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Introduction and Method     

Since the Korean Action of 1950-53, the conventional military forces of the United States 

have engaged in fights around the world across the spectrum of conflict, from state-on-state wars 

to clandestine security-centric undertakings and most everything in between. Irrespective of the 

strategic problem or objective, the military ‘toolbox,’ composed of Army, Navy, Air Force, 

Marine and Special Forces capabilities, has been conventional. This raises a key question, which 

is the focus of this paper: in the context of the unconventional conflicts the US military finds 

itself fighting, are conventional forces of the manoeuvre warfare school suited for the missions 

they are ordered to undertake? This paper seeks to answer this question, arguing that 

conventional forces are capable of winning unconventional wars because their measured, precise 

and targeted applications of force enable them to participate in the comprehensive approaches 

required to overcome wicked problems and resolve conflicts in the 21
st
 century security 

environment.  

This task is undertaken through a five-step approach. I begin framing a common 

understanding of the concepts to be considered by placing the concept of manoeuvre in the 

context of war. I then outline the differences between conventional and unconventional war, 

exploring some prominent unconventional warfare activities. I argue that the tenants of 

manoeuvre warfare encompass a wide breadth of activities that can defeat either a conventional 

or unconventional adversary.  

In the second section, the discussion of unconventional warfare is situated in a 21
st
 

century context, arguing that ‘wicked problems’ have become the most persistent and difficult 

issues facing modern states and that this trend will continue into the future.  
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The third section looks to the past, examining military engagements in unconventional 

wars to understand what right and wrong outcomes look like. Based on observations made by 

those experienced in fighting unconventional conflicts, I propose a common understanding of 

‘winning’ or the ‘desired end state’ by defining the pitfalls military action must avoid when 

conducting these actions, and argue that ‘victory’ in unconventional war is a nebulous concept, 

best understood as the inverse of failure. 

Section four argues that conventional military forces employing manoeuvre-centric 

doctrine are capable of winning unconventional wars the measured, precisely targeted 

application of force, contributing to a comprehensive solution that achieves a desirable end state 

while avoiding the pitfalls of undesirable outcomes. Further reflecting on contemporary 

conflicts, this section discusses the evolutions in strategic thinking that are driving current 

developments in Comprehensive Approach (CA) doctrine, arguing that this is an evolution of the 

tenants of manoeuvre warfare on a whole-of-government scale to address the breadth and 

complexity of wicked problems. Finally, this section explains the roles that conventional military 

forces fill in a CA campaign, and situates this military participation in a context of the roles of 

other stakeholders. From this understanding, the efficacy of comprehensive approaches to 

security problems can be better quantified. 

Lastly, I argue the continued relevance of maintaining large-scale conventional forces in 

the 21
st
 century. Evidenced by the U.S. experience in Iraq from 2003-2010, post-conflict 

environment stability and security operations require substantial conventional military forces. 

Credible deterrence and force sustainment also demand large scale forces that are conventionally 

generated, equipped and trained. Future force generation activities will continue to prepare the 
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conventional army to fight unconventional wars and implement comprehensive solutions; these 

are essential preparations in order to succeed in the security operations of tomorrow. 

       

Defining the Terms: Manoeuvre and Attrition as Complementary Ideas 

Manoeuvre as a modern concept of war was born from the U.S. military’s conventional 

response to the building threat from Warsaw Pact force superiority.
1
 Over the decades that 

followed, bolstered by a massive U.S. influence on global military thinking, manoeuvre became 

widely accepted as a both “a style of warfare and a generic concept of operation.”
2
 In this late 

20
th

 century context, manoeuvre is action that attacks “the enemy’s cohesion through a variety of 

rapid, focused, and unexpected actions, which create a turbulent and rapidly deteriorating 

situation with which the enemy cannot cope.”
3
 Manoeuvre in this context is not the physical 

movement of forces for its own sake, but rather a sum of intellectual acts that combine both 

destructive power (fires) and movement, intelligently designed to overwhelm the command and 

control structure of the adversary to the point where it can no longer function. This action seeks 

to disrupt, and ultimately destroy an opponent’s equilibrium. Put simply, “[the opponent] can no 

longer respond in a coordinated fashion to the moves of [his adversary].”
4
  

Academic study of manoeuvre warfare is based, not insubstantially, on the premise that 

there is an inverse theory; Attrition Warfare.  Attrition seeks an opponent’s defeat solely through 

“killing and destruction [of the opponent’s fighting mass], whereas manoeuvre defeats by 

                                                 
1
 William F. Owen, “The Manoeuvre Warfare Fraud.” Small Wars Journal, September 2008, 1. 

2
 Ibid. 

3
 MCDP-1 ‘War fighting’ page 73   

4
 Robert H. Scales, “A Sword with Two Edges: Maneuver Warfare in the 21

st
 Century,” in Future Warfare: 

Anthology. Revised edition (Carlisle Barracks, PA: U.S. Army War College Strategic Studies Institute, 2001), 76-77. 
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attacking those components without which the greater body of the enemy cannot fight, such as 

command and logistics.”
5
 FMFM 1 offers the following definition:  

