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Abstract 
 
 

THE ROLE OF ISLAM IN WINNING HEARTS AND MINDS IN IRAQ 
 
 

 The United States is involved in a counter insurgency effort in Iraq.    The 

commander should understand concepts of warfare within Islamic tradition, and be able to 

identify similarities and differences to the way Americans carry out military operations.  

Rules of Engagement, actions taken in accordance to the Law of War, and even the rationale 

for taking action can all be framed in terms that achieve United States operational and 

strategic objectives, but still reflect Islamic values and culture.  The commander must find 

ways to communicate this information to the Iraqi people relying on a variety of means in 

order to win the hearts and minds of the Iraqi people.  In order to win the battle for the 

support of the population, the commander must communicate in a manner that resonates 

culturally and especially religiously with the Iraqi people. 
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The Role of Islam in Winning Hearts and Minds in Iraq 

 
Cultural and religious ignorance of allies and enemies negatively 

impact coalition coherence, mask enemy and expose friendly centers of 
gravity, delay or deter operational success, and influence conflict 
termination…  

    -Colonel Calvin M. Swain Jr., USMC1 
 
Introduction 
 

Whether or not United States forces were prepared for an insurgency in Iraq, they 

have been dealing with one since the summer of 2003 to a greater or lesser degree.  When 

dealing with insurgents it is crucial that the forces utilized have a solid understanding of the 

culture in which the insurgency exists.  “The center of gravity in counterinsurgency warfare 

is the target nation’s population, not the insurgent forces. Key to defeating an insurgent 

movement is winning the “hearts and minds” of the local population.”2  In fighting the war 

for hearts and minds the commander needs to be aware of public opinion and deny public 

support for the insurgents while gaining support for coalition forces. The United States has 

not been winning the war for the hearts and minds of the Iraqi people.   One of the reasons 

for this is a lack of knowledge of the culture.    

A major component of  Iraqi culture is the religion Islam.  Lieutenant Colonel 

William Wunderle US Army, Middle East Foreign Area Officer, argues that “we need to 

improve our capacity to understand foreign cultures and societies.”3    The commander 

should understand concepts of warfare within Islamic tradition and be able to identify 

similarities to the way Americans carry out military operations.  Rules of Engagement, 

actions taken in accordance to the Law of War, and even the rationale for taking action can 

all be framed in terms that achieve United States operational and strategic objectives, but still 

reflect Islamic values and culture.  The commander must use a variety of resources to 
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communicate the similarities between the American methods and any relevant Islamic 

teaching in order to have a greater impact on the local population and gain support for 

coalition forces.  In order to win the battle for the support of the population, the commander 

must communicate in a manner that resonates culturally and especially religiously with the 

Iraqi people. 

Public Opinion, the Center of Gravity 

The public opinion of the Iraqi people was critical to the mission of the Combined 

Joint Task Force 7.  Public opinion in Iraq in early 2004 was reflected in a poll which had 

found “that 78.8 percent of Iraqis have little or no confidence in US and British forces.”4 One 

author concluded that “not only have coalition forces gained the title of being one of the most 

mistrusted institutions in Iraq, but they have failed in the summer, fall and winter of 2003 to 

rectify this precarious condition.”5  Another article from mid 2004 reported that “overall 

attitudes toward the United States and the Coalition Provisional Authority are extremely 

negative. Only 27 percent have a favorable opinion of the CPA, and just 23 percent have a 

favorable opinion of the United States.”6  While public opinion polls do vary and are not 

consistent throughout the 2003-2005 time period, a fair assessment of these various indices 

indicate that United States forces have not had a great deal of public support.   

Winning the hearts and minds of the people is crucial for the Task Force Commander. 

