, who were paid US$150 a month to 

perform militia duties and were largely illiterate, were the primary part of the security force 

infiltrated by the Taliban or co-opted by local strongmen as enforcers.802 On one occasion in 

2016, a whole ALP unit of thirty men joined the Taliban, bringing with them their weapons. 

These men were perhaps persuaded by the Taliban’s extensive online information warfare 

campaign which featured videos of other defectors serving happily in its ranks.803 Ethnic 

conflict was also an ever-present concern. An independent review of the ANSF (including 

both the ANA and ANP) suggested that if a non-Pashtun were to win the 2014 election, there 

would potentially be defections among the security forces which could bolster the 

insurgency.804 While this did not come to pass as Ashraf Ghani, a Pashtun, was elected – that 

this was considered a possibility speaks volumes about the dependability of the ANSF’s rank-

and-file.  

 

The ANP also struggled to perform regular policing functions because of its role in the COIN 

effort and as such, ‘few resources have gone into police training, support or management.’805 

Worst of all, were the accounts of sexual misconduct involving children. In Sangin, three 

children were shot by Police commanders for attempting to flee sexual slavery.806 Illiteracy 

rates were high and a general lack of understanding of the laws of war or human rights 

considerations further undermined the ANP’s legitimacy.807 Despite their many problems, an 

independent review of the ANSF suggested a great increase in the deployment of police 

officers to Afghanistan’s troubled eastern and southern border regions.808  
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(ii) ANA 

There is a gulf between the commentary regarding the ANA in official sources and that of 

observers on the ground. For example, the British COIN manual provides commentary from 

American officers stating that ‘the people responded well to the ANA because of their 

professionalism and fairness. The local people were amazed to see all the ethnicities that were 

working well together.’809 Other sources, however, note the predominance of the Northern 

Pashtun among the ANA, which led to mistrust in the south, as some members of the ANA 

had served warlords who had left a poor impression there in recent memory.810 Likewise, 

there is an abundance of footage showing members of the ANA conducting themselves 

inappropriately or incompetently, including taking drugs in combat.811 Despite their training, 

an unknown number of Afghan soldiers were also killed annually in crossfire incidents.812 

Low morale among the ANA was likely the reason why some units evaporated during the 

Taliban’s decisive offensive in 2021. What most sources can agree on, however, is that the 

ANA were poorly resourced which was perhaps the root of many of their other issues. One 

British commander noted in 2008 that the ANA did not need much operational mentoring, 

even commenting there was ‘a standing joke as to who was mentoring who,’ but they were 

‘hugely constrained’ by their lacking logistics.813 A big part of logistics is pay and the same 

officer noted that the ANA faced morale problems when ‘they did not get their pay or their 

CO ran out of enough money to buy rations.’814 The ANA were, though, found to be capable 

of holding the more secure northern and western regions of Afghanistan with an independent 

review suggesting they could do this with fewer, more mobile forces.815 Yet, this success in 

the safer regions of the country did not seemingly enable the ANA to free up forces for 

securing troublesome eastern and southern provinces such as Helmand. 

 

(iii) ANSOF 

The Special Operations Forces of the ANA and the Afghan Ministry of the Interior – 

collectively referred to here as the Afghan National Special Operations Forces (ANSOF) – 
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‘were considered to be particularly capable’ in a British review of their efforts.816 Perhaps 

most importantly, they usually operated offensively against the insurgents as opposed to 

much of the wider ANA’s more defensive posture.  The ANSOF could ‘routinely conduct 

successful, independent operations against the Taliban’ as well as IS-K.’817 The Afghan SOF 

unit based in Helmand, the Afghan Territorial Force (ATF) 444, and the Logar-based Afghan 

Commando Force (CF) 333 were mentored by British special forces, while the Crisis 

Response Unit (CRU) was partnered with Norwegian special forces. The British instructors 

for the ATF 444 noted that their role for nine years comprised primarily of training and that 

they might have been better placed mentoring the Afghan operators alongside them.818  

Gradually, the Western special forces moved to providing secret overwatch nearby the 

Afghan operators as they conducted operations independently. However, the timeline for 

withdrawal constrained the ANSOF operations and the units reduced in size. This decrease in 

size is likely due to the additional pay the Afghan operators received that, along with their 

intelligence support, could not be sustained by the Afghan government without Western 

assistance.819 In anticipation of the NATO withdrawal, coalition support (notably, UAV 

reconnaissance, as it was uncertain if the NATO was going to provide the ANSF with drones) 

was held back to force the ANSOF to make operations work without a technologically 

enabled solution.820 Ultimately, the ANSOF suffered from a dependency on Western logistical 

and intelligence support that was never replaced. Growing the Afghan special forces was 

judged to have been impossible without the arrival of additional international instructors. Yet, 

even if their numbers grew, the lack of domestic air mobility and intelligence support would 

have remained a persistent problem.821 

 

(iv) AAF 

The Afghan Air Force was, while a small element of the ANSF, one of its more effective 

arms. The AAF with the introduction of Resolute Support, was ‘able to provide close air 

support,’ ‘conduct deliberate and dynamic targeting’ as well as train its own personnel and 
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maintain its own aircraft, but it did rely on NATO to ‘manage logistics.’822 The training of 

new pilots and crew, though, was found to take time and the pool of qualified recruits was 

shallow. As such, the AAF could not offer more support to ground-based COIN operations 

than they had provided pre-Resolute Support, nor was the level of support that they could 

provide sufficient to meet the threat posed by the insurgency.823 

 

(v) Evaluation and lessons to be learned 

Before concluding analysis on the ANSF, and evaluating their effectiveness and the policy 

surrounding them, it is essential that a note be made regarding the ‘insider threat’ which 

emerged from within their ranks. The insider threat refers to violent attacks by members of 

the ANSF against the coalition forces, accomplished by the assailants from a position of trust 

or ‘inside the wire.’ This is sometimes called a green on blue scenario though this could also 

include attacks by insurgents impersonating ANSF members.824 During the course of the War 

in Afghanistan, this threat claimed the lives of at least 157 NATO personnel and injured 205 

more, around 557 ANSF members were also killed in insider attacks.825 An American article 

in 2011 described the motivations identified for 34 insider attacks in the preceding five years. 