Warfare by attrition seeks victory through the cumulative destruction of 

the enemy’s material assets by superior firepower and technology. An attritionist 

sees the enemy as targets to be engaged and destroyed systematically. Thus the 

focus is on efficiency lead to a methodical, almost scientific approach to war.
6
 

 

Arguments differentiating manoeuvre from attrition assert that manoeuvre is skilled while 

attrition is clumsy.
7
 In his accounting of the U.S. experience in Vietnam, Palmer, an officer of 

the U.S. army and military practitioner, applies this very argument: “attrition is not a strategy. It 

is, in fact, irrefutable proof of the absence of any strategy. A commander who resorts to attrition 

admits his failure to conceive of an alternative.”
8
 Owen counters this thinking, arguing that any 

construct placing manoeuvre in opposition to attrition is false; “it makes no sense to favour one 

form over the other. To do so is to limit available options by slavish adherence to ways over 

ends.”
9
 Attempts to place manoeuvre and attrition within a spectrum of warfare also fail to 

adequately capture a functional distinction between the two; they are best explained and 

understood as complementary ideas, rather than distinct theoretical approaches to war.
10

 To 

further clarify this point, consider the circumstance where manoeuvre gains a position of 

advantage relative to an opponent, and this advantageous position is then used to violently attrite 

an opposing force.
11

 In Race to the Swift, Richard Simpkin sees the basis of manoeuvre theory as 

pre-emption and surprise, where manoeuvre drew success from “the seizure of opportunity.”
12

 

                                                 
5
 William F. Owen, “The Manoeuvre Warfare Fraud.” Small Wars Journal, September 2008, 1 

6
 FMFM-1 ‘War fighting’ page 28   

7
 William F. Owen, “The Manoeuvre Warfare Fraud.” Small Wars Journal, September 2008, 2. 

8
 Dave R. Palmer, Summons of the Trumpet: U.S. – Vietnam in Perspective. (Novato: Presidio Press, 1978), 117. 

9
 William F. Owen, “The Manoeuvre Warfare Fraud.” Small Wars Journal, September 2008, 2. 

10
 Ibid. 

11
 William F. Owen, “The Manoeuvre Warfare Fraud.” Small Wars Journal, September 2008, 8. 

12
 Richard E. Simpkin, Race to the Swift: Thoughts on 21

st
 Century Warfare. London: Pavillion, 1998. In William F. 

Owen, “The Manoeuvre Warfare Fraud.” Small Wars Journal, September 2008, 7. 
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Complementing the allocation and positioning of forces, the utility of attrition is evidenced 

through its ability to “deter an opponent, or force him to comply by making him fear harm and 

therefore, perhaps, for the user to win without fighting.”
13

  

In support of this reasoning, consider that “despite having 20 years of Manoeuvre 

Warfare doctrine behind them, U.S. Marines do not appear to have any discomfort or 

unfamiliarity with regard to employing attritional methods.”
14

  The difficulty in war is 

appreciating which style, tactic, design or approach will work best in a changing situation.  

Eric Walters further reinforces the argument that manoeuvre and attrition are complimentary, 

recalling “the insight and mental agility of General U.S. Grant, who showed his mastery of one 

style of war in the Vicksburg campaign of 1863 and quite another in his drive towards Richmond 

in 1864.”
15

 

Critics voice legitimate concerns that, during peace, the focus of manoeuvre often turns 

to designing bloodless wars and shortchanges the continuing requirement to maintain capable, 

conventional forces.  But, as Walters and Owen agree, “nobody argues vociferously against 

operating at higher tempos or having better focus against enemy weaknesses instead of strengths 

[and] nobody disagrees that shattering enemy cohesion and will is a good thing when you can do 

it.”
16

  

 

 

 

                                                 
13

 Ibid. 
14

 Eric Walters, “Fraud or Fuzziness? Dissecting William Owen's Critique of Maneuver Warfare.” Small Wars 

Journal Blog, Last modified 15 September 2008 http://smallwarsjournal.com/blog/fraud-or-fuzziness-dissecting-

william-owens-critique-of-maneuver-warfare 
15

 Ibid. 
16

 Eric Walters, “Fraud or Fuzziness? Dissecting William Owen's Critique of Maneuver Warfare.” Small Wars 

Journal Blog, Last modified 15 September 2008 http://smallwarsjournal.com/blog/fraud-or-fuzziness-dissecting-

william-owens-critique-of-maneuver-warfare 
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Defining the Terms: Conventional and Unconventional Warfare 

There is another type of warfare—new in its intensity, ancient in its origin—war 

by guerrillas, subversives, insurgents, assassins; war by ambush instead of by 

combat, by infiltration instead of aggression, seeking victory by eroding and 

exhausting the enemy instead of engaging him. It preys on unrest. The ultimate 

goal of this type of warfare is to motivate an enemy to stop attacking or resisting 

even if it has the ability to continue.  

