
Chapter 1

The Nature of War  

“Everything in war is simple, but the simplest thing is diffi-
cult. The difficulties accumulate and end by producing a kind
of friction that is inconceivable unless one has experienced
war.”1

—Carl von Clausewitz

“In war the chief incalculable is the human will.”2                  
  

—B. H. Liddell Hart

“Positions are seldom lost because they have been destroyed,
but almost invariably because the leader has decided in his
own mind that the position cannot be held.”3

—A. A. Vandegrift





o understand the Marine Corps’ philosophy of warfight-
ing, we first need an appreciation for the nature of war

itself—its moral, mental, and physical characteristics and de-
mands. A common view of war among Marines is a necessary
base for the development of a cohesive doctrine because our
approach to the conduct of war derives from our understanding
of the nature of war.

WAR DEFINED

War is a violent clash of interests between or among orga-
nized groups characterized by the use of military force. These
groups have traditionally been established nation-states, but
they may also include any nonstate group—such as an interna-
tional coalition or a faction within or outside of an existing
state—with its own political interests and the ability to gener-
ate organized violence on a scale sufficient to have significant
political consequences.

The essence of war is a violent struggle between two hostile,
independent, and irreconcilable wills, each trying to impose it-
self on the other. War is fundamentally an interactive social
process. Clausewitz called it a Zweikampf (literally a “two-
struggle”) and suggested the image of a pair of wrestlers locked
in a hold, each exerting force and counterforce to try to throw
the other.4 War is thus a process of continuous mutual 
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adaptation, of give and take, move and countermove. It is criti-
cal to keep in mind that the enemy is not an inanimate object to
be acted upon but an independent and animate force with its
own objectives and plans. While we try to impose our will on
the enemy, he resists us and seeks to impose his own will on
us. Appreciating this dynamic interplay between opposing hu-
man wills is essential to understanding the fundamental nature
of war.

The object in war is to impose our will on our enemy. The
means to this end is the organized application or threat of vio-
lence by military force. The target of that violence may be lim-
ited to hostile combatant forces, or it may extend to the enemy
population at large. War may range from intense clashes be-
tween large military forces—sometimes backed by an official
declaration of war—to subtler, unconventional hostilities that
barely reach the threshold of violence.

Total war and perfect peace rarely exist in practice. Instead,
they are extremes between which exist the relations among
most political groups. This range includes routine economic
competition, more or less permanent political or ideological
tension, and occasional crises among groups. The decision to
resort to the use of military force of some kind may arise at any
point within these extremes, even during periods of relative
peace. On one end of the spectrum, military force may be used
simply to maintain or restore order in civil disturbances or dis-
aster relief operations. At the other extreme, force may be used
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to completely overturn the existing order within a society or be-
tween two or more societies. Some cultures consider it a moral
imperative to go to war only as a last resort when all peaceful
means to settle disagreements have failed. Others have no such
hesitancy to resort to military force to achieve their aims.

FRICTION

Portrayed as a clash between two opposing wills, war appears
a simple enterprise. In practice, the conduct of war becomes
extremely difficult because of the countless factors that im-
pinge on it. These factors collectively have been called friction,
which Clausewitz described as “the force that makes the
apparently easy so difficult.”5 Friction is the force that resists
all action and saps energy. It makes the simple difficult and the
difficult seemingly impossible.

The very essence of war as a clash between opposed wills
creates friction. In this dynamic environment of interacting
forces, friction abounds.

Friction may be mental, as in indecision over a course of ac-
tion. It may be physical, as in effective enemy fire or a terrain
obstacle that must be overcome. Friction may be external, im-
posed by enemy action, the terrain, weather, or mere chance. 
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Friction may be self-induced, caused by such factors as lack of
a clearly defined goal, lack of coordination, unclear or compli-
cated plans, complex task organizations or command relation-
ships, or complicated technologies. Whatever form it takes,
because war is a human enterprise, friction will always have a
psychological as well as a physical impact. 

While we should attempt to minimize self-induced friction,
the greater requirement is to fight effectively despite the exis-
tence of friction. One essential means to overcome friction is
the will; we prevail over friction through persistent strength of
mind and spirit. While striving ourselves to overcome the ef-
fects of friction, we must attempt at the same time to raise our
enemy’s friction to a level that weakens his ability to fight.