The motivations included, in 40% of cases, personal disagreements between the offending 

ANSF member and ISAF personnel. In 35% of cases, insufficient evidence was available to 

establish a motive. Blackmail, threats or bribery against the co-opted ANSF member 

accounted for 15% with finally, infiltration by Taliban members making up 10% of the 

attacks.826 The emergence of this threat saw the introduction of more thorough vetting of 

ANSF applicants and the collection of biometric data on them.827 These attacks created 

further mistrust between the ANSF and coalition forces, whilst providing the Taliban with a 

boost to their information war campaign.  
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Insider attacks ‘targeted two weaknesses in the US civil-military apparatus: a deep aversion 

to casualties and the need to believe in benevolent narratives about why Americans fight.’828 

These weaknesses likely applied to many of the NATO forces deployed to Afghanistan 

alongside the US. A study was conducted to discern sources of possible grievances between 

ISAF and the ANSF with quite a long list emerging. Common grievances included collateral 

damage among the civilian and ANSF populations resulting from ISAF offensive actions, 

cultural complaints related to swearing and not respecting the privacy of Afghan women, to 

security measures – such as searches – which demeaned the ANSF in the eyes of the 

population.829 Indeed, an American report on insider attacks attributed dual significance to 

cultural misunderstandings as a motivation for the attacks and increased Taliban infiltration 

of the ANSF post-2011 (particularly as the transition toward ANSF-led COIN proceeded). 

Insider attacks jumped from accounting for less than 1% of NATO casualties in 2007, to 

12.5% of them by 2016. In total, there were 102 attacks between 2007 and 2017.830 The 

southern and eastern regions (including Helmand) saw most of the insider threat.831 Helmand 

had the highest number of attacks at 21 by 2017, culminating in 34 dead and 39 injured.832 

With the scale of the problems associated with the ANSF, it seems remarkable they were 

entrusted with the future of the COIN campaign. 

 

An independent review of the ANSF concluded that if NATO support was significantly 

decreased, areas of ‘enduring conflict are likely to be exacerbated,’ thus, ‘international 

enabler support—to include advisors—will be essential to ANSF success through at least 

2018.’833 The fact that this weakness was understood before the full withdrawal in 2021, 

makes it even more confounding. A British report from January of that year concluded: 

‘[r]ealistically … Afghanistan will remain reliant on the international community to fund its 

forces … It will be years before the Afghan economy … [can] finance a peacetime force.’834 

Thus, it seems the ANSF were allowed to fail which is perhaps why the coalition largely 
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supplied them with older equipment due to memories of the difficulties in retrieving the 

equipment supplied to the Mujahedeen.835  

 

The failure of the ANSF was largely due to strategic decisions on the political level. The 

British manuals noted the difficulty involved with motivating indigenous forces and reflected 

the view that ‘[w]orking with the host nation is both a necessity and a constraint.’836 Yet, this 

constraint was accepted without a critical evaluation of the policy to transition to an Afghan-

led COIN campaign. As the British COIN manual sagely predicted, ‘if the members of an 

indigenous force feel that they have nothing to gain from interaction it will be difficult to 

both influence them to accept development efforts and support UK military aims.’837 In the 

final analysis, with NATO withdrawing, this was exactly what happened to vast swathes of 

the ANSF. They had little investment in the distant and corrupt regime in Kabul, little interest 

in Western development goals in light of the coalition leaving, and thus turned inward to 

consider the danger posed to their families. In 2021, much of the ANA made what was likely 

a sensible cost/benefit analysis. The impression journalist Ben Anderson recorded of the ANA 

while operating in Helmand in 2013 presaged this. Anderson noted that the ANA would not 

last ‘when they are on their own’ and that ‘half will join the Taliban and the other half will 

just vanish.’838 

 

D Conclusion 

Uncertainty at the political level about the objectives of the intervention was the primary 

reason the COIN effort in Afghanistan failed. The West lost because they chose to leave and 

while leaders in most nations involved in the coalition say they achieved their mission, 

defeated terrorism, and honoured their NATO commitments, this does not account for why 

billions of dollars were spent on development. Likewise, the oft-repeated line that the 

intervention achieved its objectives in preventing the use of Afghanistan as a hub for 

international terrorism rings hollow considering the continued presence of IS-K in the region, 

the smuggling of arms out of Afghanistan and into other conflicts, the significance of the 

region in drug-smuggling and organised crime, and the presence of members of Al Qaeda 
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near the Taliban authorities. Despite these strategic failings, the tactical innovations, use of 

technology and conduct of intelligence-led operations in Afghanistan are among perhaps the 

best in history. These learnings among those from other case studies will now be considered 

and principles for success in COIN will be suggested. 
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IX Synthesis 