The popular support of the Iraqis is the operational center of gravity of the insurgency.    To 

attack the center of gravity, the commander needs to communicate to the Iraqi people in a 

way that resonates with the Islamic culture.  Whether it is considered operational fires using 

Psychological Operations or it is considered Information Operations makes little difference if 

the popular support of the Iraqis can be gained.  As long as the center of gravity is attacked 
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making full use of Islamic culture and tradition, popular support for the insurgents can be 

undermined.  In order to accomplish this, Islamic teachings especially as they apply to 

warfare, need to be understood. 

Islam and Jihad 

Prior to discussing warfare in terms of Islam, it must be noted that Islam is not a 

monolithic religion.  There is an extremely wide diversity of viewpoints held by Muslims 

concerning warfare and jihad.  Exponents of a variety of viewpoints may all seek to base 

their arguments on the Quran and the historic teachings of Islam, but may arrive at very 

different conclusions.  There are some within the extremist segments of Islam who do not 

hold many of the interpretations put forward in the following sections, but would instead use 

Islam to justify terrorism.7  The sources quoted below represent more moderate views, but 

these views are most appropriate when finding similarities with views held by the United 

States, and for use in winning the hearts and minds of the Iraqi people. 

When discussing warfare in Islamic terms it is necessary to understand the historical 

context out of which the teachings come.  Islam experienced warfare almost from its 

inception when the prophet was forced to leave Mecca. “Of the 27 battles in which Prophet 

Muhammad played a direct or indirect role, the first 18 defended the Muslims against the 

Meccans and the other nine he initiated against the Meccans and tribes in Arabia.”8  

Following the death of the prophet Mohammed there were wars for the control of Islam 

between different sects.  There were then the Crusades by the Europeans, and invasion by the 

Mongols, and further wars between Muslim leaders and their neighbors.  In the 19th and 20th 

centuries there were wars against European colonial powers.  There is disagreement among 

scholars as to whether or not warfare is endemic to Islam.  Bernard Lewis argues that Islam is 
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perpetually in a “canonically obligatory state of war”9 with brief moments of truce.  Hilmi 

Zawati differs from Lewis and argues that “peace is the rule and war is the exception in 

Islam."10  Whether the exception or the rule, warfare has been prominent throughout the 

history of Islam.   

 In order to understand the Islamic framework for war and peace one must have at 

least a cursory knowledge of the term jihad and its various meanings.  Jihad has been 

translated as “holy war” of which James Turner Johnson writes:  "the term has the power to 

fire the blood, to cause passions to surge, to pump new life into otherwise dormant causes; 

conversely, the foreboding instilled by a threat of holy war can make the blood run cold and 

render the prudent timid."11  There is little doubt as to the volatility of the term jihad, but the 

problem lies in the various usages of the term.    While the term has been used by Al-Qaeda 

as well as Saddam12 as a rally cry against the United States, it is a complex term with a 

variety of meanings derived largely from the context in which it is used.   

Jihad literally means struggle and can refer to a spiritual struggle as well as to 

warfare.  Lieutenant Commander Youssef Aboul-Enein gives an accurate and succinct 

discussion of jihad.  “The requirement to participate in a jihad could be met in several ways: 

by waging war a) with the heart, b) with the tongue, c) with the hands, and d) with the sword. 

Jihad also means a personal struggle to live as a true Muslim."13  Context is everything in 

discussions that relate to jihad.   

 With regard to warfare, there are teachings within the Quran, the hadiths (sayings of 

the prophet Mohammad), and the writings of important Islamic jurists that regulate the 

conduct of warfare in the Islamic context.  Zawati writes:  

Islamic international law recognizes that war, by its nature, implies violence 
and suffering.  Therefore, as a highly practical and realistic law, it does not require 
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Muslim jihadists to love their enemies nor to receive then with damask roses, but, 
strictly, lays down humane rules governing the conduct of war, and the treatment of 
enemy persons and property.  Limiting violence to the necessities of war, Islamic 
international law differentiates between combatants and civilians, as well as between 
military and civilian objects in time of war.14  
 
These teachings can be important to the commander on the ground in Iraq.  If the 

commander can apply these teachings to communicate the way in which the United States 

forces operate, the commander’s words may carry more weight with the population.  This is 

not to say that the commander should describe the forces as being part of Islam or that he 

seeks to justify all actions with quotations from the Quran.  The commander can merely point 

out the actions of the forces are in accordance with United States law, International law, and 

may even be consistent with standards held within Islam.  The commander should use images 

and language that reflect the cultural attitudes of the audience.   