We can readily identify countless examples of friction, but
until we have experienced it ourselves, we cannot hope to ap-
preciate it fully. Only through experience can we come to ap-
preciate the force of will necessary to overcome friction and to
develop a realistic appreciation for what is possible in war and
what is not. While training should attempt to approximate the
conditions of war, we must realize it can never fully duplicate
the level of friction of real combat.
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UNCERTAINTY

Another attribute of war is uncertainty. We might argue that
uncertainty is just one of many sources of friction, but because
it is such a pervasive trait of war, we will treat it singly. All
actions in war take place in an atmosphere of uncertainty, or
the “fog of war.” Uncertainty pervades battle in the form of un-
knowns about the enemy, about the environment, and even
about the friendly situation. While we try to reduce these un-
knowns by gathering information, we must realize that we can-
not eliminate them—or even come close. The very nature of
war makes certainty impossible; all actions in war will be
based on incomplete, inaccurate, or even contradictory infor-
mation.

War is intrinsically unpredictable. At best, we can hope to
determine possibilities and probabilities. This implies a certain
standard of military judgment: What is possible and what is
not? What is probable and what is not? By judging probability,
we make an estimate of our enemy’s designs and act accord-
ingly. Having said this, we realize that it is precisely those ac-
tions that seem improbable that often have the greatest impact
on the outcome of war. 
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Because we can never eliminate uncertainty, we must learn
to fight effectively despite it. We can do this by developing
simple, flexible plans; planning for likely contingencies; de-
veloping standing operating procedures; and fostering initiative
among subordinates.

One important source of uncertainty is a property known as
nonlinearity. Here the term does not refer to formations on the
battlefield but describes systems in which causes and effects
are disproportionate. Minor incidents or actions can have deci-
sive effects. Outcomes of battles can hinge on the actions of a
few individuals, and as Clausewitz observed, “issues can be
decided by chances and incidents so minute as to figure in his-
tories simply as anecdotes.”6  

By its nature, uncertainty invariably involves the estimation
and acceptance of risk. Risk is inherent in war and is involved
in every mission. Risk is equally common to action and inac-
tion. Risk may be related to gain; greater potential gain often
requires greater risk. The practice of concentrating combat
power toward the main effort necessitates the willingness to ac-
cept prudent risk elsewhere. However, we should clearly under-
stand that the acceptance of risk does not equate to the
imprudent willingness to gamble the entire likelihood of suc-
cess on a single improbable event. 

Part of uncertainty is the ungovernable element of chance.
Chance is a universal characteristic of war and a continuous
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source of friction. Chance consists of turns of events that can-
not reasonably be foreseen and over which we and our enemy
have no control. The constant potential for chance to influence
outcomes in war, combined with the inability to prevent chance
from impacting on plans and actions, creates psychological
friction. However, we should remember that chance favors nei-
ther belligerent exclusively. Consequently, we must view
chance not only as a threat but also as an opportunity which
we must be ever ready to exploit.

FLUIDITY

Like friction and uncertainty, fluidity is an inherent attribute of
war. Each episode in war is the temporary result of a unique
combination of circumstances, presenting a unique set of prob-
lems and requiring an original solution. Nevertheless, no epi-
sode can be viewed in isolation. Rather, each episode merges
with those that precede and follow it—shaped by the former
and shaping the conditions of the latter—creating a continuous,
fluctuating flow of activity replete with fleeting opportunities
and unforeseen events. Since war is a fluid phenomenon, its
conduct requires flexibility of thought. Success depends in
large part on the ability to adapt—to proactively shape chang-
ing events to our advantage as well as to react quickly to con-
stantly changing conditions.
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It is physically impossible to sustain a high tempo of activity
indefinitely, although clearly there will be times when it is ad-
vantageous to push men and equipment to the limit. The tempo
of war will fluctuate from periods of intense combat to periods
in which activity is limited to information gathering, replenish-
ment, or redeployment. Darkness and weather can influence the
tempo of war but need not halt it. A competitive rhythm will
develop between the opposing wills with each belligerent trying
to influence and exploit tempo and the continuous flow of
events to suit his purposes. 

Military forces will mass to concentrate combat power
against the enemy. However, this massing will also make them
vulnerable to the effects of enemy fires, and they will find it
necessary to disperse. Another competitive rhythm will de-
velop—disperse, concentrate, disperse again—as each belliger-
ent tries to concentrate combat power temporarily while
limiting the vulnerability to enemy combat power.

DISORDER

In an environment of friction, uncertainty, and fluidity, war
gravitates naturally toward disorder. Like the other attributes
of war, disorder is an inherent characteristic of war; we can
never eliminate it. In the heat of battle, plans will go awry,
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instructions and information will be unclear and misinterpreted,
communications will fail, and mistakes and unforeseen events
will be commonplace. It is precisely this natural disorder which
creates the conditions ripe for exploitation by an opportunistic
will.

Each encounter in war will usually tend to grow increasingly
disordered over time. As the situation changes continuously,
we are forced to improvise again and again until finally our ac-
tions have little, if any, resemblance to the original scheme. 

