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SUPPORTINGG THE CIVIL POWER 

Counterinsurgencyy and the Return to Conventional Warfare 

Thee Second World War dramatically upset the existing world order. Superpower rivalry and 
thee sudden and rapid disintegration of Europe's colonial empires were the two prevailing 
politico-militaryy developments to emerge in its wake. In the decades that followed, several 
Europeann countries faced the simultaneous challenge to prepare for a possible large scale 
Soviett attack from the east, and to fight insurgent peoples in their overseas territories in Asia 
andd later also in Africa. After becoming entangled in Vietnam in the 1960s, the Americans 
wouldd eventually also find themselves engaged on two fronts, one "hot" and one "cold". 
Muchh of the specific knowledge of Civil Affairs evaporated with the rapid reductions of the 
vastt ground forces that had fought the Second World War. The British, Canadians, and Aus­
tralianss discarded their specialised capacity to perform military interim government activities, 
leavingg only the U.S. Army in possession of a dedicated Civil Affairs organisation. Neverthe­
less,, Civil Affairs survived in two different forms outside the United States. NATO, founded 
inn 1949 to counter the Soviet threat in Europe, created a special function for Civil-Militar y 
Cooperationn (CIMIC) aimed at coordinating its defensive operations on the German plains 
withh the local government institutions and population. Unlike the Americans, however, the 
Europeann allies did not train personnel and failed to create an organisation for this function. 
Civill  affairs and civil-military cooperation also re-emerged as a prominent aspect of the fight 
againstt insurgencies in the colonies, although, for the most part, not specifically designated in 
thosee terms or as a concept at the time. Defining this type of warfare is crucial to understand­
ingg the second theme in of this work, the role of military forces in internal security operations 
andd the pivotal role of civil-military cooperation in successfully executing this type of mis­
sion.. Following an introduction into irregular warfare and the problematic search for a mili­
taryy answer, this chapter centres on the British approach in Malaya in the 1950s, which has 
oftenn been regarded a "model campaign" and "textbook case in counterinsurgency." It stood 
outt for a number of reasons, but most of all for its adequate balance between civilian and 
militaryy measures and eventually the high degree of coordination and cooperation between 
soldiers,, civil administrators and police. 
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Imperiall  Policing 
Thee wide array of terminology that has been created to name the fight against irregular oppo­
nentss in war is reflective of "the profound discomfort of conventional armed forces with 
unconventionall  war."1 Soldiers often did not see suppressing revolts as their job, instead 
consideringg it a task for the civil administration and its police forces. Military support was to 
bee offered as a last resort. In practice, military forces would continuously be called upon and 
oncee engaged, steadily increased their role in pacifying colonized territories. "Small wars" 
wass a term that emerged in the course of the nineteenth century in both the British and Dutch 
colonies.. It echoed the Spanish word guerrilla that became internationally known during Lord 
Wellington'ss campaign against Napoleon's forces in the Iberian Peninsula 1808-1813, where 
hee cooperated extensively with local irregular fighters sabotaging and ambushing the French 
behindd enemy lines. The word guerrilla-warfare has been commonly used for the tactics em­
ployedd by irregulars in support of a conventional war, while "insurgency" was coined for an 
autonomouss struggle to overthrow the existing government. The similarity in tactics em­
ployedd by guerrillas and insurgents caused the terms to be used interchangeably. Both often 
chosee to wear no uniforms, melted away in the civilian population, and preferred hit and run 
tacticss instead of open battle. 

Priorr to the Second World War, the British commonly used the term "imperial polic­
ing""  to describe military operations against insurgents in their colonies. The Dutch used "poli­
tico-policee tasks" in the Netherlands East-Indies and continued to use the term "police ac­
tions""  in 1947-1949 to emphasize the illegitimacy of the enemy who in their view were 
nothingg but rebels and bandits who challenged the sovereign power. The Americans kept 
usingg "small wars" as the generic term to describe policing their zone of influence in Central 
Americaa and their colonial adventure in the Philippine Islands in the early twentieth century.2 