Law of War and Islamic Teaching 

 The United States military avoids causing unnecessary suffering in its use of force 

following established Rules of Engagement and in accordance with the Law of Armed 

Conflict.  The Law of War describes it in this way:   

It is especially forbidden . . . to employ arms, projectiles or material calculated 
to cause unnecessary suffering.” (HR, art. 23e.) This principle applies to the legality 
of weapons. Combatants may not use arms that are per se calculated to cause 
unnecessary suffering, sometimes referred to as superfluous injury (e.g., projectiles 
filled with glass, irregularly shaped bullets, dum-dum rounds, lances with barbed 
heads).15 
 

Within Islamic teaching a parallel might be found in the prohibition of the use of poisoned 

weapons and certain prohibitions regarding beheading.16 

 A major focus for United States forces is the principle of discrimination and 

distinction in the use of force.  This principle requires that combatants be distinguished from 

noncombatants, and that military objectives be distinguished from protected property or 
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protected places. Parties to a conflict shall direct their operations only against combatants and 

military objectives.17 Not only is it spelled out in the Law of War, but it was part of the Rules 

of Engagement during Operation IRAQI FREEDOM: 

c. Do not strike any of the following except in self-defense to protect yourself, your 
unit, friendly forces, and designated persons or property under your control: 
• Civilians 
• Hospitals, mosques, churches, shrines, schools, museums, national monuments, and 
any other historical and cultural sites. 
d. Do not fire into civilian populated areas or buildings unless the enemy is using 
them for military purposes or if necessary for your self-defense. Minimize collateral 
damage.18 
 

Islamic teachings on the principle of discrimination are not significantly different from those 

used by the United States.  There are prohibitions against the following: 

"• No killing of women, children, and innocents―these might include hermits, monks, or 

other religious leaders who were deemed noncombatants; 

• No wanton killing of livestock and animals; 

• No burning or destruction of trees and orchards; and, 

• No destruction of wells."19 

There were also protections in place for churches as Islam spread.  Churches were 

usually respected as Islam spread into formerly Christian lands.20  Again a parallel could be 

made in the way that mosques were not intentionally targeted as the United States’ forces 

moved into Iraq (see the Rules of Engagement above). 

 A more complicated subject in terms of the Law of War has to do with Prisoners of 

War and enemy combatants.  The Operational Law Handbook states that a legal combatant:  

(6) If captured, must be treated humanely; and 
(7) If captured, is entitled to prisoner of war status. 
b. 1949 Geneva Conventions criteria (GPW, art. 4; GWS, art. 13.) Combatants 
include: the regular armed forces of a State Party to the conflict; militia, volunteer 
corps, and organized resistance movements belonging to a State Party to the conflict 
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that are under responsible command, wear a fixed distinctive sign recognizable at a 
distance, carry their arms openly, and abide by the laws of war; and members of 
armed forces of a government not recognized by a detaining authority or occupying 
power. This list is a summary, but is not intended to be comprehensive or complete. 
c. Unprivileged belligerents. Unprivileged belligerents may include spies, saboteurs, 
or civilians who are participating in the hostilities or who otherwise engage in 
unauthorized attacks or other combatant acts. Unprivileged belligerents are not 
entitled to prisoner of war status, and may be prosecuted under the domestic law of 
the captor.21 
 

In light of Abu Ghraib, it may be a hard sell for the commander that the United States has 

consistently treated its prisoners according to United States laws let alone the parallels found 

within Islam.  The best that can be done is to indicate that those responsible for the past 

abuses have been tried and punished, and show how today the detainees are being treated 

according to the Law of War and the teachings of Islam.  Zawati describes the treatment of 

prisoners based on a modern Islamic document: 