 

– John F. Kennedy 

  

In addition to understanding the discourse surrounding manoeuvre and attrition warfare, 

differentiation must be made between conventional war and irregular war. An internet search 

provides a widely accepted definition of conventional wars as “the open military confrontations 

that occur between states, fought by uniformed forces using conventional weapons and tactics, 

seeking to defeat the adversary through destruction of their war making capacity or seizure of 

territory.”
17

 The forces on each side of a conventional war are well-defined, trained, equipped 

and sustained by the state, and fight using weapons that primarily target the opponent's military 

with the objective of negating the opponent’s continuing ability to engage on the battlefield. 
18

 

 

In contrast to conventional warfare, irregular war departs from the recognized 

conventions or “normative, regulative and cognitive” practices of inter-state warfighting.
19

 

Although irregular warfare may employ a full range of military and paramilitary capabilities, it 

favors indirect and asymmetric approaches to fighting in order to erode the adversary’s power, 

influence, and will. It is inherently a protracted struggle that will test the resolve of a state and its 

strategic partners. Where conventional warfare reduces the opponent's military capability, 

                                                 
17

 Wikipedia. “Conventional Warfare” Last accessed 11 May 2015. 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Conventional_warfare 
18

 Ibid. 
19

 Eric Ouellet and Pierre C. Pahlavi, “Institutional Analysis and Irregular Warfare: A Case Study of the French 

Army in Algeria 1954–1960” The Journal of Strategic Studies 34, no. 6 (December 2011): 799–824. 
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irregular wars seek to achieve military victory through acquiescence, capitulation, or clandestine 

support for one side of an existing conflict. Irregular war is an umbrella term that encompasses 

unconventional warfare, which itself includes the military or paramilitary support to an armed 

group seeking three core goals; resistance or political autonomy from an established government; 

increased power and influence relative to its political rivals without overthrowing the legitimate 

government; and actions that resist or expel a foreign occupying power.
20

 The general objective 

of unconventional warfare is to instill a belief that peace and security are not possible without 

compromise or concession, cultivated through the inducement of war-weariness, curtailment of 

civilian standards of living and civil liberties associated with greater security demands, economic 

hardship linked to the costs of war; hopelessness to defend against assaults, terror, depression, 

and disintegration of morale.
21

 Key to these definitions is the premise that unconventional war 

involves non-state actors and the use of violence to gain and exercise legitimate influence over 

populations. 

It is necessary to contrast conventional and unconventional warfare in order to frame a 

discussion of how conventional armies fight unconventional forces, and vice-versa. From the 

outset, the purpose of both conventional and unconventional war is to win – to achieve the 

strategic purpose of the war – and winning wars and campaigns involves the control of forces, 

populations, and territory. States engaged in conventional warfare have traditionally assumed 

that the populations within the operational area are non-belligerents and will accept whatever 

political outcome the belligerent governments impose, arbitrate, or negotiate and have 

traditionally sought to minimize civilian interference in military operations. 

                                                 
20

 Wikipedia. “Irregular Warfare.” Last accessed 11 May 2015. http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Irregular_warfare 
21

 Ibid. 



8 
 

 

In contrast, unconventional warfare, and indeed irregular warfare writ large, is a political 

struggle with violent and non-violent components and focused on the control or influence of 

populations, not on the strict control of an adversary’s forces or territory. The foundation for 

unconventional war is the centrality of the relevant populations to the nature of the conflict; the 

fighting parties seek to undermine their adversaries’ legitimacy and credibility, isolating them 

from their external supporters’ relevant populations, both physically and psychologically. At the 

same time, they also seek to bolster their own legitimacy and credibility in order to exercise 

authority over that same population.  

The key distinction then, between conventional and unconventional wars, turns centrally 

on control over populations versus control over territories and terrain, with conventional forces 

traditionally focused on the latter. If manoeuvre is an efficient, skilled way to fight conventional 

forces, and irregular warfare is viewed as an efficient means of achieving military objectives in 

support of the national interest, it reflects on the previous arguments that sought to distinguish 

between manoeuvre and attrition, where attrition was seen as a clumsy or unskilled way of 

fighting and manoeuvre was an efficient, skilled use of force. Conventional forces manoeuvering 

in a comprehensive approach context are equally capable of projecting power and influence onto 

populations as unconventional forces. If unconventional warfare is the efficient way to fight 

against conventional forces, then an understanding of conflicts between conventional and 

unconventional forces must acknowledge that both parties to such a fight must seek to influence 

and control the same critical populations.   
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Wicked Problems – Guerrillas, Insurgency and Unconventional War in the 21st Century 

No, that’s someone else’s business, quagmires. I don’t do quagmires. 

–  Donald Rumsfeld 

 

A global context of well-established international law and conflict resolution 

mechanisms, unprecedented inter-state economic interdependencies, and highly effective peer-

on-peer military defence and security capabilities, effectively mitigate and deter conventional 

conflict, but disparities will always exist and tension and discord will result. When these 

persistent, complex and interrelated tensions escalate into wars in the 21
st
 century, those wars 

will be unconventional. In The Utility of Force: The Art of War in the Modern World Gen. Sir 

Rupert Smith postulated that “...in the post-Cold War period these kinds of ‘wars amongst the 

people’ represent the future of armed conflict.”
22

 It is the complex socio-political tensions that 

underpin unconventional wars, and their resistance to any efforts at resolution, that create the 

persistent problems that will define the single greatest security challenge states will face in the 

foreseeable future.   