 

A Introduction 

With the analysis of the three case studies complete, it is now possible to draw on the lessons 

learned from each and form a framework of principles conducive to success in the British 

approach to counterinsurgency. This study provides five principles, rather than a model, as 

differences in time, place, and context make a one-size-fits-all solution impossible. While the 

principles operate on an intentionally abstract level, the common themes underpinning them 

are grounded in the analysis of the three case studies. This ensures that they remain as 

applicable as possible to any given COIN scenario by not offering specific advice that may be 

unworkable due to differences in local conditions. The principles include presence, 

integration, influence, conviction and reflection and adaptation. The final principle of 

reflection and adaptation is the capacity to evaluate the qualities of the other principles in a 

given COIN campaign and respond to successes or failures. Running through each of these 

principles is the lifeblood of counterinsurgency: intelligence.  

 

B Principles for Success in British COIN 

The basic mechanics of COIN, as exemplified by the British and American maxim from 

Afghanistan, ‘clear, hold, build,’ appear to be a constant. This is even true of the Russian 

approach (used as a comparison in Chapter II), which featured a similar clear, hold, build 

process, albeit through more repressive measures.839 While the fundamental mechanics of 

COIN may be constant, irrespective of whether a liberal or illiberal approach is taken, the 

practices employed therein are informed by principles which have a determining factor in the 

likelihood of success. These principles may not be applicable in a more illiberal approach to 

COIN as they are drawn from the British experiences explored here. They are not listed in 

order of importance as all are critical foundations. 
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1 Presence 

 

(a) Size 

The first principle is perhaps the most obvious, yet, in each of the three case studies, there 

were times when the size of the security forces’ presence was too low, typically, early in an 

insurgency. Presence entails that enough properly trained personnel are available to conduct 

the COIN campaign effectively. COIN is a manpower heavy task: British doctrine for 

Afghanistan suggested 20 security personnel per every 1000 people in the area of 

operation.840 While it is perhaps unwise to put a specific number on the required ratio, given 

the likely variation between contexts, it is obvious when security forces fail to achieve the 

necessary concentration. Without the numbers to hold down an area and conduct basic 

functions like framework operations, the security forces are reduced to ‘mowing the lawn,’841 

as the British found in Afghanistan, or losing control of the streets to the paramilitaries and 

their barricades in Northern Ireland. A higher level of presence may help in a less permissive 

environment with lower levels of civilian consent; particularly where there is a lower number 

of insurgents in an area. The South Armagh IRA, however, demonstrated that a small number 

of insurgents can hold out if they have the support of the population.842 To increase the 

numbers of the security forces, it is often necessary to recruit local forces to bolster the 

government presence. This occurred in all three contexts. The greatest levels of success 

occurred when the least trustworthy or effective units were used in defensive roles, freeing up 

professional forces to go on the offensive, or when small highly motivated groups of local 

forces were trained by special forces such as the Senoi Pra’aq and ANSOF. Care that a 

particular ethnic group does not come to dominate its ranks must be taken when establishing 

a local forces component. Where discipline is low, this can lead to collusion and breed 

mistrust. Examples of the perils of this are found in the UDR’s lacking Catholic participation 

post Bloody Sunday,843 and the ANA’s northern majority.844 
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(b) Duration 

Another component of presence is the duration of it. One of the recurring themes in the three 

case studies was the differences between the military and law enforcement components of the 

security forces and how the armed forces tended to have a short-term outlook. The length of 

Army deployment tours in Malaya, Northern Ireland and Afghanistan were all around six 

months, giving these forces an incentive to maximise their ‘scores’ against the enemy while 

in theatre.845 While successful counterinsurgency relies on the timely use of intelligence, it 

was found in Malaya and Northern Ireland that the longer term objectives pursued by the 

police were more likely to deal lasting damage to the insurgents.846 As forces remain present 

in an area, they establish relations with locals and leverage a developed understanding of the 

conditions and pattern of life to be more effective. In Malaya, it was noted that the Green 

Howards, when allowed to remain in a single locality for longer, became much better at 

defeating the MNLA.847 The risk of this experience being lost was noted by Major Watkins 

after he gained some important understandings late in his tour of Afghanistan, before being 

rotated out.848 However, it is also worth noting that there is a danger in establishing a long-

term presence that security forces can be viewed as an occupying force.849 As such, shaping 

perceptions and justifying the presence with a sense of progress is essential. This is explored 

further under the third principle of influence. 

 

(c) Framework operations 

Finally, presence enables the conduct of framework operations which are the bread and butter 

of COIN. Framework operations such as patrols, screening operations, establishing 

checkpoints or curfews, and searching areas, are of great value. They result in the gathering 

of intelligence, the killing or capture of insurgents and project a sense of control by the 

government. For civilian populations concerned with security and returning to normal life, 

this is key. People were sick of the violence in Northern Ireland and initially welcomed the 

Army as the conflict resulted in the disruption of local businesses and daily life.850 Security 

was also one of the primary concerns those Afghan civilians who were interviewed had as 
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well.851 By gathering information at checkpoints, or on patrols, the security forces are 

increasingly able to separate civilian from insurgent. Be this by gathering information that 

can be used in questioning, as was done in Northern Ireland,852 or even by collecting 

biometric data, as was reputedly done in Afghanistan and has great potential for further 

use.853 Screening operations also offer the chance for civilians to provide information or be 

recruited as agents without the community knowing. Simply being in the area allows the 

opportunity for walk-in intelligence sources such as those outraged by insurgent violence in 

Northern Ireland.854 All of these opportunities mount to provide the security forces with a 

means of separating civilian from insurgent and conducting successful intelligence-led 

operations. Collectively, these activities improve security satisfying local populations. 