Article 7 (of the Universal Islamic Declaration of Human Rights) also 
emphasized the right to protection against torture.  It states that ‘No person shall be 
subjected to torture in mind or body, or degraded, or threatened with injury either to 
himself or to anyone related to or held dear by him, or forcibly made to confess to the 
commission of a crime, or forced to consent to an act which is injurious to his 
interests.'22   
 

Islam Online, an Islamic website cites the teaching of modern Islamic jurists who write:  

In Islam, manners and morals are part and parcel of the Islamic creed. It is for 
this reason that Islam TOTALLY PROHIBITS abusing, insulting and reviling any 
prisoner of war, let alone slaying him like a sheep!  This is what is clarified by the 
late Sheikh Muhammad Abu Zahrah, in his book Concept of War in Islam; it reads: 
‘Islam advocates clemency with captives. History has never known warriors so 
merciful to their captives as the early Muslims who followed the teachings of their 
religion. Numerous religious texts demand clemency with captives.  Prisoners are 
usually taken when a battle is at its height and there is danger that rage may lead the 
victorious warriors to harm those who have been defeated in order to take revenge. 
The Prophet, however urged his followers to treat their captives with clemency. He 
said to them ‘You are recommended to treat your captives kindly.’23 
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Democratic Motives and Islam 

For most of the ethical rules that govern the use of operational forces within the 

United States’ context there are parallels to be found within Islam teachings, either in 

traditional teachings or in more modern documents.  Even discussions of freedom and 

democracy can be discussed in language that might resonate with Muslims better than using 

an American model. Language regarding freedom can be found in the Universal Islamic 

Declaration of Human Rights where the second right discussed is the right to freedom: 

a) Man is born free.  No inroads shall be made on his right to liberty except under the 
authority and in due process of the Law. 
b) Every individual and every people has the inalienable right to freedom in all its 
forms-physical, cultural, economic, and political-and shall be entitled to struggle by 
all available means against any infringement or abrogation of this right; and every 
oppressed individual or people has a legitimate claim to the support of other 
individuals and/or peoples in such a struggle.24   

 
While this statement does have differences from United States concepts and in the 21st 

century, "struggle by all available means" may not accurately reflect western political 

thought, there are enough similarities that could allow for it to be useful at least in part.  

Even one of the reasons for jihad is seen as the removal of an evil ruler following the 

precept that “no obedience to any creature is disobedience to the Creator.”25 Most Muslims 

are in agreement as to the character of Saddam Hussein and the need to remove him from 

power.  Again, not only can the commander characterize the regime change in terms of self-

defense of the United States and the security of the region, but can agree with Muslims as to 

the injustice of his reign in terms of any religion.  The next task is how to put forth the 

message.   
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Islam Friendly Information Operations 

 The first course of action is to train the Iraqi police and military not only according to 

the International Law of Armed Conflict but also develop training that is culturally relevant 

to the Muslim soldiers and police.  The Coalition Military Assistance Training Teams are 

training the soldiers “in human rights and the law of land warfare."26  If they  incorporate 

Islamic sources along with traditional United States and International sources in the training, 

this might reflect positively on the United States’ effort. 

  Insights into how coalition forces conduct themselves consistent with Islamic 

culture are crucial.  The troops on the ground who have daily contact with Iraqis need to 

receive training including the nuances of Islamic culture, and be able to show respect for that 

culture in both word and deed.     

