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The post 9/11 era has been character
ized by western nations struggling in 

fighting ”small wars” with strategies and 
concepts that has proven to be outdated 
against resilient insurgencies in Afghanis
tan and Iraq. Over the years it has become 
more and more obvious for policymakers 
as well as for militaries that a new ap
proach was and is necessary because of the 
visible fact that insurgencies have fought 
and still seem to be able to fight western 
forces to a stalemate. We just have to re
mind ourselves that the war in Afghanistan 
has been going on substantially longer 
than the Second World War. More than 
eight years of fighting in Afghanistan has 
brutally convinced citizens in the West that 
there is no hope for this war to end soon. At 
the same time a general tendency among 
politicians and top militaries in the western 
world, except the USA, is that they show 
clear difficulties in explaining what kind 
of conflict we are dealing with  and hardly 
admit that the troops are fighting a war. 

In The Accidental Guerilla,  the auth
or skilfully guides the reader through 
key aspects concerning the face of 
wars fought in our time and he does so 
from an extraordinary insight into what 
insurgencies are about. The book has 
been very well received and has by the 
well-known thinker on modern warfare, 
former US Army Lieutenant Colonel and 
Doctor John Nagl, been characterized as 
the most important book yet written on 
the wars being fought today. Kilcullen 
manages to express who and what we 
are fighting as well as the phenomenon 
that constitutes wars in our time and why 
westerners in general have such difficul
ties in dealing with them. When reading 
The Accidental Guerilla it becomes very 
clear that the Taliban, alQaida and its 
affiliates try their very best to avoid the 
strengths of western military capabilities 
by exploiting their weaknesess and to the 
credit of the author he gives examples  of 
how this can be done. 

Fighting wars in our time
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The strategy of the insurgents has a 
global aim, which is to exhaust the opin-
ions in the West as well as their militaries 
by creating situations that force western 
countries into a neverending series of 
protracted interventions around the world 
of which Afghanistan and Iraq serve as 
illuminating examples. The author’s view 
is that military interventions into areas 
dominated by conflict entrepreneurs who 
use terror as their tactical tool has created 
an ”accidental guerilla” syndrome which 
is more precisely about people that are 
fighting, not because of hatred but be
cause they oppose foreign forces on their 
soil who threaten their way of living. The 
frustration of these mostly local people has 
skillfully been exploited by the Taliban,  
al-Qaida and its affiliates, actors that have 
been very successful in both Afghanistan 
and Iraq when it comes to the creation of 
tens of thousands of  ”accidental guerillas”, 
which has had a vast political impact in the 
muslim world as well as Islamic diasporas 
– not least in the West.

These ”accidental guerillas” seem to be 
the main body of soldiers needed for the 
insurgents to battle the West. According 
to Kilcullen, these people are not driven 
by religion or ideology, but more by a 
feeling that we are trying to destroy their 
lifestyle and he clearly believe that the 
west should avoid fighting these people. He 
also warns against the obvious tendency of 
dealing with upcoming conflicts as part of 
a world-spanning  al-Qaida plot, the aim 
of which is to create the Islamic caliphate, 

tendencies and attitudes that play directly 
into  al-Qaida’s hands. 

David Kilcullen is originally an Austra
lian Army officer and he left the service 
with substantial operational experience 
as a Lieutenant Colonel. Today he is a 
doctor in political anthropology and has 
undertaken an impressing amount of 
qualified case studies from Afghanistan, 
East-Timor, Iraq, Thailand and Pakistan 
– research results that support his views. 
But the author has not only been a well
informed spectator but he has also been 
involved in developing strategies aimed 
at turning the tide towards an upper hand 
against the insurgents. In that role he has 
served as the US State Deparment’s chief 
strategist for counterterrorism, as advisor 
to General David Petraeus in Iraq as well 
as being Secretary of State Condoleezza 
Rice’s counterinsurgency troubleshooter 
in Afghanistan. This is a person who de
fenitely has a message to give his readers 
irrespective of whether they serve at the 
startegic policy level, the operational or 
at the tactical level because his experience 
has a lot to offer those practising coun
terinsurgency.

However, the thoughts of Kilcullen 
are of most value for those civilian and 
military top figures that shape policy and 
the author emphasizes the importance of 
an effective political strategy in order to 
build the legitimacy of local governing 
authorities by protecting the people, which 
is the basis for a safe environment and the 
coordination of civilian and military plans 
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as well as their execution and actions taken 
for building effective military and police 
forces through training them, equipping 
them and organizing them.

Kilcullen opposes western military large-
scale engagements in the Islamic parts of the 
world such as we have seen in Afghanistan 
and Iraq. Instead, he recommends lighter 
footprints like training assistance to local 
militaries and the police and partnership 
programmes with  goverments  that cover 
the whole spectrum of societal support. In 
other words, the author argues for strategies 
based on local conditions, which means a 
culture of the people and societal conditions 
in general. This approach has its roots in 
Kilcullen’s profession as an anthropologist 
and it should be added that the development 
of robust, workable strategies for conflicts 
like the ongoing ones in Afghanistan and 
Iraq needs additional views to those pro
vided by political scientists, international 
relations experts, game theorists and mili
tary theoriticians. There is certainly room 
for ”soft sciences” such as anthropology.

Implementation of that view is a reality 
and cultural awareness training at the tacti
cal level needs a parallel at the strategic one 
in the form of inputs from socio-cultural 
anthropologists, which will aid those 
responsible for the formulation and execu
tion of military strategy in conflicts/wars 
having been characterized by Sir Rupert 
Smith as ”wars amongst the people”.          

The Accidental Guerilla offers insights 
of the utmost value into the type of asymet
ric wars that are dominating in our times 
and create such challenges for the political 
as well as miltary establishment. Readers 
of David Kilcullen’s book should therefore 
naturally be found among the uniformed 
and non-uniformed policymak ers and 
they are highly recommended to find time 
needed for reading this highly wellin
formed book. Having made this hopefully 
observed recommendation, it is, at least 
from the reviewer’s point of view, more 
the academics and officers in the lower 
and middle ranks that are discussing and 
commenting Kilcullen, which, of course, 
is highly valuable for them. To quote the 
well-known British Professor Hew Stra
chan ”command rests on knowledge and a 
grasp of reality, not on preconception and 
nostrums learned by rote”, words that can 
be complemented by a statement by the 
likewise well-known British Doctor John 
Mackinlay who asserts  that Britain needs 
its own General Petraeus, to which could 
be added – who doesn’t.  

The reviewer is a Lieutenant Colonel and 
serves at the National Defence University 
in Finland at the Department for Strategic 
and Defence Studies. He is a member of the 
Royal Swedish Academy of War Sciences 
and is the Editor of its journal KKrVAHT.

          
                         


