
Beating Goliath: Why Insurgencies Win

The David vs. Goliath Battle

In the annals of history, there have been numerous instances where smaller,
weaker forces have triumphed over larger, more powerful ones. These tales of
underdogs achieving victory against all odds have always fascinated people.
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Such victories are not limited to the realm of legends; they can be seen in various
wars and conflicts throughout the world.

The Power of Insurgencies

One particular form of conflict that has repeatedly defied expectations is
insurgency. Insurgencies are asymmetrical warfare strategies employed by
weaker factions against a dominant force, often a government or an occupying
force. Through unconventional tactics and strategies, insurgents aim to
undermine the legitimacy and authority of their opponents.
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While traditional military doctrine focuses on the overwhelming use of force,
superior technology, and structured command hierarchies, insurgencies tend to
rely on guerrilla tactics, stealth, and a deep connection to the local population.
These factors often pose significant challenges to the conventional forces
attempting to suppress the insurgency.
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Historical Examples of Insurgent Victories

Examining historical conflicts, we find numerous instances of insurgencies
prevailing against mighty opponents. One such notable event is the Vietnam War,
where the Viet Cong, a communist insurgency group, successfully resisted
American intervention despite the latter's technological superiority.

Another example is the Afghan resistance against the Soviet Union in the 1980s.
The mujahideen, with their knowledge of the rugged terrain and their ability to
adapt to unconventional warfare, ultimately forced the Soviet Union to withdraw
from Afghanistan.

The ongoing conflict in Syria provides yet another case study. Despite the
intervention of various external powers, including Russia, insurgents have been
able to hold their ground and sustain their resistance.

The Factors Behind Insurgent Success

It is crucial to understand the key factors that contribute to insurgent victories.
These factors play a significant role in shaping the outcomes of these conflicts
and highlight the vulnerabilities of conventional forces.

1. Asymmetry and Adaptability

Insurgents thrive in situations where there is a significant power asymmetry. They
adapt to the circumstances and leverage their knowledge of local terrain, culture,
and networks to gain an advantage over conventional forces. They exploit the
weaknesses of their opponents and continually evolve their strategies to counter
emerging threats.

2. Popular Support and Legitimacy



Insurgents often gain support from the local population due to a variety of factors,
including grievances against the ruling powers, ideological alignment, or promises
of change. This support provides them with crucial resources, such as
intelligence, recruits, and safe havens, enabling them to sustain their operations
and evade capture.

3. Psychological Warfare

Successful insurgencies employ psychological warfare tactics to weaken morale
and undermine the legitimacy of the counter-insurgency forces. Propaganda, fear
tactics, and targeted assassinations are just a few examples of their methods.
These actions contribute to the erosion of public support for the incumbent power,
making the insurgency more potent.

4. External Support and Intervention

Insurgents often receive external support, whether it is in the form of political,
material, or financial aid. This assistance can come from sympathetic neighboring
countries, ideological allies, or global powers pursuing their strategic interests.
Such support enhances the insurgency's capabilities and strengthens its
resilience.

Concluding Thoughts

The phenomenon of insurgencies winning against overpowering forces has
persisted throughout history. It challenges conventional wisdom and emphasizes
the importance of understanding the dynamics of asymmetrical warfare. By
analyzing historical examples and identifying the factors behind insurgent
success, we can gain valuable insights into the vulnerabilities of conventional
forces and the complexity of conflicts.
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Beating Goliath examines the phenomenon of victories by the weak over the
strong—more specifically, insurgencies that succeeded against great powers.
Jeffrey Record reviews eleven insurgent wars from 1775 to the present and
determines why the seemingly weaker side won. He concludes that external
assistance correlates more consistently with insurgent success than any other
explanation. He does not disparage the critical importance of will, strategy, and
strong-side regime type or suggest that external assistance guarantees success.
Indeed, in all cases, some combination of these factors is usually present. But
Record finds few if any cases of unassisted insurgent victories except against the
most decrepit regimes.

Having identified the ingredients of insurgent success, Record examines the
present insurgency in Iraq and whether the United States can win. In so doing,
Record employs a comparative analysis of the Vietnam War and the Iraq War. He
also identifies and assesses the influence of distinctive features of the American
way of war on the U.S. forces’ performance against the Iraqi insurgency.
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Make no mistake: insurgent victories are the exception, not the rule. But when
David does beat Goliath, the consequences can be earth shattering and change
the course of history. Jeffrey Record’s persuasive logic and clear writing make
this timely book a must read for scholars, policymakers, military strategists, and
anyone interested in the Iraq War’s outcome.
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