Afterr the Second World War "counterinsurgency" and from the 1960s "counter-revolutionary 
warfare""  were added to the list by the British to describe their answer to the insurgencies by 
nationalistt and often Communist movements. During the Vietnam War the American Army, 
afterr taking over from the French in the South, came up with a host of new terminologies to 
distinguishh between the different elements of unconventional military operations. The central 
tenett was to remove "counter" from the parlance and as a result "stabilization operations" 
becamee the term preferred by the U.S. Army.3 In 1971 the British General Frank Kitson, who 
foughtt in Malaya and played a major role in successfully suppressing an insurgency in Kenya 
inn the 1950s, introduced a new umbrella-term in his book Low Intensity Operations to distin­
guishh it from "high-intensity" conventional military operations as in for instance the Second 
Worldd War, and included peacekeeping in this category. Low intensity operations became the 
commonn term used in the 1980s until the U.S. military establishment, who increasingly dis­
playedd their unease with anything other than symmetric warfare, came up with "Military 
Operationss Other Than War" in the early 1990s in order to lump together anything the armed 
forcess considered to be outside their primary scope. "Stabilization operations" would re-
emergee at the turn of the century after operations in Bosnia and Kosovo slowly convinced 
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U.S.. military leaders they had an inescapable role to play in the murky area between all-out 
warr and peace. 

Accordingg to counterinsurgency expert Thomas Mockaitis all of these terms were used 
too describe essentially the same phenomenon. This is correct if peacekeeping—with its em­
phasiss on impartiality instead of the defeat of an enemy—is left out as a category. What most 
off  these types of operations have in common is their attempt to defeat an enemy that refused 
too fight on the government's terms, when the government's armed forces are clearly better 
equippedd for open battle. Driven by some ideology, mostly nationalism or Communism and 
oftenn a powerful mix of both, the insurgent group's political aim was traditionally meant to 
createe a new order by overthrowing the established government. Insurgency is not by defini­
tionn civil war, but may be one or escalate into one by splitting a society along ethnic, ideo­
logicall  or geographic lines. The insurgents start from a position of weakness and traditionally 
combinee subversion, guerrilla warfare, and terrorism, but could move toward more conven­
tionall  forms of warfare. The Malayan insurgents tried to follow the classic method of Com­
munistt seizure of power preached by Mao Tse-Tung, but failed. Mao distinguished three 
distinctt stages in the Communist struggle for power: guerrilla warfare, mobile warfare and 
positionall  warfare. The stages were not necessarily consecutive and had to be handled flexibly 
whilee adapting to the enemy, but after the first stage of Mao's classical rural insurgency, 
whichh was aimed at wearing down the government and winning the population to the cause of 
thee revolution, some of the elite small guerrilla units could merge into large formations to 
attackk the government forces at the time and place of their choosing. The third and last phase 
wass all out conventional war to dislodge the government and its foreign supporters from the 
country.. Ho Chi Minh succeeded in driving the French from Indo-China in 1954 after suc­
cessfullyy executing what can be considered the second stage in an open battle at Diem Bien 
Phu.. Mao had progressed to the third stage when he defeated the nationalist Chinese in 1949 
andd so did the Communist Vietnamese when they delivered the final blow to the South Viet­
namesee government with conventional armed forces in 1975 after the Americans had with­
drawnn the bulk of their troops in the preceding years. For insurgents to win militarily, they 
usuallyy had to progress to the higher stages for which they often relied on foreign backing. 
However,, they often did not even have to win as much as wear down the enemy to the point 
wheree lack of resources, but most often the lack of will did the job. In the colonies or during 
foreignn intervention the disparity of will was often caused by the fact that insurgents posed no 
threatt to the foreign power's survival. "The guerrilla wins if he does not lose", Henry Kiss­
ingerr wrote in 1969. "The conventional army loses if it does not win."5 

Probablyy the most dominant feature in fighting insurgencies was the limited learning 
processs within western armies. In the course of the mostly protracted colonial wars the proc­
esss was slow and in between campaigns hard-won knowledge invariably withered away. As a 
resultt western governments and their armies had a poor record in defeating insurgencies. The 
Dutchh colonial army in the East Indies in the nineteenth century is a case in point. At the 
outsett of every new campaign since 1830 the army advanced in large columns of heavily 
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armedd forces, including cavalry and artillery in search of the elusive enemy and a decisive 
battlee to win. In campaigns that often lasted more than a decade, lessons would be slowly 
learnedd by some visionary commanders who adapted their organisation and tactics to the 
enemy.. The vicious war that started in 1873 in Atjeh in the northern part of Sumatra pro­
gressedd disastrously for the Dutch until in the end of the century. Only then was the struggle 
slowlyy won by employing light and flexible constabulary-type forces, called the Korps Mare-
chausee,chausee, and by prioritising a steady, but intensive pacification campaign aimed at controlling 
territoryy rather than killing the enemy. The tactics employed in the campaign included a 
strongg emphasis on intelligence gathering. After the final remnants of resistance were quashed 
inn the Indies in 1910, decades of relative peace followed in the Indies. Not until 1928 were the 
lessons—thee bulk of which was learned thirty years earlier—officially codified and translated 
intoo official learning material for a new generation of officers. Although the handbook's 
overalll  emphasis was on military tactics and techniques it incorporated a chapters on coopera­
tionn with civilian authorities and one on the soldier's posture towards the indigenous popula­
tion.. At times the Dutch colonial army had been obliged to exercise military government in 
unrulyy areas, but overall the lessons were surprisingly enlightened. It strongly advised against 
collectivee punishment by burning homes and crops ("scuttle and burn") as had been common 
wisdomm in the previous century.6 