Despite this, it should be noted that framework operations can antagonise the population, but 

the removal of these restrictions can become a useful incentive for influence activities. 

 

2 Integration 

 

(a) Integration of intelligence 

Ensuring that the various elements of the security forces’ response work together and share 

information is a clear benefit, yet organising this process on the administrative level can be 

challenging. As such, integration is an important principle in staging a successful response to 

insurgency. Largely, the British succeeded in a achieving a high-level of integration in the 

three case studies. Intelligence sharing mechanisms were developed to enable the use of 

intelligence products in joint operations. The posting of Military Intelligence Liaison Officers 

in Northern Ireland855 and Malaya – which bridged the gap between the Special Branches and 

Army intelligence – enabled the development of a close working relationship in intelligence-

led operations between security forces.856 In the pursuit of often complicated and necessarily 

secretive agent-running and intelligence-led operations involving special forces, the Tasking 

and Coordinating Groups employed in Northern Ireland enabled a significant curtailing of the 
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IRA’s capability in some regions.857 Afghanistan saw the integration of intelligence sources, 

air power and ground forces in the pursuit of intelligence-led operations; the British forces 

practised this to a fine art. Integrating intelligence between coalition partners, and employing 

SIGINT sources to help verify HUMINT assessments, further increased reliability and 

enabled the use of precision-guided weaponry.858 The Malayan joint intelligence rooms and 

the District and State War Executive Committees integrated civil, military and executive 

personnel.859 In some areas, this union of  Special Branch, military, police, and civil 

representatives, led to a dramatic increase in the effective use of intelligence.860 This was 

particularly inspired as all dimensions of the state and the civilian population were working in 

concert to defeat the insurgent. 

 

(b) Understanding of objectives and realities at lower and higher levels 

Ensuring that strategic objectives are understood on the tactical level was a major innovation 

in doctrine made during the war in Afghanistan. Delegating increased authority to more 

junior officers who, apprised of the strategic considerations, could react to developments on 

the ground increased adaptability. After all, COIN campaigns are often referred to as a 

‘subaltern’s war,’861 and the increased proximity of junior commanders to the people, 

conditions and enemy enables them to exploit intelligence or influence opportunities.862 

Conversely, it is also key that those operating on the strategic or political level have an 

appreciation for the practical realities on the operational or even tactical levels. While this 

was certainly lacking in Afghanistan, in Malaya a concerted effort was made by Templer, as 

Director of Operations, to understand the finer details of the security response. Described as 

relentless, Templer would drop in on units in the field and the New Villages in a concerted 

effort to retain a clear and unfiltered view of each part of the security forces’ experience of 

the campaign.863 Where necessary, Templer could make immediate adjustments to improve 

efficiency. One of the inefficiencies Templer overcame was the rivalries present among the 

security forces.  

 
857 Arascain (n 340) 76–78. 
858 Ministry of Defence (n 612) pt 9–11. 
859 Comber (n 106) 153. 
860 Henry John Coates (n 114) 135. 
861 Comber (n 106) 70. 
862 Ministry of Defence (n 612) 8-B-2. 
863 Henry John Coates (n 114) 123. 



180 

 

 

(c) Preventing rivalries 

A highly integrated COIN response will seek to eliminate rivalries as institutional or 

organisational cultural differences and mismatches in objectives impede the security forces’ 

ability to address an insurgent crisis. In Northern Ireland and Malaya, this was gradually 

overcome through a clear hierarchy. Ideally, this should be under the framework of police 

primacy due to the longer-term presence of the police and their ability to pursue ultimately 

more impactful goals. It is also in the interests of liberal principles that the armed forces 

follow the police’s lead in COIN efforts. Mistrust in Northern Ireland between RUC and 

Army, and personal rivalries between administrators in Malaya, certainly had a negative 

impact on their respective campaigns.864  

 

3 Influence 

Understood as the ability to shape the perceptions and practices of both the civilian 

population and the insurgents, influence is a key component of a successful COIN campaign. 

 

(a) Winning the consent and support of the civil population: 

The civilian population must actively choose to support the security forces or they will 

support the insurgents, willingly or otherwise. Government can gain the support of civilians 

by understanding their general desires, separate of the insurgency’s goals, and demonstrating 

success in the COIN campaign. In Malaya, the basic desires of the civilian populations 

favoured independence and prosperity, not generally the communism advocated by the 

insurgents. The promise of fair and equal treatment for Catholics and a return to normality in 

Northern Ireland, perhaps, would have prevented civilians from supporting the IRA’s 

republican ambitions. Afghans were primarily concerned with the need for employment 

opportunities and security, both of which were threatened by the violent conflict taking place 

between insurgent and security forces. The government must present a vision of the future 

through the information services which meets the ambitions of the civilian population. To 

secure the support of the people, the government needs to be viewed as succeeding and 

 
864 Ministry of Defence (n 344) paras 308 & 502. 



181 

 

progressing towards the goal. Development projects may be useful in this regard if the people 

see the benefits of them. 