The dawn of the cold war revealed a new level of complexity in planning for and fighting 

wars, not only in the actual engagement and defeat of an adversary, but also in understanding the 

second and third-order consequences and effects of military action. The nature of these types of 

problems has been termed ‘wicked problems’; the term ‘wicked’ specifically implying the 

problem’s innate resistance to resolution. These complex problems share counterintuitive 

interdependencies with other problems, characterized by contradictory and constantly changing 

                                                 
22

Gen. Sir Rupert Smith, The Utility of Force: The Art of War in the Modern World 

(London: Allen Lane 2005) quoted in Paul Dixon, “Hearts and Minds? British Counter-Insurgency from Malaya to 

Iraq.” Journal of Strategic Studies 32, no. 3 (June 2009): 356. 



10 
 

 

solutions, making them often undefinable and effectively unsolvable.
23

 In the post 9/11 world, 

military planners, civilian policymakers and outside observers share a common understanding of 

the wicked problem; all parties to modern conflicts recognize that any effort to resolve a wicked 

problem will likely result in the creation of myriad other unforeseen and unpredictable problems.  

The U.S. army has acknowledged the wicked problem as a shift from a complicated 

world, typified by the soviet threat on the European battlefield, to a complex world, with an 

unknowable adversary in an unknowable environment. The complicated world was viewed as 

analogous to a large, intricate machine, and an understanding of the machine and its workings 

(largely an exercise in logic and intelligence activities) would facilitate accurate output 

predictions given a known input. This facilitated military planning and policy development, and 

lead to the creation of AirLand Battle as the U.S. army’s manoeuvre doctrine from the 1980’s to 

present day. As conflicts have trended towards involving a greater number of non-state actors, 

the persistence of wicked problems has increased and the world is now viewed not as 

complicated, but rather as complex. Conflict in this complex world occurs where both the 

adversary and the environment are not only unknown, but unknowable. It is an environment 

typified by the nature of the wicked problem, where any given input will result in any number of 

outputs that cannot be foreseen or predicted, but none-the-less must be somehow accounted for 

in military and policy planning.  

Wicked problems and unconventional warfare and go hand-in-hand. Unconventional 

wars that pit the legitimate forces of a state against an opposing force of nebulous composition 

and legitimacy will create all the aforementioned conditions (contradictory, unintuitive, 

interdependent and constantly changing solution sets) that define the wicked problem. The U.S. 

                                                 
23

 For a full explanation, see Horst W Rittel. and Melvin M. Webber. “Dilemmas in a General Theory of Planning” 

Policy Sciences 4, (1973): 158-161. 
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led 2003 intervention in Iraq is a recent sample that illustrates modern warfighting as a wicked 

problem, but it is certainly not the only case; the last half-century is rife with examples.  

In 1962 the term ‘counter-insurgency’ was coined in the U.S. as an early attempt to 

quantify the peculiarly complex problem presented when governments wage war against non-

state actors who draw at least some level of legitimacy from a base of substantial popular 

support.
 24

 It was quickly recognized that any action or intervention would create unforeseen and 

unpredictable after-effects, in large part because of the legitimacy of their popular support and 

the unpredictability of the reaction to any form of intervention. In accounting for the evolution of 

unconventional warfare as a wicked problem since the 1980’s, Max Boot reflects on the shift 

from socialist-based ideological guerrilla fighters through capitalism’s rise in popularity and the 

subsequent decline in all forms of popular support and backing of Marxist rebel fighters. 

However, the decline of these particular motivations did not remove the very real threats the 

fighters presented; occurrences of guerrilla warfare and terrorism simply assumed different 

forms “as new militants motivated by the oldest grievances of all -- race and religion -- shot their 

way into the headlines.”
25

 A concise accounting of the evolution of unconventional actions since 

the takeover of the U.S. embassy in Tehran illustrates the spread of stateless threats across the 

globe in the last 4 decades:  

[The takeover of the U.S. embassy in Tehran] was followed by the militant 

takeover of the Grand Mosque in Mecca, the holiest shrine in Islam, and the 

burning of the U.S. embassy in Islamabad. And then, on December 24, 1979, the 

Soviets marched into Afghanistan, thus inspiring the mobilization of a 

formidable force of holy guerrillas: the mujahideen.  

 

The threat from Islamist extremists, which had been building sub rosa for 

decades, burst into bloody view on September 11, 2001, when al Qaeda staged 

                                                 
24

 Paul Dixon, “Hearts and Minds? British Counter-Insurgency from Malaya to Iraq.” Journal of Strategic Studies 

32, no. 3 (June 2009): 356. 
25

 Max Boot, “The Evolution of Irregular War: Insurgents and Guerrillas from Akkadia to Afghanistan.” Foreign 

Affairs. (March/April 2013). 
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the deadliest terrorist attack of all time. Previous terrorist organizations, from the 

PLO to various anarchist groups, had limited the scale of their violence. As the 

terrorism analyst Brian Jenkins wrote in the 1970s, "Terrorism is theater. . . . 