Psychological Operations produce information for distribution in all phases of an 

operation.  One commentator wrote recently regarding psychological operations in post-

combat Iraq, “The end result is that, regardless of who wins the firefights, our enemies win 

one psychological victory after another. In a type of war where the moral and mental levels 

far outweigh the physical level, it is not hard to see where that road ends.”27  Psychological 

Operations that resonate with the people because the images and language are from their 

Islamic tradition are key.  The Psychological Operations component has used newspaper and 

radio to get the word out.  “Trust is vital to accomplishing our mission. We do not want to 

break the trust between the people and us”, said Capt. Ian Clunies-Ross Commander of the 

portable radio station outside of Fallujah.28  Trust would come faster if the truth that they put 

forward was framed within the Islamic culture.    
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 Along with the Psychological Warfare communications, the commander may utilize 

the Iraqi media and even Aljazeera to communicate to the Iraqis.   This is not without pitfalls, 

since Aljazeera has historically had an anti-American bias.  Despite the bias, Aljazeera is a 

powerful news source throughout the Muslim world and any viewpoint that a commander 

could disseminate that resonated with a Muslim audience could be effective assuming that it 

was not too badly edited. 

 The internet is another way of putting forth a positive message in a culturally relevant  

manner.  Aljazeera has a website that gives a less than favorable view of the United States.  

Islam Online quotes Muslim leaders and news sources, most of whom are openly 

antagonistic to the actions of the United States.  Many of the Islamic radicals also have their 

own websites.  New websites could be used or existing sites might be influenced if the 

message was culturally relevant.   If done using Psychological Operations as operational fires 

or viewed as Information Warfare, all media resources can be exploited. 

 The most effective method of describing our action in terms of Islamic culture would 

be to have moderate Imams or Mullahs speak out in favor of the conduct of United States’ 

forces.  If an Imam described the United States treatment of prisoners as being consistent 

with Islam, that would go a long way to move beyond the Abu Ghraib fiasco and help 

coalition forces gain legitimacy in the Muslim world.  One Muslim religious leader, Sheikh 

Faysal Mawlawi, Deputy Chairman of the European Council for Fatwa and Research wrote 

“This (removing the dictator) may be possible if we are really convinced that the American 

invaders will help the Iraqis remove the ruling regime and that they will give freedom to the 

Iraqis.”29 Unfortunately this Sheikh was not convinced and doubted the motives of the United 

States.  If several Iraqi religious leaders  would speak out in favor of United States military 
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actions, that would be a major step toward winning popular support.  This is especially 

important since the religious leaders are trusted more than any other group in Iraq.30 

Counter-arguments 

 There are several potential counter arguments to why framing United States military 

operations in a style that might appeal to Muslims may not be effective.  One possible reason 

is that some view modern Islamic thought to be inherently anti-American.  While this may be 

true of “Islamist” sects and some Islamic fundamentalists, there are within Islam moderate 

positions with viewpoints that are favorable to the United States.  There are some voices 

giving some support to the United States even from within Iraq. “Iraqi President, Ghazi al-

Yawer, a Sunni Muslim, said while coalition forces had made some mistakes during their 

tenure in Iraq, their contribution to Iraq has been positive. "...to be fair...I think all in all it 

was positive, the contribution of the foreign forces in Iraq”, al-Yawer said. "It was worth 

it.”31  There has also been at least one fatwa (teaching by a religious leader) by the Ayatollah 

Ali Sistani of Najaf that was favorable to the United States.32  While there are a majority of 

voices coming out of Islam who are opposed to the United States, it is not inherent to Islam 

itself.  Building on small successes in the popular opinion of Iraqi Muslims may even help to 

gain popular support and undermine support for the insurgents.   

Some might argue that focusing on religion is not relevant to winning the hearts and 

minds.  This argument is very ethnocentric and assumes that the role of religion is the same 

in the Muslim world as it is in the United States.  Too often United States personnel are 

guilty of mirror imaging in terms of the role of religion in their own culture where the 

separation of church and state has been a major factor especially during the last 40 years.33   

Studying Islam presents an intellectual challenge to Americans. Muslims 
generally regard unity of politics and religion as the ideal and, therefore, mix faith 
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and war together. American political tradition, on the other hand, enshrines the clear 
separation of church and state. Americans are by nature skeptical of religion intruding 
into politics.34 