 

More than this, however, the citizens need to feel part of the national security effort and be 

invested in the struggle.865 If the people think that the Government’s success is likely, their 

support is more forthcoming. To secure the support of the population, a range of both positive 

and negative incentives are necessary. On the negative front, civilians must be aware that 

activity supporting the insurgency will be met, by law, with a harsh response. Likewise, 

restrictive and irritating framework operations and security practices will take a toll on 

civilian life. Intensifying their use in areas of high insurgent activity, with the promise of 

relaxing restrictions as the insurgents are defeated, provides a positive incentive. Noel Barber 

described an example from Malacca, where this proved to be an effective means of gaining 

the support of the civilian population and driving out the CPM.866 A system of rewards for 

actions that undermine insurgents by the civilian population provides a positive incentive. 

The popular system of bounties for information or weapons in Malaya was an excellent 

means of involving the citizenry in the COIN effort.867 As the security forces demonstrate the 

capacity to protect sources, and especially when they appear to be winning, HUMINT 

opportunities such as ‘walk-ins’ – voluntary agents and informers – will be more 

forthcoming. With every new thread in the HUMINT web, the mounting of successful 

intelligence-led operations becomes more frequent and a snowball effect ensues, with yet 

more sources emerging and enabling further insurgent defeats. 

 

(b) Influencing the insurgents 

Psychological or influence operations against the insurgency are an essential practice in 

COIN. However, while attempting to influence the insurgents, some key themes were 

revealed in this study. Most notable was the spectrum of commitment that exists amongst the 

insurgents identified by Major Watkins in Afghanistan. The implication of this concept is that 

the security forces, through intelligence, should determine where to place a wedge between 

the insurgent ranks. This is likely to be somewhere between the die-hard irreconcilables and 
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those who could reintegrate.868 In Malaya, this was achieved via bounties which led some 

opportunistic insurgents to kill their leaders for a reward.869 Black propaganda, or ideological 

attacks, designed to discredit insurgent leaders and sew discord were also highly influential 

on the insurgents in Malaya. The most developed effort was high-ranking CPM defector Lam 

Swee’s book, My Accusation, which criticised the communist leadership. With around 

100,000 copies of it being airdropped over the jungle, it certainly caused internal conflict 

among the CTs.870 Likewise, where the insurgents experience ethnic tension, or have a divide 

between local and out of area fighters, the security forces can attempt to sow distrust. Once 

this has been achieved, some insurgents may seek to abandon the struggle, particularly as 

security measures and intelligence-led operations close in on them. Informing insurgents how 

they can surrender, what treatment or terms they can expect and showing them evidence of 

insurgents being happily reintegrated, was a powerful tool used in Malaya. It was also 

delivered by both leaflets and Voice Aircraft, suggesting that the successful wielding of 

influence over the insurgents requires the Government’s message to be unavoidable.871 

Resisting the urge to threaten insurgents via leaflets was something that the security forces 

rectified in Malaya but failed to in Afghanistan. It was found that threats stiffened resistance, 

while making the prospect of surrender sound like a courageous escape from dangerous 

insurgent leaders, was more persuasive.872  

 

Influencing the insurgents also means implementing policies or using strategies which 

directly force the insurgents to change their tactics. Government should always be looking for 

opportunities to force the insurgents to behave differently and to put them in a defensive 

posture. In Afghanistan, the surge deployment forced the Taliban to deploy less forces.873 

MOTORMAN, and successive intelligence coups in Northern Ireland, forced the IRA to 

change their tactics, denied them the shelter of their barricades and separated them from their 

communities by prompting the creation of the secretive ASUs. The gold standard in 

influencing insurgent strategy was the implementation of the Briggs Plan in Malaya, 

specifically the food and resource control measures and the resettlement of the rural Chinese.  
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The CPM was forced to dedicate many of its forces to cultivation work, denying the 

insurgency the chance to stage larger style guerrilla attacks which would have undermined 

civilian confidence in the government.874 Seizing the momentum created by successes against 

the insurgents can culminate in a ‘psychological moment’ whereby the security forces may 

capitalise on their influence activities further to convince insurgents to surrender and reassure 

civilians that they are winning.875 No finer example of this exists than the use of recorded 

messages from surrendered communist leaders played by Voice Aircraft in Malaya and ‘Q’ 

operations. 

 

4 Conviction 

 

(a) Acting in accordance with the law 

Within the scope of the British approach to COIN, adherence to English liberal concepts of 

law and order are essential. Conviction is the upholding of these moral norms. By 

establishing clear rules, the state guarantees that both civilian and insurgent will receive fair 

treatment, even where it may be harsh. The reason this philosophical point is relevant is 

because insurgents attack the foundations of liberal democratic society by challenging the 

state’s monopoly over the legitimate exercise of violence. Unlike the insurgent, the state has a 

legitimate recourse to violence because it exercises it in accordance with the law. 876 This 

understanding may be what has previously been conflated into the idea of ‘minimum force.’ 

Sir Robert Thompson describes the need for the state to resist the temptation to act outside of 

the law in responding to an insurgent crisis, but acknowledges that tough measures may be 

required.877 However, so long as they were effective, fairly applied and could be challenged 

in court, the people would remain confident in the government’s contractual obligation to 

them as citizens. Or more simply, the limitations of the law positioned the state as the ‘cops’ 

to the terrorists’ ‘robbers.’878 This moral authority on the part of the state, even in Malaya 

where a democratic tradition had not long existed, won some insurgents over on the 

believable promise of fair treatment.879 That strict measures must be effective is also a key 

 
874 Chin, Ward and Miraflor (n 254) 272–273. 
875 Ramakrishna (n 202) 158. 
876 Wight (n 9). 
877 Sir Robert Thompson, Defeating Communist Insurgency (6th edn, Chatto & Windus 1974) 52. 
878 Thompson (n 877) 52–54. 
879 Ramakrishna (n 202) 154. 
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point raised by Thompson: if harsh policies do not decrease insurgent attacks and civilian 

casualties, the civilian population may become resentful and influenced by the insurgency. 