By historical standards, the modern battlefield is particularly
disorderly. While past battlefields could be described by linear
formations and uninterrupted linear fronts, we cannot think of
today’s battlefield in linear terms. The range and lethality of
modern weapons have increased dispersion between units. In
spite of communications technology, this dispersion strains the
limits of positive control. The natural result of dispersion is un-
occupied areas, gaps, and exposed flanks which can and will
be exploited, blurring the distinction between front and rear
and friendly- and enemy-controlled areas.

The occurrences of war will not unfold like clockwork. We
cannot hope to impose precise, positive control over events.
The best we can hope for is to impose a general framework of
order on the disorder, to influence the general flow of action
rather than to try to control each event.
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If we are to win, we must be able to operate in a disorderly
environment. In fact, we must not only be able to fight effec-
tively in the face of disorder, we should seek to generate disor-
der and use it as a weapon against our opponent.

COMPLEXITY

War is a complex phenomenon. We have described war as es-
sentially a clash between opposed wills. In reality, each bellig-
erent is not a single, homogeneous will guided by a single
intelligence. Instead, each belligerent is a complex system con-
sisting of numerous individual parts. A division comprises
regiments, a regiment comprises battalions, and so on all the
way down to fire teams which are composed of individual Ma-
rines. Each element is part of a larger whole and must cooper-
ate with other elements for the accomplishment of the common
goal. At the same time, each has its own mission and must
adapt to its own situation. Each must deal with friction, uncer-
tainty, and disorder at its own level, and each may create fric-
tion, uncertainty, and disorder for others, friendly as well as
enemy.

As a result, war is not governed by the actions or decisions
of a single individual in any one place but emerges from the
collective behavior of all the individual parts in the system
interacting locally in response to local conditions and
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incomplete information. A military action is not the monolithic
execution of a single decision by a single entity but necessarily
involves near-countless independent but interrelated decisions
and actions being taken simultaneously throughout the organi-
zation. Efforts to fully centralize military operations and to ex-
ert complete control by a single decisionmaker are inconsistent
with the intrinsically complex and distributed nature of war.

THE HUMAN DIMENSION

Because war is a clash between opposing human wills, the hu-
man dimension is central in war. It is the human dimension
which infuses war with its intangible moral factors. War is
shaped by human nature and is subject to the complexities, in-
consistencies, and peculiarities which characterize human be-
havior. Since war is an act of violence based on irreconcilable
disagreement, it will invariably inflame and be shaped by hu-
man emotions.

War is an extreme trial of moral and physical strength and
stamina. Any view of the nature of war would hardly be accu-
rate or complete without consideration of the effects of danger,
fear, exhaustion, and privation on those who must do the
fighting.7 However, these effects vary greatly from case to
case. Individuals and peoples react differently to the stress of
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war; an act that may break the will of one enemy may only
serve to stiffen the resolve of another. Human will, instilled
through leadership, is the driving force of all action in war.

No degree of technological development or scientific calcu-
lation will diminish the human dimension in war. Any doctrine
which attempts to reduce warfare to ratios of forces, weapons,
and equipment neglects the impact of the human will on the
conduct of war and is therefore inherently flawed.

VIOLENCE AND DANGER

War is among the greatest horrors known to humanity; it
should never be romanticized. The means of war is force, ap-
plied in the form of organized violence. It is through the use of
violence, or the credible threat of violence, that we compel our
enemy to do our will. Violence is an essential element of war,
and its immediate result is bloodshed, destruction, and suffer-
ing. While the magnitude of violence may vary with the object
and means of war, the violent essence of war will never
change.8 Any study of war that neglects this basic truth is mis-
leading and incomplete.

Since war is a violent enterprise, danger is ever present.
Since war is a human phenomenon, fear, the human reaction to
danger, has a significant impact on the conduct of war. 
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Everybody feels fear. Fear contributes to the corrosion of will.
Leaders must foster the courage to overcome fear, both indi-
vidually and within the unit. Courage is not the absence of fear;
rather, it is the strength to overcome fear.9

Leaders must study fear, understand it, and be prepared to
cope with it. Courage and fear are often situational rather than
uniform, meaning that people experience them differently at
different times and in different situations. Like fear, courage
takes many forms, from a stoic courage born of reasoned cal-
culation to a fierce courage born of heightened emotion. Expe-
rience under fire generally increases confidence, as can realistic
training by lessening the mystique of combat. Strong leadership
which earns the respect and trust of subordinates can limit the
effects of fear. Leaders should develop unit cohesion and esprit
and the self-confidence of individuals within the unit. In this
environment, a Marine’s unwillingness to violate the respect
and trust of peers can overcome personal fear.