 
For most Muslims today and throughout their history this has not been the case.  In 

Lieutenant Colonel William Wunderle’s cultural brief he explains:   

The West: The basic unit of human organization is the nation.  In American 
usage, this is virtually synonymous with country.  This is then subdivided in various 
ways, one of which is by religion.   
Muslims: Tend to see not a nation subdivided into religious groups, but a religion 
subdivided into nations. Islam is not so much a religion as a form of life, not so much 
a theological system as a pattern for personal and social conduct based on an active 
consciousness of God.35   
 

Ninety-seven percent of the Iraqi people are Muslim,36  and while religion is not the only 

cultural factor that the commander must take into consideration in order to win the hearts and 

minds of the Iraqi people, it is a dominant cultural factor in Iraq. 

 One of the dangers in using quotes from Islamic tradition is that the commander may 

be perceived as veiling imperialism in the shroud of Islam.  This has the potential of 

offending people and giving support to the insurgents. In order to avoid giving offense, the 

commander must have Iraqi Muslims, including some clerics, who will give the necessary 

feedback to the commander. It would be better yet if they would make the statements instead 

of the commander.    

 Some might argue that there is no reason to appeal to the religious aspect of the Iraqi 

culture because Iraq has been one of the most secular nations in the Middle East.  Iraq is still 

97% Muslim37 and even Saddam Hussein who was known as a secularist, framed his call to 

arms in Islamic terms.38  Because the Iraqis may appear more “western” than other nations in 

the Middle East is no reason to believe that Islam is any less a part of the culture.  The 

popularity of the Shiite political parties indicates the religious sentiment of a large portion of 



 13

the population.  Descriptions of events by average Iraqis are often put in a religious context 

such as this statement. "It's not the man who exploded himself who's a martyr," Mr. Jasim 

said as the body washer wiped away dried blood. "He wasn't a true Muslim. This is the 

martyr. What religion asks people to blow themselves up? It's not written in the Koran."39  

While it may be correct to say that Iraq is more “western” than some other Middle East 

countries, it is no less Muslim. 

 A final criticism of the premise of this paper is that there are no reliable metrics to 

measure the effects of the above mentioned Information Operations that use Islamic images 

and language.  One could look to public opinion polls, but those have many variables that 

could influence the results.  This criticism is valid in that there are no established metrics to 

measure the effectiveness of such operations; however, it is obvious what happens when the 

United States forces conduct operations in a manner which is offensive to Islamic culture.  

The Abu-Ghraib fiasco is the most obvious example of this.  Still, this criticism has validity 

and some type of metrics will have to be established, probably using some type of polling 

procedures. 

Recommendations to the Commander 

1. Locate experts on Islamic culture, history and law.  It is easy to move forward in 

operations that make complete sense within the American framework but that may deeply 

offend Muslims.  An example of this might be the treatment of detainees.  While nothing that 

the United States troops have done is in any way comparable to the treatment of prisoners 

under Hussein or the treatment of prisoners by the insurgents, they may still be treating 

detainees in ways that are demeaning to Muslims, especially regarding nudity in the presence 
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of females.  While nudity is not uncommon in United States prisons, an expert on Islamic 

culture might be able to inform the commander as to how this would be viewed by Iraqis.  

2. Train the troops on the ground.  While classes in culture are part of the briefs that 

United States military forces receive prior to entering Iraq, much more could be done with 

forces who will have contact with Iraqis.  A hundred positive acts can be offset in public 

opinion by one culturally insensitive act.  Many unit Chaplains have received some training 

in the Muslim religion and culture and may augment the local experts in order to provide the 

appropriate level of training. 