The purpose of such policies must also be clear. 

 

(b) Clarity of purpose 

It is rare that states choose to engage in a COIN effort; more often than not, an insurgent 

crisis is forced upon them. However, in either case, there must be complete clarity about why 

the security forces are present and what they hope to achieve. For Thompson, in devising his 

set of principles for defeating communist insurgency, the government having a ‘clear political 

aim’ to ‘establish’ an ‘independent state which is politically and economically stable,’ was 

essential.880 So too was having an overall plan to defeat the insurgents.881 Where this aim is 

not clear, the practitioners of a COIN effort will be limited in how they can respond to the 

threat. Afghanistan, with its unclear strategic objectives and the seemingly flagging 

convictions of the various coalition leaders as the war wore on, is a perfect example. In 

particular, the incoherency of the British counternarcotic policy greatly aided the 

insurgents.882 Worse still, the desire to hand off the management of the conflict to local forces 

who were clearly not ready, speaks to why states must have a clarity of purpose when 

conducting COIN, particularly during an intervention. COIN is expensive in terms of lives 

and material and, if a state is not specific in the goals it seeks to achieve by engaging in it, it 

is unlikely to be able to galvanise the necessary local support to succeed. 

 

(c) Resisting the ransoming of peace and addressing subversion 

Finally, a strong sense of conviction enables the understanding that compromise with those 

who seek to continue to use violence to subvert democracy is not essential. The ransoming of 

peace by insurgent groups is a common tactic. Resisting the poisoned chalice of negotiation 

offered by the CPM enabled the Tunku to establish an independent government that inspired 

the people by overcoming intimidation.883 Settling for peace before an insurgent has been 

defeated is an endorsement of the tactic of terrorism and the subversion of democracy by 

violent means. The ambiguity of the peace in Northern Ireland is a testament to the dangers 

 
880 Thompson (n 877) 50–51. 
881 Thompson (n 877) 55. 
882 Rashid (n 571) 226. 
883 Comber (n 106) 284. 
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of reaching a negotiated agreement with insurgents. Not only did the government lie to the 

people and negotiate with the terrorists in secret, but it also rewarded their use of violence by 

enabling them to take part in power sharing agreements.884 The threat of a return to violence 

has thus been allowed to persist. Likewise, such attempts by insurgents to achieve through 

negotiation what they could not take by force, come with little guarantee that the enemy is 

not using the opportunity to reconsolidate. Where conviction and moral principle are weak in 

government, subversion may thrive. In this regard, counterinsurgency itself may be regarded 

as a failure to contain subversion of domestic politics and democratic values prior to the 

terrorists taking up arms. For example, in Malaya, communism spread through the trade 

unions before the MNLA began its attacks on national industries. Republican groups have 

existed for centuries in Northern Ireland but, when the Troubles began, British intelligence 

was outdated and failed to respond to the PIRA/OIRA split.885 How insurgencies can be 

prevented before they emerge is certainly an area that merits further research.  

 

5 Reflection and adaptation 

 

(a) Identifying and responding to failure 

The ability to understand what is working and what is not, and to decisively respond if 

strategies are failing, constitutes the principle of reflection and adaptation. As John Nagl 

suggests, the British have been successful in maintain their adaptability with their security 

forces persisting as learning institutions. Nagl places great emphasis on the organisational 

culture of the British Army for its capacity to reflect on challenges and take successful 

measures to overcome them.886 Examples of changing strategies included the ways in which 

British forces were used in Afghanistan throughout the Army’s tour cycles.887 Various 

changes were made in the tactics used in subsequent deployments. Whilst improvements 

were made, it was also necessary to identify the greater strategic problem in the lack of 

presence. The basic clear, hold, build mechanics of COIN were not operating prior to the 

deployment of the American marines and this should have been addressed by the British. 

 
884 Paul Dixon, ‘The “Real” and “Dirty” Politics of the Northern Ireland Peace Process: A Constructivist Realist 

Critique of Idealism and Conservative Realism’ in Timothy Jerome White (ed), Theories of international 

relations and Northern Ireland (Manchester University Press) 19. 
885 Arascain (n 340) 3. 
886 John A Nagl, Counterinsurgency Lessons From Malaya and Vietnam: Learning to Eat Soup with a Knife 

(Praeger 2002) 216–220. 
887 Egnell (n 753) 304. 
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Reflection in Northern Ireland about the loss of control of the streets to the paramilitaries led 

to an increasing the security force’s previously lacking presence during MOTORMAN. In 

this regard, the principle of reflection and adaptation governs the other principles by ensuring 

that they are incorporated into the model developed by a state engaged in counterinsurgency.  