Terrorists want a lot of people watching, not a lot of people dead." Al Qaeda and 

its ilk rewrote that playbook in the United States and Iraq. 

 

Meanwhile, other Islamist groups continue to show considerable strength in 

Afghanistan and Pakistan, Hamas controls the Gaza Strip, Hezbollah holds sway 

in Lebanon, al Shabab bids for power in Somalia, Boko Haram advances in 

Nigeria, and two newer groups, Ansar Dine and the Movement for Unity and 

Jihad in West Africa, have taken control of northern Mali. Notwithstanding bin 

Laden's death and other setbacks to al Qaeda central, the war against Islamist 

terrorism is far from won. The 9/11 attacks serve as a reminder that seeming 

security against an invisible army can turn to vulnerability with shocking 

suddenness and that, unlike the more geographically restricted insurgents of the 

past, international terrorist groups, such as al Qaeda, can strike almost 

anywhere.
26

 

 

The relationship between unconventional warfare, manoeuvre and the wicked problem 

was examined by Liddell-Hart in the Indirect Approach, where he articulated that “the aim was 

to paralyze the enemy, not destroy him. The chief premise was the notion that one good blow 

against the key vulnerability of the enemy could render him helpless or so reduce his capability 

that he might be more easily overcome.”
27

  His argument is that military action is successful 

when it employs the tenants of manoeuvre, with the key element being that of surprise, where 

military planning and the employment of forces strikes an enemy that is “unprepared and is thus 

less able to respond effectively.”
28

 Max Boot echoes this sentiment, identifying the adversary’s 

legitimacy through popular support as a center of gravity, stating “[control] can be maintained 

only if the security forces have some degree of popular legitimacy [and]... in the fight against 

                                                 
26

 Ibid. 
27

 William F. Owen, “The Manoeuvre Warfare Fraud.” Small Wars Journal, September 2008, 3. 
28

 Ibid. 
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insurgents, conventional tactics don't work. To defeat them, soldiers must focus not on chasing 

guerrillas but on securing the local population.”
29

  

Unconventional warfare is by its very nature a wicked problem, and its future may be in 

what has been termed ‘lawfare’, where a non-state opponent engages conventional forces in such 

a way where they are enticed to break laws, thus alienating them from the basis of their popular 

support and legitimacy. This allows non-state adversary to attack states at a critical center of 

gravity – their respect for the rule of law – and narrows the aperture for conventional force 

engagements while simultaneously widening the use of force options available to the insurgent 

forces.” Whatever future exploits are made in the realm of unconventional war, both the causes 

of, and solutions to unconventional war are contradictory, complex, and unsolvable. 

Unconventional warfare is a nest of wicked problems.  

 

Lessons from the Past – Inferring ‘What Right Looks Like’  

 

All historians will acknowledge that, notwithstanding the interpretation of the details, 

war’s character “can be perceived accurately only through the lens of history. . . because the past 

. . . reveals aspects of war which are timeless.”
30

 This section is a brief reflection on conventional 

military engagements in unconventional wars, and seeks to define what ‘winning’, ‘victory’ and 

‘the desired end state’ are in the context of unconventional war, or more accurately, what they 

are not.  This understanding will be drawn upon to support the argument that conventional forces 

can use manoeuvre to win unconventional wars. 

                                                 
29

 Max Boot, “The Evolution of Irregular War: Insurgents and Guerrillas from Akkadia to Afghanistan.” Foreign 

Affairs. (March/April 2013). 
30

 Paul Van Riper and Robert H. Scales, Jr., “Preparing for War in the 21
st
 Century,” in Future Warfare: Anthology. 

Revised edition (Carlisle Barracks, PA: U.S. Army War College Strategic Studies Institute, 2001), 31. 
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We must begin by considering the adversary in the correct, modern context, apart from 

the hyperbole that grows before and during conflict.  While unconventional war has the very real 

capability to inflict destruction and death, its complex, unknowable nature tends to lend it an 

aura of mystique that skews perception of its true efficacy. It is vitally important to neither 

overestimate nor underestimate the capabilities and potency of unconventional combatants. The 

reliance on public support as a key center of gravity has seen guerilla fighters take on never 

before seen levels of legitimacy since 1945, correlated directly with their access to 

communications technologies and the increasing influence of public opinion. Consider that, 

Before 1945, since irregulars refused to engage in face-to-face battle, they were 

routinely underestimated. After 1945, however, popular sentiment swung too far 

in the other direction, enshrining guerrillas as superhuman figures. The truth lies 

somewhere in between: insurgents have honed their craft since 1945, but they 

still lose most of the time. [The increasing influence of public opinion] has 

sapped the will of states to engage in protracted counterinsurgencies, especially 

outside their own territories, and have heightened the ability of insurgents to 

survive even after suffering military setbacks.
31

 