3. Use all media outlets available to engender the support of the Iraqi people.  As 

mentioned above, Psychological Operations, Information Warfare, or just Public Affairs need 

to be used to communicate the good that the United States forces are doing in a culturally 

relevant manner.  News that counters the support of the insurgency locally or Islamist 

fundamentalism regionally, must be disseminated.  Lieutenant Colonel McClanahan argues:  

“Infrequently there are useful editorials written by respected clerics and liberal Muslim 

intellectuals that are pro-US and/or anti-bin Laden.  It would be in the US’ best interests to 

ensure these articles get maximum visibility by passing the editorials on to other Muslim web 

pages and newspapers.”40  The Islamic fundamentalists make great use of the media in order 

to spread anti-American information and undermine the United States forces’ public support 

in Iraq and throughout the Islamic world.  The commander must wage warfare via the media 

if the enemy’s center of gravity, popular support, is to be attacked. 

4. Develop relationships with Imams, Ayatollahs, and other respected Islamic scholars 

and media personnel who will speak out in favor of the United States actions when 

appropriate.  Lieutenant Colonel McClanahan suggests that “the most influential Muslim 



 15

opinion shapers are media spokespersons, religious leaders and scholars.”41  These people 

can give legitimacy to the policies and actions of the United States forces, and help to gain 

the support of the local population.  They will naturally communicate to the people within the 

Islamic framework. 

5. Highlight when possible the just actions of the United States in contrast to the unjust 

actions of the insurgents.  Take note when the insurgents blatantly violate Islamic teachings 

and tradition as they carry out their attacks, and in the way they treat prisoners.  Take special 

note of how they treat women, fellow Muslims, and children since there are clear 

prohibitions against their mistreatment.  Without saying that United States’ personnel are 

better Muslims than the insurgents, discuss the actions in terms of justice being sensitive to 

Islamic teaching in this area.  Again rely on local experts to help formulate such statements, 

and it would be better yet if a Muslim spokesperson could disseminate such information. 

6. Emphasize that most of the American forces are “people of the book” and by 

tradition are not the same as “infidels” due to the similarities between Islam and 

Christianity.  This may be uncomfortable for many military personnel since the United States 

by tradition seeks to keep religion out of the governmental arena.  Lieutenant Commander 

Aboul-Ennein writes 

It is crucial that Muslims defuse modern radical efforts to categorize Christians 
and Jews as enemies who are essentially no different than polytheists. It is most 
important to address and revise the presence of such ideas in educational materials, 
lectures and sermons, and in fact, the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia’s efforts to rein in 
and reform these products hopefully will ameliorate these attitudes as a part of the 
reformation of jihadist worldviews.42 

 
Any way that the commander can build on the similarities between Iraqis and the United 

States forces can help in the arena of public opinion. 
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Conclusion 

 Within the context of military operations other than war, such as counter insurgency 

and stabilization operations, military might is not always the most important factor.  While 

security is necessary for the reconstruction of Iraqi society, it may not be the highest priority 

even for the military commander.  In order for the insurgency to be defeated, public support 

for the insurgents must be denied and undercut.  Public support is the center of gravity that 

must be “attacked” in order to destroy the insurgency.  Without the Maoist pond of public 

support, the insurgency will wither in the desert sun.  This center of gravity is not attacked 

with tanks and mortars, but by good works and good words.  The words used to explain the 

conduct of United States military personnel must be culturally relevant for there to be 

understanding and trust with the Iraqi people.  United States personnel must have some 

understanding of the Islamic context in which they serve.  This applies not only in Iraq, but 

throughout the Muslim world.   Their language and actions must reflect a respect for and 

knowledge of Islam.   

The way in which the United States conducts itself in war is consistent with many 

Islamic teachings.  It must therefore be explained in those terms as well as in more traditional 

ways such as the Law of War and Rules of Engagement.  If these concepts as well as other 

concepts related to the motives of the United States can be expressed within the Islamic 

framework, then Iraqi public support may be won leaving the insurgents vulnerable.  United 

States’ forces can build on the good will generated by the Iraqi elections.   By avoiding 

further incidents like Abu Ghraib, they will gain public support as they continue to respect 

the rich Islamic traditions of the Iraqi people.   
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