 

(b) Necessity of creative thinking and evaluating success 

Creative and extraordinary measures are sometimes necessary in COIN. The Briggs Plan 

proposed many ambitious ideas that, because of Briggs’s personal effort to tour the country 

and understand Malaya’s problems, addressed them effectively. However, the subsequent 

Directors of Operations who implemented the Plan did not shy away from making necessary 

evolutions or adjustments: for example, Templer ensured the maintenance of intelligence 

networks lest the CPM’s forces pursue a limited terrorist campaign.888 This example shows 

that even when succeeding, it is necessary to continue to reflect on and evaluate potential 

adaptations in one’s approach. Success in COIN cannot be taken for granted. Each of the case 

studies have shown that the insurgent possesses a remarkable capability to adapt and 

reconfigure his approach to cope with the pressures of government policy. A long-term 

perspective, sources of strategic intelligence (such as bugging Sinn Féin politicians and 

intercepting the CPM’s October 1951 resolution) and an ability to anticipate how the 

insurgency may evolve, are required to maintain success. Various frameworks may also be 

used to evaluate state progress in insurgency. 

 

(c) Evaluative frameworks 

A potentially useful tool in giving full effect to this principle is the use of an evaluative 

framework. While it was ultimately not particularly helpful, the development of the TCAF 

framework in Afghanistan was a step in the right direction to develop a sustainable process of 

reflection throughout the conflict.889 The British also included an outline of the failures of the 

Soviet intervention in Afghanistan in their doctrine although they either lacked the awareness 

or were politically unable to detect many of the same faults in the Western approach. The 

British COIN manual identified the Soviets’ lack of understanding of the Afghan culture’s 

resistance to foreign domination, insufficient efforts to dismantle the Mujahideen’s extensive 

 
888 Comber (n 106) 205. 
889 Wilson and Conway (n 764) 11. 
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external support network, and the unpopularity of their unstable government in Kabul. Most 

ironic of all was the British assessment that Soviet numerical superiority was lacking;890 a 

deficiency they were coming up against while the doctrine was being written. While the 

failings of the Soviet approach were well assessed, a strength in the USSR’s deployment of 

tanks ought to have inspired the British, especially after their Danish and American allies 

proved how potent they were when they arrived. A deficiency of conviction could have also 

been assessed in Afghanistan. While it would likely have been politically difficult to do so, 

those involved in strategic decision-making ought to have asked the questions: Why are we 

here? What do we hope to achieve? And how do we want to leave? By reflecting on these 

questions, necessary adaptations could have been made in the British approach in Helmand. 

 

C Conclusion 

This chapter has established a framework of five principles arising from the analysis of the 

case studies in this thesis. Rather than performing an exhaustive summary of them, the 

previous case analysis chapters are relied upon to provide the foundations for these 

principles. Reference has also been made to seminal COIN theorists’ frameworks to provide 

further evidence. While it is not possible to defeat all possible insurgencies with a single 

model, with the benefit of the experiences the British had in these three distinct and 

complicated conflicts, common principles revealed themselves. Either by their absence or 

through their modelling by the security forces in Malaya, Northern Ireland or Afghanistan, 

these principles guide the development of a successful response to a pernicious and enduring 

feature of man’s political history: insurgency. 

 

 

 

 

 

 
890 Ministry of Defence (n 612) 3–20. 



188 

 

X Conclusion 

 

A Results 

This study has explored three case studies in the British approach to counterinsurgency. In 

each case study, a thorough analysis has been performed which revealed key themes that 

spanned each context. These included the importance of separating civilian from insurgent, 

the administrative level, intelligence-led operations, and the key role played by human 

intelligence.  

 

Over the course of the case studies, technological advancements and developments in 

doctrine have also been traced. Specific attention was given to the developments in signals 

intelligence and the use of aircraft in pursuit of COIN-related ends. The significance of these 

developments has been outlined along with the effectiveness of strategies employed. 

Likewise, the unique role played by special forces in each context was explored and 

contrasted. It was found that while some functions remained the same, there were significant 

developments in the use of SOF in Northern Ireland and Afghanistan. Northern Ireland saw 

advances in integration of SOF with other elements of the security forces and Afghanistan 

saw the philosophy regarding their use change to view deployment of SOF to be in pursuit of 

strategic level objectives.  

 

Very distinct approaches in psychological operations were identified in each case study too. 

While largely absent in Northern Ireland, in Malaya and Afghanistan, a variety of 

psychological warfare techniques were used, and their effectiveness and general approach 

differed greatly. The Malayan method in information warfare was significantly more 

successful than those of the other contexts and played a pivotal role alongside the intelligence 

war. In particular, the use of ‘Q’ operations, bounties, and other means of ‘turning’ insurgents 

and using CTs to fight CTs, were of devastating effectiveness. The visualisation of the 

spectrum of commitment in the Taliban (Figure 2), described by Major Watkins, was a useful 

framing in general for understanding that security forces must place a wedge between 

insurgent cadres. 
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Resulting from this study is also an in-depth analysis of three insurgent movements. The 

deadliest of the three being the Taliban, who possessed a remarkable information war 

capability and considerable endurance. A key theme across all the insurgent movements was 

the external support they received and the way in which they used nearby borders to evade 

the security forces. While in Malaya and Northern Ireland, steps were taken to address the 

permeability of the border regions and to collaborate with authorities in the next state, the 

security forces in in all three case studies ultimately failed to stop the insurgents from 

prospering in the borderlands. Hierarchies and command structures in insurgent movements 

have also been explored with mention of the varying tactics they employ, particularly 

terrorism. The adaptability of insurgencies and their capacity to reform and alter their 

organisation has also been explored with specific reference to the cell structure model. 