 

An important deduction to draw from this statement is that defeat of an insurgency cannot 

simply be equated to a military defeat; the repeated observation is that insurgents survive 

military setbacks. This was similarly noted by General Sir Frank Kitson of his counter-

insurgency experiences in Kenya, Malaya and Northern Ireland: “There can be no such thing as a 

purely military solution because insurgency is not primarily a military activity.”
32

  

Indeed, in reflecting on the French counter-insurgency in Algeria in the 1950’s, the 

efficacy of a solely military defeat was discounted, as such an action would only serve to ignite 

further discontent and led to future conflict rather than stability and security:  

                                                 
31

 Max Boot, “The Evolution of Irregular War: Insurgents and Guerrillas from Akkadia to Afghanistan.” Foreign 

Affairs. (March/April 2013). 
32

 Paul Dixon, “Hearts and Minds? British Counter-Insurgency from Malaya to Iraq.” Journal of Strategic Studies 

32, no. 3 (June 2009): 357-358. 
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…a country is not conquered and pacified when a military operation has 

decimated or subjected its inhabitants by means of terror, concluding that barely 

has the fighting stopped that the seeds of rebellion start geminating in the 

masses, reinforced the bitterness accumulated by the brutal action of force...
33

 

 

There are no quick solutions to insurgencies. The only effective solutions are ones that 

address the root causes of conflict in a comprehensive way, be they social, political or economic, 

not simply military actions that counter and defeat the threats or attacks of an adversary. Thus, 

legitimate conventional forces, and thereby the legitimate states that employ them, must employ 

techniques that address root causes in order to achieve meaningful and enduring results. It is this 

requirement for meaningful solutions to wicked problems that makes counterinsurgency all the 

more difficult.  Reflecting on the duration of insurgencies and their resolutions, it is interesting to 

observe that  

Since 1775, the average insurgency has lasted seven years (and since 1945, it has 

lasted almost ten years). Attempts by either insurgents or counterinsurgents to 

short-circuit the process usually backfire. The United States tried to do just that 

in the early years of both the Vietnam War and the Iraq war by using its 

conventional might to hunt down guerrillas in a push for what John Paul Vann, a 

famous U.S. military adviser in Vietnam, rightly decried as "fast, superficial 

results." It was only when the United States gave up hopes of a quick victory, 

ironically, that it started to get results, by implementing the tried-and-true tenets 

of population-centric counterinsurgency.
34

 

 

Thus, if it is not clear what victory, winning, and the desired end state are, it is clear what 

they are not. Victory is not rendering an adversary incapable of fighting through military 

destruction; insurgencies survive military setbacks and defeats. Nor can the military decimation 

of an adversary or subjugation of a place’s inhabitants by means of terror or violence serve to 
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achieve the desired end state, if such acts only serve to germinate the seeds of rebellion in the 

masses and reinforce accumulated bitterness in the population. In such cases future conflict is 

then all but inevitable, and little, if anything is won. Indeed, a reflection on the recent U.S. 

experiences in Iraq offers that “Victory—or more accurately, success—in this type of war is 

much more difficult to determine. Instead of a clearly defined end-state where one side 

capitulates, success in these irregular conflicts is measured by the political outcome that results 

from the intervention.”
35

 

The inference drawn from these considerations is that any lasting victory must involve 

the resolution of the initial grievance that instigated the conflict, whether that resolution is 

achieved through the imposition of the law through force upon the aggrieved, or through 

amendment of the law through capitulation or forced negotiation on the part of the state. In either 

case, the critical element must be that the solution is acceptable to the party imposing it and 

legitimate to the party accepting it. In this context then, there is an identifiable military role that 

contributes to winning. That role is in the deliberate, targeted and measured application of force 

to either gain compliance or capitulation, not simply the application of overwhelming force for 

the sake of destruction and attrition. Thus conventional military forces are a component part of a 

comprehensive solution to a complex problem, and the tenants of manoeuvre warfare impart the 

characteristics of flexibility, mobility and adaptability that allow their successful employment in 

fighting unconventional wars.   
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Manoeuvre Evolved: Conventional Forces and a Comprehensive Approach to Security 

Irregular warfare requires by definition a degree of adaptation from the 

conventional to the non-conventional; success in defeating the enemy is in part 

dependent on the friendly forces’ capability to adapt to a new context.
36

 

 

As aggrieved non-state parties continue to manifest unconventional ways and means to 

fight states, the conventional forces of those states have evolved their own ways and means to 

meet and defeat unconventional forces. Conventional military forces employ an intelligent 

combination of both fires and movement to overwhelm an adversary, they manoeuvre, in order to 

apply targeted and measured force to gain compliance or capitulation and attain control of the 

unconventional security situation. When fighting unconventional conflicts, conventional military 

forces contribute to victory by addressing the security components of a wicked problem, while 

concurrently collaborating with other agencies or stakeholders to address the critical issues that 

exist beyond the military sphere. In a 21
st
 century context, the result is not strictly a military 

solution, but rather a comprehensive solution that addresses social, economic and political root 

causes. As observed by General (ret’d) Andrew Leslie, “While this arena has long been regarded 

as being of secondary importance to the military, times have changed. . . this perspective calls for 

bringing previously separate agencies into closer collaboration in achieving policy objectives.”
37

