The Afghanistan COIN strategy slides have become infamous.  Unfortunately I cannot locate, high or low, the leaked text that the diagrams were (apparently) attached to. Engle quoted three good lines from the report: 

"According to an unclassified military document from the office of the Joint Chiefs of Staff obtained by NBC News, the COIN strategy has a basic goal. The document says to successfully conduct a counterinsurgency, U.S. and NATO forces "must accomplish three tasks simultaneously":

- "Influence insurgent-minded individuals to adopt a neutral disposition."

- "Influence neutral-minded individuals to adopt a supportive disposition."

- "Retain supportive individuals." "

The diagram is meant to show ways that these tasks may be carried out.  Yet the majority of people who saw the diagram wanted to criticize it without any consideration of its content.  The following post from an Army officer recommends caution: 

Kevin G.

Fort Leavenworth, KS

December 17th, 2009

4:25 am

While I appreciated the balanced insight provided by Richard Engel in his original post (1), subsequent coverage by the NYT (2) and now even Stephen Colbert of this detailed systems analysis of the “Dynamic Planning for Counterinsurgency in Afghanistan” (3) lacked the professionalism required for this subject. Even many of the readers’ comments seemed to demonstrate the lack of depth of understanding or at least appreciation for the complexity of the challenges that we are facing in Afghanistan and the entire region. If there were ever any “straight lines to victory” in any war, a perceptive enemy would likely obstruct them anyway. For those interested in learning more about the foundation of GEN McChrystal’s “new” strategy and what the U.S. Government is doing to contribute to this “whole of government” approach to “focus on the population” can read more in the U.S. Army Field Manual (FM) 3-24, Counterinsurgency. As there is no one clear solution for any conflict, it takes dedicated professionals, both those in the military and civilian volunteers, to first design a comprehensive plan in support of a host nation’s government and then be flexible in the execution and adapt to the changing situation. I’m thankful for other war correspondents like Michael Yon (4) or Lara Logan (5) who have devoted their lives to reporting the truth on the ground in Iraq and Afghanistan to help the common citizen understand some of the challenges that our deployed service members face and see incredible photos of the local populace for themselves. I look forward to any more constructive contributions to this and the countless other blogs, forums, and websites where we are trying to both inform every interested person on our efforts and balance the collective national security interests for all nations.

Respectfully, Kevin G. – MAJ, U.S. Army

(The views expressed are those of the author and do not represent the official position of the U. S. Army.)

1. http://worldblog.msnbc.msn.com/archive/2009/12/02/2140281.aspx 
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http://atwar.blogs.nytimes.com/2009/12/03/finding-victory-in-a-plate-of-pasta/#preview  

3.http:...

http://atwar.blogs.nytimes.com/2009/12/11/afghandyland-where-you-cant-win-and-you-cant-quit/ 

4.http:...

5.http:...

Tough guy talk, on other blogs, seems to go completely overboard and reject any analysis. Trapper (in the link below) is a small voice of caution, like Kevin G. above.  He first is compelled to agree with his comrades in order to establish his chops, but he then point out that maybe, just maybe, there is something to learn about the concepts of COIN.

http://usacac.army.mil/blog/blogs/coin/archive/2009/12/22/winning-the-war-through-power-point-dilbert-leads-the-coin-fight.aspx 

Elsewhere, the 'sophisticated', State-side, clean-hands put-down goes something like this:  "That the illustration and accompanying document were leaked suggest its drafter’s were indeed proud of their work. This sort of thing is seen within military circles as cutting-edge, an attempt to render things in a formal, almost scientific manner. This approach of course gives cover for all manner of crimes in the meantime for they have been given the veneer of respectability by such graphics and equations."

Go back and look at the Colbert piece more carefully.  As is often the case, he gets somebody laughing, and then turns it around just a little bit to show that the people who are laughing might not have it right either.  He ridicules the diagram, then shows the diagrams that the laughers seem to want as the alternative.  He shows the "simple" diagrams used by the Russians and the British.  They are kill enemy, win, and drink vodka (or drink tea, an inferior strategy).  Simple, in both these cases, was stupid. Everybody says that complexity exists and shouldn't be ignored.  If you then go ahead and think about that complexity, why is that suddenly wrong?  

We have to get some ground rules established: 

- it is complex

- COIN concepts aren't everything, but they can help direct your attention

- when communicating and discussing COIN concepts, it is sometimes helpful to use a visualization

- details matter and are worth discussing

- it is important to maintain context

The original slide pack obviously was intended to be presented, and the presenter would say things like, "Let's talk about this yellow section now."  You weren't meant to look at any detail at that point, just preview the subject matter and show its context.  Then you looked at some links, none of which was "key", and all of which needed to work together, making the important point that there are some things that might make sense taken in isolation, such as torching a house, but that won't work out well, given the larger objectives. 

So now we do a few things that recognize what is good about the analysis and present different in ways that meet certain objections.  But we are not going to please people who reject analysis of complexity as such, or ‘people in Washington,’ or ‘Powerpoint.’  We think that is wrong, and reflects a strain of anti-intellectualism that will get a lot of people killed and lose wars. 