Otherr colonial armies fared littl e better in the nineteenth century. The British Army 
hadd extreme difficulty adapting to the sophisticated guerrilla tactics employed by the South 
Africann Boers in 1899-1901. What often saved colonial armies in the days of traditional colo­
niall  policing was their ability to rely on their superior firepower, the ^discriminate use of 
force,, summary justice and collective punishment for the population in order to suppress 
insurgencies.. In the course of the twentieth century with a more critical media such methods 
weree increasingly hard to apply, but at the time the press was hyper-patriotic and mostly 
uncritical.. Reporters were totally dependent on the military for access to the battlefield, if they 
everr came close at all. When reported in the European press, harsh repressive measures only 
seemedd to raise widespread indignation when applied to fellow white men—and women and 
children—inn South Africa.7 Only after the Second World War did colonial armies constantly 
havee to answer to international and domestic opinion, which heavily politicized insurgencies 
andd the struggles to counter them. 

Onee explanation for not adopting more effective means of military and political action 
wass inadequate learning and the overall aversion to a type of warfare that was not considered 
thee army's proper role. Even when serving in the colonies, the officer corps oriented itself 
mainlyy to military developments in the homeland, where rapid technical advances were made. 
Thee profound military conservatism of the day also manifested itself in Europe, where devel­
opmentss in tactics dramatically lagged behind advances in weaponry, which resulted in trench 
warfaree and stalemate during the First World War. Poor adaptation while fighting irregular 
opponentss can also be traced to the complexity of the necessary methods, which depended on 
aa delicate balance between civil and military measures and therefore cooperation with, and 
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supportt of, the civilian "other." As we have seen when looking at military government, sol­
dierss prefer to operate in what they hope or expect to be an exclusively military domain. 
Presumablyy because soldiers do not consider the causes for unrest and wider political aspects 
off  a military problem, these aspects and the question of how to deal with them were left out of 
thee meagre available learning material in the British and Dutch colonial armies. 

Whereass learning in the Dutch colonial Army all but stagnated in the interwar period 
afterr the introduction of formal doctrine, the British steadily progressed. Free from serious 
internall  uprisings, the Dutch focussed on the growing conventional threat from Japan in the 
1930s.. Unlike most other European armed forces, the small professional British Army "was in 
manyy respects an imperial police force for which conventional warfare was the interruption." 
Nevertheless,, the literature of the interwar period was "meagre indeed for an army that faced 
200 years of nearly continuous insurgency."8 There was very littl e formal learning and teaching 
att military colleges. Paradoxically, despite the steady stream of experience in Ireland, India, 
Burma,, and Palestine, the British started to preserve the lessons of the more complex aspects 
off  internal security operations in doctrine and literature only after the great campaigns were 
over—justt like the Dutch. The same was true in the United States, where the U.S. Marine 
Corpss published an elaborate and sophisticated Small Wars Manual in 1940. Prior to 1960 
theree was no substantial body of literature on colonial policing or counterinsurgency in Britain 
andd only in the 1960s were British officers in the Staff College of the Royal Military Acad­
emyy at Sandhurst taught more than staff work involved in the purely military aspects of cor­
donn and search and other such operations.9 Only then did the wider political background and 
broaderr principles of counterinsurgency become standard teaching. 

Mockaitiss argues that British learning did not progress through formal channels, but 
byy the application of three broad principles of minimum force, civil-military cooperation and 
tacticall  flexibility . Although these principles evolved unevenly during the consecutive internal 
securityy operations, they were "passed on as traditional wisdom from one generation of offi­
cerss and civil servants to the next with almost no effort made to formulate doctrine, and little 
attentionn paid to preserving past experience in an organised fashion."10 What made them 
responsivee to unofficial learning was their acceptance of internal security operations as a 
regularr task for the military. In quoting the 1923 Army manual, Duties in Aid of the Civil 
Power,Power, Mockaitis emphasised that British soldiers were constantly reminded that their mis­
sionn was "not the annihilation of an enemy but the suppression of a temporary disorder, and 
thereforee the degree of force to be employed must be directed to that which is necessary to 
restoree order and must never exceed it."11 Rod Thornton has argued that the minimum force 
philosophyy was produced by a mixture of ethical principles that can be traced back to Victo­
rianrian values, and pragmatic considerations. Clearly ethics would have lost out if the British had 
nott slowly become convinced that in order to rule over their vast empire effectively, the colo­
niall  yoke had to be as light as possible. 