PHYSICAL, MORAL, AND MENTAL FORCES

War is characterized by the interaction of physical, moral, and
mental forces. The physical characteristics of war are generally
easily seen, understood, and measured: equipment capabilities, 
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supplies, physical objectives seized, force ratios, losses of 
matériel or life, terrain lost or gained, prisoners or matériel
captured. The moral characteristics are less tangible. (The term
“moral” as used here is not restricted to ethics, although ethics
are certainly included, but pertains to those forces of a psycho-
logical rather than tangible nature.)10  Moral forces are difficult
to grasp and impossible to quantify. We cannot easily gauge
forces like national and military resolve, national or individual
conscience, emotion, fear, courage, morale, leadership, or es-
prit. War also involves a significant mental, or intellectual,
component. Mental forces provide the ability to grasp complex
battlefield situations; to make effective estimates, calculations,
and decisions; to devise tactics and strategies; and to develop
plans.

Although material factors are more easily quantified, the
moral and mental forces exert a greater influence on the nature
and outcome of war.11 This is not to lessen the importance of
physical forces, for the physical forces in war can have a sig-
nificant impact on the others. For example, the greatest effect
of fires is generally not the amount of physical destruction they
cause, but the effect of that physical destruction on the enemy’s
moral strength.
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Because it is difficult to come to grips with moral and men-
tal forces, it is tempting to exclude them from our study of war.
However, any doctrine or theory of war that neglects these fac-
tors ignores the greater part of the nature of war.

THE EVOLUTION OF WAR

War is both timeless and ever changing. While the basic nature
of war is constant, the means and methods we use evolve con-
tinuously. Changes may be gradual in some cases and drastic
in others. Drastic changes in war are the result of developments
that dramatically upset the equilibrium of war such as the ri-
fled bore, mass conscription, and the railroad. 

One major catalyst of change is the advancement of technol-
ogy. As the hardware of war improves through technolo- gical
development, so must the tactical, operational, and strategic
usage adapt to its improved capabilities both to maximize our
own capabilities and to counteract our ene- my’s.

It is important to understand which aspects of war are likely
to change and which are not. We must stay abreast of the proc-
ess of change for the belligerent who first exploits a develop-
ment in the art and science of war gains a significant
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advantage. If we are ignorant of the changing face of war, we
will find ourselves unequal to its challenges.

THE SCIENCE, ART, AND DYNAMIC OF WAR

Various aspects of war fall principally in the realm of science,
which is the methodical application of the empirical laws of na-
ture. The science of war includes those activities directly sub-
ject to the laws of ballistics, mechanics, and like disciplines;
for example, the application of fires, the effects of weapons,
and the rates and methods of movement and resupply. How-
ever, science does not describe the whole phenomenon.

An even greater part of the conduct of war falls under the
realm of art, which is the employment of creative or intuitive
skills. Art includes the creative, situational application of sci-
entific knowledge through judgment and experience, and so the
art of war subsumes the science of war. The art of war requires
the intuitive ability to grasp the essence of a unique military
situation and the creative ability to devise a practical solution.
It involves conceiving strategies and tactics and developing
plans of action to suit a given situation. This still does not de-
scribe the whole phenomenon. Owing to the va- garies of hu-
man behavior and the countless other intangible factors which
influence war, there is far more to its conduct than can be ex-
plained by art and science. Art and science stop short of ex-
plaining the fundamental dynamic of war.
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As we have said, war is a social phenomenon. Its essential
dynamic is the dynamic of competitive human interaction
rather than the dynamic of art or science. Human beings in-
teract with each other in ways that are fundamentally different
from the way a scientist works with chemicals or formulas or
the way an artist works with paints or musical notes. It is be-
cause of this dynamic of human interaction that fortitude, per-
severance, boldness, esprit, and other traits not explainable by
art or science are so essential in war. We thus conclude that
the conduct of war is fundamentally a dynamic process of hu-
man competition requiring both the knowledge of science and
the creativity of art but driven ultimately by the power of hu-
man will.

CONCLUSION

At first glance, war seems a simple clash of interests. On closer
examination, it reveals its complexity and takes shape as one of
the most demanding and trying of human endeavors. War is an
extreme test of will. Friction, uncertainty, fluidity, disorder,
and danger are its essential features. War displays broad pat-
terns that can be represented as probabilities, yet it remains
fundamentally unpredictable. Each episode is the unique prod-
uct of myriad moral, mental, and physical forces. 
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Individual causes and their effects can rarely be isolated. Mi-
nor actions and random incidents can have disproportionately
large—even decisive—effects. While dependent on the laws of
science and the intuition and creativity of art, war takes its fun-
damental character from the dynamic of human interaction. 
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Chapter 2   

The Theory of War 

“The political object is the goal, war is the means of reaching
it, and the means can never be considered in isolation from
their purposes.”1

—Carl von Clausewitz

“Invincibility lies in the defense; the possibility of victory in
the attack. One defends when his strength is inadequate; he
attacks when it is abundant.”2 

—Sun Tzu

“Battles are won by slaughter and manoeuver. The greater
the general, the more he contributes in manoeuver, the less he
demands in slaughter.”3

—Winston Churchill





aving arrived at a common view of the nature of war,
we proceed to develop from it a theory of war. Our the-

ory of war will in turn be the foundation for the way we pre-
pare for and wage war.