 

The move towards adopting a coordinated, inter-agency approach to resolving security 

issues is an explicit effort to address the myriad complex challenges that comprise the wicked 

problems at the root of unconventional wars. These challenges range from those that are largely 

military in nature, such as highly fluid and multidimensional conflict zones and dispersion of 

adversaries in geographical space, to those challenges more closely align with the mandates, 
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resources and skills of NGOs, health providers and police. It is critical that both military and 

non-military challenges are addressed with equal levels of effort, resources and commitment, 

because issues such as famine, disease and civil disorder often threaten the security of societies 

as much as open conflict.  As previously discussed, unconventional conflict is a population 

centric activity, and thus military operations in a 21
st
 century context are “as much about gaining 

legitimacy among surrounding populations as they are about engaging in armed combat and 

destroying adversaries.”
38

 Further, fighting in unconventional conflicts requires that conventional 

forces be multidisciplinary;  

not only must they be capable of effectively conducting a range of operations 

(i.e. high intensity combat in one area, stabilization operations in another, and 

humanitarian aid or support in a third), but they must be able to quickly and 

effectively transition from one mission to another. Given that missions may 

overlap, troops must also be capable of conducting a variety of operations 

simultaneously, and often, as part of broader, integrated teams.
39

  

 

From a 21
st
 century view, collaborative whole of government, interagency approaches to 

complex security issues are nothing strictly new; a variety of familiar terms reflect the evolving 

approaches. Terms such as 3-D (Defence, Diplomacy and Development), Civil-Military 

Cooperation (CIMIC) and Joint-Interagency-Multinational-Public (JIMP) all embody the 

principles of multi-actor cooperation to resolve the causes of conflict across a spectrum beyond 

the scope of strictly military action. The future lies in the removal of institutional barriers and 

resolving persistent lessons-learned to enable a true Comprehensive Approach to security 

operations in an evolving contemporary context.
40
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A key change in thinking must occur as conventional forces integrate in a comprehensive 

approach to security; military planners and practitioners must change their thinking about war as 

a decisive action, instead situating intelligently designed military plans and actions, manoeuvre, 

in the context of a coordinated effort to address the root causes of conflict. This necessarily 

requires close liaison with civil actors, and the coordination of support between military and 

civilian elements.
41

   

As lessons from recent operations are reflected upon and future actions considered, and 

number of significant concerns and barriers to the successful implementation of the compressive 

approach to security operations have been identified, and must be addressed. Although 

seemingly straightforward, issues constraining the practical aspects of multi-agency 

interoperability, such as information technology compatibility, security clearances and physical 

colocation, have proven difficult to resolve. Even more elusive has been the strategic will to de-

conflict divergence departmental mandates, coordinate policies and allocate resources that 

equitably enable responsible agencies to fulfill their appropriate mandates in the context of 

executing a comprehensive approach to security operations.  

Further complications have arisen as tasks that have traditionally been separate from 

military activities have assumed an increasingly militarized role, especially in the case of 

humanitarian aid provision.
42

 There is legitimate concern that the inter-agency nature of the 

comprehensive approach to security operations, by its very nature, militarizes activities that 

otherwise maintain a strictly non-military, and therefore impartial, relationship with the parties in 

conflict. In further amplifying the risks of undermining the humanitarian principles of neutrality, 
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impartiality and independence,
43

 General Lesile warns that “CA effort may not foster the 

collaboration and cooperation it seeks to achieve. In this regard, it should be noted that NGOs 

have found it especially difficult to strike an effective balance between interacting with official 

agencies and retaining the independence they view as necessary to pursue their goals 

effectively.”
44

 In this regard it is uncertain what effects this trend will have on NGOs’ ability to 

access and operate within conflict areas as impartial providers of aid, in accordance with the 

humanitarian principles enshrined in law and convention.  

Notwithstanding these challenges, conventional military forces continue to demonstrate 

strong capabilities and potential to contribute to lasting security solutions by directly addressing 

the security components of a wicked problem. Further efforts and application of hard-learned 

lessons will enable further collaboration with non-military stakeholders to address the critical 

issues that exist beyond the military sphere. 

The Continued Relevance of Maintaining Conventional Forces in the 21
st
 Century 

The best strategy is always to be very strong 

– Clausewitz  

In adopting the view that military forces in the 21
st
 century will serve as supporting actors 

to the multiagency efforts  that address security issues, there is a temptation to believe that forces 

of the size and scale of the cold-war era are no longer relevant, and efficiencies of smaller, 

nimbler forces could be enjoyed without sacrificing effectiveness. This is a false understanding, 

and the potential pitfalls of such thinking are demonstrated here through three separate but 

interrelated considerations; the requirement to maintain credible deterrence, the real quantitative 
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requirements demanded by stabilization missions in post-conflict regions, and finally, the ability 

to sustain forces once deployed.  