Thiss is not to say that the British Army has not been guilty of excesses during imperial 
policingg and counterinsurgency in the twentieth century. Despite their wide and continuous 
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experiencee the British clung to "certain bad habits with remarkable tenacity." Since the Brit­
ishh Army persisted in dealing with each insurgency on a ad hoc basis, they often fell back on 
measuress such as collective punishment, eventhough it proved largely ineffective. They relied 
onn collective punishment during the insurgency in Ireland where, like in previous colonial 
wars,, instead of winning the people to the case of the government by positive incentives and 
protection,, they resorted to measures such as burning people's houses. After the first World 
Warr the newly created Royal Air Force was a rather blunt instrument used to subdue tribes­
menn in the Middle East and employed to police the Empire's borders in the most cost effec­
tivee manner. The most infamous example of indiscriminate force by the British in the colonies 
wass the shooting of between 200 and 379 Sikh protesters at Amritsar in India. However, while 
performingg this role the deliberate or thoughtless destruction of life was clearly the exception 
ratherr than the rule there was clearly an upward learning curve as a result of informally trans­
ferredd lessons within the British regiments.12 

Thee emphasis after the First World War on the British Army's role in support of civil 
administrationn and civil police asked for a high degree of civil-military cooperation. Coopera­
tionn certainly had its ups and downs in this period as it always involved the thorny question of 
whetherr soldiers or civilians were in control. Cooperation between the military, police and 
civill  government in Ireland was poor while fighting the Irish Republican Army (IRA) in 
1919-1921.. The initial solution had been to call on the military once local insurgent cells 
becamee active and a situation threatened to get out of control. Once the local military com­
manderr deemed his intervention necessary, he would assume command, but cease to coordi­
natee his efforts with the local civilian authorities once he handed over responsibility to the 
civiliann police. During joint police-military actions or patrols the usual uncertainty over who 
wass in command prevailed. In Ireland poor cooperation between the military and police had a 
stiflingg effect on successful intelligence gathering and sharing, the key to finding and fighting 
thee insurgents, for which the police—more familiar with the local situation—were essential. 

Whenn the situation threatened to become uncontrollable for local administration and 
police,, calls were usually heard for the introduction of martial law, which in many ways 
resembledd military government. The usual first step taken by the government, quite different 
fromm martial law, was calling a state of emergency whereby the civil government continued to 
exercisee control and military forces acted in their support and under civilian direction at the 
highestt level. The provisions of the state of emergency, usually a set of emergency regulations 
forr arrest and detention in relation to arms possession and support to the insurgents, give legal 
backingg to actions by soldiers, police and civil government officials to control violence. Mar­
tiall  law was a more drastic measure. It implied full-scale takeover by the military commander 
off  central or local government institutions, soldiers running public services, officers giving 
orderss to the police and criminals being tried by military courts.13 

Callss for unity of command under military leadership were frequent in the turbulent 
cornerss of the British Empire. In the French colonies they were the preferred solution to creat­
ingg "unity of effort" between soldiers and civilians during emergencies.14 In his analysis of 
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Britishh counterinsurgency between 1919 and 1960 Mockaitis concluded that "[p]erhaps too 
muchh has been made of the debate over unity of command in counterinsurgency. The British 
experiencee suggests that co-operation between civil and military authorities rather than rigid 
controll  by either is what is required." This system worked in the provinces and districts as 
longg as there were clear political directives on the overall aim of the campaign from the top. 
Whenn delegating total control to military officers, the solutions tended to become militarized 
withh a single emphasis on security, whereas successful counterinsurgency called for measures 
inn the political, economic and social sphere. It made officers less accountable to civilian poli­
ticianss and more likely to rely on the maximum use of force. Clear political directives, the 
primee condition for successful civil-military cooperation, proved problematic in for instance 
Irelandd and Palestine, where no political solution was offered. Between 1919 and the end of 
thee colonial counterinsurgency campaigns in 1960 ad hoc civil-military cooperation slowly 
evolvedd into a system with constant liaison, sometimes with soldiers and police operating out 
off  a joint headquarters, and eventually into the elaborate "committee system" of civil adminis­
trators,, police and military commanders on all levels of government that proved so effective 
inn Malaya. 