WAR AS AN ACT OF POLICY

War is an extension of both policy and politics with the addi-
tion of military force.4  Policy and politics are related but not
synonymous, and it is important to understand war in both con-
texts. Politics refers to the distribution of power through dy-
namic interaction, both cooperative and competitive, while
policy refers to the conscious objectives established within the
political process. The policy aims that are the motive for any
group in war should also be the foremost determinants of its
conduct. The single most important thought to understand
about our theory is that war must serve policy. 
  

As the policy aims of war may vary from resistance against
aggression to the unconditional surrender of an enemy govern-
ment, so should the application of violence vary in accordance
with those aims. Of course, we may also have to adjust our
policy objectives to accommodate our chosen means. This
means that we must not establish goals outside our capabilities.
It is important to recognize that many political problems can-
not be solved by military means. Some can, but rarely as       

MCDP 1  The Theory of War

23

H



anticipated. War tends to take its own course as it unfolds. We
should recognize that war is not an inanimate instrument, but
an animate force which may likely have unintended conse-
quences that may change the political situation.

To say that war is an extension of politics and policy is not
to say that war is strictly a political phenomenon:  It also
contains social, cultural, psychological, and other elements.
These can also exert a strong influence on the conduct of war
as well as on war’s usefulness for solving political problems.

When the policy motive of war is extreme, such as the de-
struction of an enemy government, then war’s natural military
tendency toward destruction will coincide with the political
aim, and there will tend to be few political restrictions on the
military conduct of war. On the other hand, the more limited
the policy motive, the more the military tendency toward de-
struction may be at variance with that motive, and the more
likely political considerations will restrict the application of
military force.5  Commanders must recognize that since mili-
tary action must serve policy, these political restrictions on
military action may be perfectly correct. At the same time,
military leaders have a responsibility to advise the political
leadership when the limitations imposed on military action
jeopardize the military’s ability to accomplish its assigned mis-
sion. 

There are two ways to use military force to impose our will
on an enemy. The first is to make the enemy helpless to resist
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us by physically destroying his military capabilities. The aim is
the elimination, permanent or temporary, of the enemy’s mili-
tary power. This has historically been called a strategy of an-
nihilation, although it does not necessarily require the physical
annihilation of all military forces. Instead, it requires the en-
emy’s incapacitation as a viable military threat, and thus can
also be called a strategy of incapacitation.6  We use force in
this way when we seek an unlimited political objective, such as
the overthrow of the enemy leadership. We may also use this
strategy in pursuit of more limited political objectives if we be-
lieve the enemy will continue to resist as long as any means to
do so remain.

The second approach is to convince the enemy that accept-
ing our terms will be less painful than continuing to resist. This
is a strategy of erosion, using military force to erode the en-
emy leadership’s will.7 In such a strategy, we use military force
to raise the costs of resistance higher than the enemy is willing
to pay. We use force in this manner in pursuit of limited politi-
cal goals that we believe the enemy leadership will ultimately
be willing to accept.

MEANS IN WAR

At the highest level, war involves the use of all the elements of
power that one political group can bring to bear against
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another. These include, for example, economic, diplomatic,
military, and psychological forces. Our primary concern is
with the use of military force. Nevertheless, while we focus on
the use of military force, we must not consider it in isolation
from the other elements of national power. The use of military
force may take any number of forms from the mere deployment
of forces as a demonstration of resolve to the enforcement of a
negotiated truce to general warfare with sophisticated weap-
onry.

THE SPECTRUM OF CONFLICT

Conflict can take a wide range of forms constituting a spec-
trum which reflects the magnitude of violence involved. At one
end of the spectrum are those actions referred to as military op-
erations other than war in which the application of military
power is usually restrained and selective. Military operations
other than war encompass the use of a broad range of military
capabilities to deter war, resolve conflict, promote peace, and
support civil authorities. At the other end of the spectrum is
general war, a large-scale, sustained combat operation such as
global conflict between major powers. Where on the spectrum
to place a particular conflict depends on several factors.
Among them are policy objectives, available military means,
national will, and density of fighting forces or combat power
on the battlefield. In general, the greater this
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density, the more intense the conflict. Each conflict is not uni-
formly intense. As a result, we may witness relatively intense
actions within a military operation other than war or relatively
quiet sectors or phases in a major regional conflict or general
war.