 

B Contributions 

Besides consolidating more current sources on the three case studies, exploring each in detail 

and providing comparisons, the primary contribution of this study is the framework of five 

principles which emerged from analysis of the case studies. These principles were: 

1. Presence 

2. Integration 

3. Influence 

4. Conviction 

5. Reflection and Adaptation 

Proposing this framework was done in preference to producing a model based on the 

approaches employed in the three case studies. This was to increase the reliability of the 

result since a composite model informed by three very distinct contexts could potentially be 

inapplicable in other scenarios or cultural environments. In this regard, the study enters into 

the tradition set by COIN theorists such as Sir Robert Thompson who suggest principles that 

may be used to inform the development of a specific plan or model, but do not outline one 

themselves. The framework proposed differs somewhat from Thompson’s seminal work, 

however. Thompson drew on two case studies (Malaya and Vietnam) and his work was 

consulted after the development of the principles in this study So as to ensure that 

Thompson’s principles did not influence the creation of this framework and to determine if 

similar conclusions were reached in isolation.  
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Interestingly, while both Thompson’s and this study’s framework arrived at five principles, 

there was only overlap between principles four and five from this study and Thompson’s first 

three principles. Thompson’s first three principles concerned the government having a clear 

political aim to establish a free and stable nation, a clear plan and acting in accordance with 

the law.891 These ideas were reflected in the principles of conviction and reflection and 

adaptation. Where the framework proposed here differs from Thompson’s work, is in 

establishing the principles of influence, presence, and integration: Thompson’s remaining 

principles concerned tackling subversion and the practical advice of securing cities first, 

before expanding into rural areas.892  

 

C Limitations 

Given that COIN efforts rely on the activities of intelligence services, agents and informers, 

the veil of classification has no doubt limited the analysis possible in this study: specifically, 

though understandably, in analysing the HUMINT dimension in Afghanistan. This prevented 

a thorough comparison with the HUMINT efforts of the other case studies and will date this 

study as potential future revelations arrive: as was no doubt the case for earlier writers 

studying Northern Ireland. While fortunately for the purposes of this study, much information 

has been released regarding the intelligence war and backchannel negotiations, it is possible 

that some details remain undisclosed. The death of Freddie Scappaticci (suspected of being 

Stakeknife) during the research process may prompt further developments.893 Likewise, 

Troubles-related cases continue to go before the courts. While much of the material related to 

Malaya has been declassified, it is also possible that there remains useful content behind a 

layer of secrecy. Time has also been a significant limitation on this study. The addition of 

further case studies would have ensured greater reliability, but could not be analysed as 

deeply within the time available. Furthermore, the study did not consider case studies outside 

of the British approach and thus may not propose a general framework applicable to all 

examples. 

 
891 Thompson (n 877) 50–55. 
892 Thompson (n 877) 55–57. 
893 ‘Freddie Scappaticci: Even in Death, the IRA Double Agent Commands “a Wall of Silence”’ (The Irish 

Times) <https://www.irishtimes.com/ireland/2023/08/12/freddie-scappaticci-even-in-death-the-ira-double-agent-

commands-a-wall-of-silence/> accessed 21 August 2023. 
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D Significance and Implications 

The primary significance of this study is to further advance understanding of the British 

approach in counterinsurgency and to suggest those principles which enable it to be 

successful. Naturally, these principles were not always in full effect during the case studies, 

however, where they were lacking, then the security forces encountered difficulties. As such, 

the principles provided offer an evaluative framework that may be applied to other British 

COIN case studies. This study also characterises the British approach throughout the case 

studies and, addressed in Chapter II, some of the arguments suggested by more revisionist 

theorists that the British approach did not differ significantly from other approaches. In 

establishing the set of principles and identifying key aspects of the approach, this study has 

delineated the British way and therefore invites further comparison with other approaches 

that may be informed by differing moral foundations. 

 

E Potential for Further Research 

A specific comparison could be made between the British method (through the principles 

underpinning it revealed here) and a more illiberal approach to COIN. In determining what 

principles underpin a more illiberal approach, the framework here may be useful as a point of 

comparison and the effectiveness of both liberal and illiberal COIN strategies could be 

compared. Applying the five principles to other British COIN efforts could likewise provide 

potential for further research.  

 

Regarding more specific lines of inquiry for further research, the capacity to prevent 

insurgency from arising in the first place by addressing subversion by potential future 

insurgents warrants exploration. When considering the difficulty the security forces had with 

cross-border insurgencies in each case study, further research into how this enduring feature 

in COIN can be addressed – either through security policy or international relations – would 

be well-placed. Finally, the use of biometric data as a means of separating civilian from 

insurgent deserves further consideration.  
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F Concluding remarks 

This study set out to explore the role of counterinsurgency in the search for security in 

Malaya, Northern Ireland, and Afghanistan. It has achieved this by performing a thorough 

analysis of the various intelligence wars, security policies and insurgent movements present 

in each case study. Recognising insurgency and its use of terrorism as a peculiar evil that 

inflicts suffering and robs societies of the opportunity to determine their destinies, free of 

intimidation, this study sought to gain an understanding of the phenomena to inform 

strategies for defeating it. By proposing a framework of five essential principles, it provides a 

justified analysis of key foundations for the British approach to COIN and may equip 

policymakers with insights useful in addressing insurgent crises in that manner. While some 

may be tempted by the failure in Afghanistan, and the return of great power competition in 

the current age, to view counterinsurgency as an outmoded tradition, it is important to 

remember that an increasingly unstable world only makes the emergence of insurgent threats 

more likely.  
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