Thee third principle ingrained in British military culture was tactical flexibility . In order 
too allow the Army to adapt to the constantly changing types of conflict and to an enemy that 
failedd to "play by the rules", much authority had to be delegated to local commanders. This 
meantt that command had to be decentralized and the army needed to operate in small units, 
withh much latitude for battalion, company and even platoon commanders. Rigid control at the 
centree had proved counterproductive. In Burma, India and Palestine, cooperation with their 
civiliann counterparts on the regional and district level in order to find local solutions to spe­
cificc problems were the best guarantee for adequate intelligence gathering. However, by 1945 
muchh of the traditional wisdom of the interwar period had been temporarily abandoned on the 
battlefieldss of the Second World War, where the tactical emphasis on military operations was 
onn army groups and divisions rather than battalions and platoons. For the troops faced with 
thee Jewish insurgency in Palestine in the immediate post-war years, most of the available 
manualss and pamphlets from the interwar period focussed on the purely military aspects and 
cadetss in the 1940s early 1950s were no longer trained in duties in aid of the civil power.16 

Integratingg the Civil and Militar y Spheres in Malaya 
Afterr seven months of British military government following the Japanese defeat, the British 
inauguratedd the Malayan Union in April 1946. Under the new constitution citizenship and 
equall  rights were granted to the Malayan Chinese minority that constituted thirty-eight per­
centt of the population and Indians, comprising twelve percent. However, the Malay majority 
thatt made up almost half of the population and had been traditionally in adrninistrative control 
underr British supervision, refused to accept shared political control. The minorities consisted 
off  former immigrant workers that had been brought in during previous decades to work on 
Malaya'ss wealthy rubber plantations and tin mines. The enlightened measures were premature 
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andd after serious opposition from the Malay elite the British returned to a federal system in 
earlyy 1948. Power was thus restored to the nine Malay sultans that had traditionally ruled the 
country'ss nine states with British administrative advisors operating in a classic system of 
indirectt rule. 

Inn the Malay-dominated Federation less than twenty percent of the Malayan Chinese 
qualifiedd for citizenship. The Chinese labourers had traditionally been discriminated against 
andd had endured much hardship as a result of their Communist-inspired armed opposition 
againstt the Japanese, while the Malays had passively collaborated. Over 400,000 of the Chi­
nesee minority were "squatters", subsistence fanners living on illegally occupied land on the 
junglee fringes, where they had fled during the Japanese occupation. By 1948, law and order 
hadd seriously deteriorated, and early that year the predominantly Chinese Malayan Commu­
nistt Party (MCP) called for open rebellion and guerrilla operations. The dormant wartime 
guerrillaa cells were reactivated. It was on the squatters that the jungle army depended for its 
support,, in the form of supplies of food and clothing, information and recruits. Thick jungle 
andd rugged mountains covered eighty percent of the Malayan peninsula and provided the 
guerrillass with a perfect hideout from which to launch their campaign to gain control over the 
rurall  villages and ultimately urban centres. The remainder of the country was predominantly 
coveredd with rubber plantations. 

Thee Malayan campaign can be divided into three consecutive phases. The first "defen­
sivee phase" lasted from 1948 to 1951. The second "offensive phase" started in 1952 and 
endedd in 1955, when the insurgency was effectively broken. The remainder of the campaign 
wass spent consolidating the gains previously made by preparing the Malayan government for 
self-government.. Independence was granted to Malaya in 1957, but mopping up operations 
continuedd until 1960. The insurgency seriously began in May and June 1948 when many lives 
weree lost in a wave of terror. The MCP's military wing, the Communist Malayan Races Lib­
erationn Army (MRLA) mostly used hit and run tactics against isolated police stations rubber 
plantations,, tin mines and moving vehicles. Initially the terror was quite ^discriminate and 
managedd to alienate a large part of the apathetic public, but violence after 1950 was concen­
tratedd against Europeans, government officials and Chinese who refused to cooperate with the 
MCP.. In order to retain popular support the British had to avoid the mistakes made in Ireland, 
wheree their counter-terror operations alienated a large part of the initially neutral public. They 
alsoo had to steer clear of the problems in Palestine, where—as in Ireland—no political solu­
tionn was offered that might have addressed the legitimate grievances of the insurgents. 

Ass much of the rural areas were in chaos calls for drastic legislation and a state of 
emergencyy became louder. The government initially restricted introducing these measures that 
couldd have provoked indignation and unrest rather than ameliorating the situation. The usual 
packagee of emergency laws quite rigorously infringed on basic civil right. By the end of 1948 
ninee hundred people had died at the hands of the guerrillas. Emergency Regulations were 
introduced,, but prior to 1950 the government was by no means able to enforce them. The 
locall  police force of 9,000 constables was far too small and as a result the available military 
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