Military operations other than war and small wars are more
probable than a major regional conflict or general war. Many
political groups simply do not possess the military means to
wage war at the high end of the spectrum. Many who fight a
technologically or numerically superior enemy may choose to
fight in a way that does not justify the enemy’s full use of that
superiority. Unless actual survival is at stake, political groups
are generally unwilling to accept the risks associated with gen-
eral war. However, a conflict’s intensity may change over time.
Belligerents may escalate the level of violence if the original
means do not achieve the desired results. Similarly, wars may
actually de-escalate over time; for example, after an initial
pulse of intense violence, the belligerents may continue to fight
on a lesser level, unable to sustain the initial level of intensity.

The Marine Corps, as the nation’s force-in-readiness, must
have the versatility and flexibility to deal with a situation at
any intensity across the entire spectrum of conflict. This is a
greater challenge than it may appear: Military operations other
than war and small wars are not simply lesser forms of general
war. A modern military force capable of waging a war against
a large conventional force may find itself
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ill-prepared for a “small” war against a lightly equipped guer-
rilla force.

LEVELS OF WAR

Activities in war take place at several interrelated levels which
form a hierarchy. These levels are the strategic, operational,
and tactical. (See figure 1.) 

The highest level is the strategic level.8  Activities at the
strategic level focus directly on policy objectives. Strategy ap-
plies to peace as well as war. We distinguish between national
strategy, which coordinates and focuses all the elements of na-
tional power to attain the policy objectives,9 and military strat-
egy, which is the application of military force to secure the
policy objectives.10 Military strategy thus is subordinate to na-
tional strategy. Military strategy can be thought of as the art of
winning wars and securing peace. Strategy involves establish-
ing goals, assigning forces, providing assets, and imposing
conditions on the use of force in theaters of war. Strategy de-
rived from political and policy objectives must be clearly un-
derstood to be the sole authoritative basis for all operations.

The lowest level is the tactical level.11  Tactics refers to the
concepts and methods used to accomplish a particular mission 
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in either combat or other military operations. In war, tactics fo-
cuses on the application of combat power to defeat an enemy
force in combat at a particular time and place. In noncombat
situations, tactics may include the schemes and methods by
which we perform other missions, such as enforcing order and
maintaining security during peacekeeping op- erations. We
normally think of tactics in terms of combat, and 
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in this context tactics can be thought of as the art and science
of winning engagements and battles. It includes the use of fire-
power and maneuver, the integration of different arms, and the
immediate exploitation of success to defeat the enemy. Included
within the tactical level of war is the performance of combat
service support functions such as resupply or maintenance. The
tactical level also includes the technical application of combat
power, which consists of those techniques and procedures for
accomplishing specific tasks within a tactical action. These in-
clude the call for fire, techniques of fire, the operation of weap-
ons and equipment, and tactical movement techniques. There is
a certain overlap between tactics and techniques. We make the
point only to draw the distinction between tactics, which re-
quires judgment and creativity, and techniques and procedures,
which generally involves repetitive routine. 

The operational level of war links the strategic and tacti-
cal levels. It is the use of tactical results to attain strategic
objectives.12 The operational level includes deciding when,
where, and under what conditions to engage the enemy in bat-
tle—and when, where, and under what conditions to refuse bat-
tle in support of higher aims. Actions at this level imply a
broader dimension of time and space than actions at the tactical
level. As strategy deals with winning wars and tactics with
winning battles and engagements, the operational level of war
is the art and science of winning campaigns. Its means are tac-
tical results, and its ends are the established strategic objec-
tives.
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  The distinctions between levels of war are rarely clearly de-
lineated in practice. They are to some extent only a matter of
scope and scale. Usually there is some amount of overlap as a
single commander may have responsibilities at more than one
level. As shown in figure 1, the overlap may be slight. This will
likely be the case in large-scale, conventional conflicts involv-
ing large military formations and multiple theaters. In such
cases, there are fairly distinct strategic, operational, and tacti-
cal domains, and most commanders will find their activities fo-
cused at one level or another. However, in other cases, the
levels of war may compress so that there is significant overlap,
as shown in figure 2. Especially in either a nuclear war or a
military operation other than war, a single commander may op-
erate at two or even three levels simultaneously. In a nuclear
war, strategic decisions about the direction of the war and tac-
tical decisions about the employment
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of weapons are essentially one and the same. In a military op-
eration other than war, even a small-unit leader, for example,
may find that “tactical” actions have direct strategic implica-
tions.