Credible deterrence is a concept which, “although inherently complex in application, was 

conceptually simple: the persuasion of one’s opponent that the costs and/or risks of a given 

course of action he might take outweigh its benefits.”
45

 A state, possessing a sufficiently large 

conventional force, is capable of implementing a security policy composed not only of the 

capabilities to defeat an adversary, but also to coerce, either through deterring it from taking 

negative actions, or compelling it to take beneficial actions.
46

 It is through the deterrence effect 

provided by large and credible forces, rather than fighting with smaller forces, that true 

efficiencies are realized; costs in both a human and material sense are much less when fighting is 

avoided, and a real and acknowledge that the credible threat of failure makes fighting less likely 

to occur from the outset, and recall that history has taught us military forces “exist to deter as 

well as fight... our understanding of the dynamics of deterrence remains imperfect, but we have 

learned that a key requirement is making a deterrent threat credible.”
47

 

The U.S. experience in Iraq following the end to large scale state-on-state conflict in May 

2003 has demonstrated that, perhaps counter-intuitively, security operations in poet-conflict 

environments require large numbers of forces. In the lead-up to this sustained operation, the US 

Army’s assessment of the “magnitude of the army’s force requirements for an occupation of 

Iraq” was communicated by General Eric Shinseki in his testimony before the Senate Armed 

Services Committee that “several hundred thousand” troops would be necessary, citing that 
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geographical area and religious/tribal complications are to be expected.
48

 Yet this advice was 

resisted by policymakers, represented by Paul Wolfowitz, who stated that it would be “hard to 

conceive that it would take more forces to provide stability in post-Sadam Iraq than it would take 

to conduct the war itself and to secure the surrender of Sadam’s security forces and his army.”
49

 

Military observers at the time noted the flaws in this thinking, and reflected with disbelief that 

these views were being so widely perpetuated in the interests of false efficiencies, when, as one 

journalist stated, “anyone who had any experience in the interventions of the ‘90s knew that the 

opposite was true. You need X number of soldiers per thousand citizens simply to provide a 

modicum of security.”
50

 These forces can only be provided in the numbers and density necessary 

for success if conventional forces are maintain on a large scale, and are ready, trained and 

equipped to deploy when required. 

 Lastly, the ability to sustain operations in both conventional and unconventional 

conflicts necessarily requires the maintenance of large conventional forces. In examining what 

capabilities will be required of the U.S. military to fight both large and small wars, Lieutenant 

General Mattis communicated that “future wars will be characterized by the confluence of 

different modes and means of war.  .  . [and] the choice between conventional and nontraditional 

wars is a false option set. The US military will face both, perhaps simultaneously in the same 

battlespace.”
51

 This necessitates the requirement to maintain large, strong forces, capable of 

employing “diplomatic, defence, development, and commercial resources, aligned with those of 
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numerous other agencies, coordinated through an integrated campaign plan, and then applied in 

areas of operations as needed” allowing the sustainment of effort in a comprehensive approach.
52

 

The defence strategies being developed for the 21
st
 century recognize the permanence of 

these realities. The 2005 QDR identified irregular warfare as “the dominant form of warfare 

confronting the United States,” and its force planning construct “places both homeland defense 

and irregular warfare on an equal footing with conventional warfighting.”
53

  The pervasiveness 

of comprehensive solutions to the problems of conflict will only continue as policy makers 

continue to recognize that, in a general sense U.S. objectives are “not accomplished unilaterally 

by any Government entity. They are accomplished by the cooperative efforts of all departments 

and agencies... [and] identifying shared U.S. objectives and developing mutually supportive 

strategies and programs are necessary for us to attain national objectives.”
54

 The flexibility, 

precision and accuracy of conventional man 

oeuvre forces enable military contributions to complex campaigns that allow the 

application of military force to support nation goals, ambitions and strategies in all manner of 

conflicts across the spectrum of operations. 

 

Conclusion 

 

Today the US military is experiencing a generational metamorphosis as it 

grapples with relearning past lessons in counterinsurgency. The Small Wars 

Manual, originally written in 1940, has been dusted off and is required reading 

on most professional reading lists relating to counterinsurgency and stability 

operations. This represents a major cultural shift in the military. Avoiding this 
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type of small war is no longer possible, since irregular enemies have learned not 

to confront US forces conventionally.
55

 

 

Future thinking about war requires us to ask what will change and what will remain the 

same. We have argued that future conflicts will continue to exploit asymmetries between the 

conventional and the unconventional, and that the legitimate forces of states, working in a 

comprehensive context, must be prepared and capable to respond to such threats.  

To look at the current state of conventional forces, one may be lured to believe that force 

generation activities are trending back to ‘preparing for real, conventional war.’ In a post-Iraq, 

post-Afghanistan environment, the focus has shifted to re-establishing an institutional memory of 

conventional war and capability while ensuring doctrine, planning and forces themselves remain 

prepared for unconventional conflict. This trend of not going back to basics, but going forward to 

fundamentals, is preparing today’s conventional forces for the unconventional threats of 

tomorrow. 
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