INITIATIVE AND RESPONSE

All actions in war, regardless of the level, are based upon ei-
ther taking the initiative or reacting in response to the op-
ponent. By taking the initiative, we dictate the terms of the
conflict and force the enemy to meet us on our terms. The
initiative allows us to pursue some positive aim even if only to
preempt an enemy initiative. It is through the initiative that we
seek to impose our will on the enemy. The initiative is clearly
the preferred form of action because only through the initiative
can we ultimately impose our will on the enemy. At least one
party to a conflict must take the initiative for without the desire
to impose upon the other, there would be no conflict. The
second party to a conflict must respond for without the desire
to resist, there again would be no conflict. If we cannot take the
initiative and the enemy does, we are compelled to respond in
order to counteract the enemy’s attempts. The response
generally has a negative aim, that of negating—blocking or
counterattacking—the enemy’s inten- tions. Like a counter-
punch in boxing, the response often has as its object seizing the
initiative from the opponent.
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The flux of war is a product of the continuous interaction
between initiative and response. We can imagine a conflict in
which both belligerents try to take the initiative simultane-
ously—as in a meeting engagement, for example. After the ini-
tial clash, one of them will gain the upper hand, and the other
will be compelled to respond—at least until able to wrestle the
initiative away from the other. Actions in war more or less re-
flect the constant imperative to seize and maintain the initia-
tive.

This discussion leads to a related pair of concepts:  the of-
fense and defense. The offense contributes striking power. We
normally associate the offense with initiative:  The most obvi-
ous way to seize and maintain the initiative is to strike first and
keep striking. The defense, on the other hand, contributes re-
sisting power, the ability to preserve and protect ourselves.
The defense generally has a negative aim, that of resisting the
enemy’s will.

The defense tends to be the more efficient form of war-
fare—meaning that it tends to expend less energy—which is
not the same as saying the defense is inherently the stronger
form of warfare. The relative advantages and disadvantages of
offense and defense are situationally dependent. Because we
typically think of the defense as waiting for the enemy to strike,
we often associate the defense with response rather than initia-
tive. This is not necessarily true. We do not necessarily assume
the defensive only out of weakness. For example, the defense
may confer the initiative if the enemy is 
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compelled to attack into the strength of our defense. Under
such conditions, we may have the positive aim of destroying
the enemy. Similarly, a defender waiting in ambush may have
the initiative if the enemy can be brought into the trap. The de-
fense may be another way of striking at the enemy. 

While opposing forms, the offense and defense are not mu-
tually exclusive. In fact, they cannot exist separately. For ex-
ample, the defense cannot be purely passive resistance. An
effective defense must assume an offensive character, striking
at the moment of the enemy’s greatest vulnerability. As
Clausewitz wrote, the defense is “not a simple shield, but a
shield made up of well-directed blows.”13 The truly decisive
element of the defense is the counterattack. Thus, the offense is
an integral component of the concept of the defense.

Similarly, the defense is an essential component of the of-
fense. The offense cannot sustain itself indefinitely. At some
times and places, it becomes necessary to halt the offense to re-
plenish, and the defense automatically takes over. Furthermore,
the requirement to concentrate forces for the offensive often ne-
cessitates assuming the defensive elsewhere. Therefore, out of
necessity, we must include defensive considerations as part of
our concept of the offense. 

This brings us to the concept of the culminating point,14

without which our understanding of the relationship between
the offense and defense would be incomplete. Not only can 
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the offense not sustain itself indefinitely, but also it generally
grows weaker as it advances. Certain moral factors, such as
morale or boldness, may increase with a successful attack, but
these very often cannot compensate for the physical losses in-
volved in sustaining an advance in the face of resistance. We
advance at a cost in lives, fuel, ammunition, and physical and
sometimes moral strength, and so the attack becomes weaker
over time. Enemy resistance, of course, is a major factor in the
dissipation of strength. Eventually, we reach the culminating
point at which we can no longer sustain the attack and must re-
vert to the defense. It is precisely at this point that the defensive
element of the offense is most vulnerable to the offensive ele-
ment of the defense, the counterattack.

We conclude that there exists no clear division between the
offense and defense. Our theory of war should not attempt to
impose one artificially. The offense and defense exist simulta-
neously as necessary components of each other, and the transi-
tion from one to the other is fluid and continuous. 

These relationships between initiative and response, offense
and defense, exist simultaneously at the various levels of war.
We may seize the initiative locally as part of a larger respon-
se—in a limited counterattack, for example. Likewise, we may
employ a tactical defense as part of an offensive campaign,
availing ourselves of the advantages of the defense tactically
while pursuing an operational offensive aim.
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STYLES OF WARFARE 

Styles in warfare can be described by their place on a spectrum
of attrition and maneuver.15  Warfare by attrition pursues vic-
tory through the cumulative destruction of the enemy’s material
assets by superior firepower. It is a direct approach to the con-
duct of war that sees war as a straightforward test of strength
and a matter principally of force ratios. An enemy is seen as a
collection of targets to be engaged and destroyed systemati-
cally. Enemy concentrations are sought out as the most worth-
while targets. The logical conclusion of attrition warfare is the
eventual physical destruction of the enemy’s entire arsenal, al-
though the expectation is that the enemy will surrender or dis-
engage before this happens out of unwillingness to bear the
rising cost. The focus is on the efficient application of fires,
leading to a highly proceduralized approach to war. Technical
proficiency—especially in weapons employment—matters
more than cunning or creativity.

Attrition warfare may recognize maneuver as an important
component but sees its purpose as merely to allow us to bring
our fires more efficiently to bear on the enemy. The attritionist
tends to gauge progress in quantitative terms: battle damage
assessments, “body counts,” and terrain captured. Results are
generally proportionate to efforts; greater expenditures net
greater results—that is, greater attrition. The desire for volume
and accuracy of fire tends to lead toward centralized control,
just as the emphasis on efficiency tends to lead to an 
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inward focus on procedures and techniques. Success depends
on an overall superiority in attritional capacity—that is, the
ability to inflict and absorb attrition. The greatest necessity for
success is numerical and material superiority. At the national
level, war becomes as much an industrial as a military prob-
lem. Historically, nations and militaries that perceived they
were numerically and technologically superior have often
adopted warfare by attrition.

Pure attrition warfare does not exist in practice, but exam-
ples of warfare with a high attrition content are plentiful:  the
operations of both sides on the Western Front of the First
World War; the French defensive tactics and operations against
the Germans in May 1940; the Allied campaign in Italy in
1943-1944; Eisenhower’s broad-front offensive in Europe after
Normandy in 1944; U.S. operations in Korea after 1950; and
most U.S. operations in the Vietnam War.

On the opposite end of the spectrum is warfare by maneuver
which stems from a desire to circumvent a problem and attack
it from a position of advantage rather than meet it straight on.
Rather than pursuing the cumulative destruction of every com-
ponent in the enemy arsenal, the goal is to attack the enemy
“system”—to incapacitate the enemy systemically. Enemy
components may remain untouched but cannot function as part
of a cohesive whole. Rather than being viewed as desirable tar-
gets, enemy concentrations are generally avoided as enemy
strengths. Instead of attacking enemy strength, the goal is the
application of our strength against selected enemy 
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weakness in order to maximize advantage. This tack requires
the ability to identify and exploit such weakness. Success de-
pends not so much on the efficient performance of procedures
and techniques, but on understanding the specific characteris-
tics of the enemy system. Maneuver relies on speed and sur-
prise for without either we cannot concentrate strength against
enemy weakness. Tempo is itself a weapon—often the most
important. Success by maneuver—unlike attrition—is often
disproportionate to the effort made. However, for exactly the
same reasons, maneuver incompetently applied carries with it a
greater chance for catastrophic failure. With attrition, potential
losses tend to be proportionate to risks incurred. 

Firepower and attrition are essential elements of warfare by
maneuver. In fact, at the critical point, where strength has been
focused against enemy vulnerability, attrition may be extreme
and may involve the outright annihilation of enemy elements.
Nonetheless, the object of such local attrition is not merely to
contribute incrementally to the overall wearing down of the en-
tire enemy force, but to eliminate a key element which inca-
pacitates the enemy systemically.
   

Like attrition warfare, maneuver warfare does not exist in
its theoretically pure form. Examples of warfare with a high
enough maneuver content that they can be considered maneu-
ver warfare include Allenby’s decisive campaign against the
Turks in Palestine in 1918; German Blitzkrieg operations of
1939-1941, most notably the invasion of France in 1940; the 
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failed Allied landing at Anzio in 1944, which was an effort to
avoid the attrition battles of the Italian theater; Patton’s break-
out from the Normandy beachhead in late 1944; MacArthur’s
Inchon campaign in 1950; and III Marine Amphibious Force’s
combined action program in Vietnam which attacked the Viet
Cong by eliminating their essential popular support base
through the pacification of rural villages. 

All warfare involves both maneuver and attrition in some
mix. The predominant style depends on a variety of factors, not
least of which are our own capabilities and the nature of the
enemy. Marine Corps doctrine today is based principally on
warfare by maneuver, as we will see in the fourth chapter,
“The Conduct of War.”

COMBAT POWER 

Combat power is the total destructive force we can bring to
bear on our enemy at a given time.16 Some factors in combat
power are quite tangible and easily measured such as superior
numbers, which Clausewitz called “the most common element
in victory.”17 Some may be less easily measured such as the ef-
fects of maneuver, tempo, or surprise; the advantages con-
ferred by geography or climate; the relative strengths of the
offense and defense; or the relative merits of striking the enemy
in the front, flanks, or rear. Some may be wholly
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intangible such as morale, fighting spirit, perseverance, or the
effects of leadership.

It is not our intent to try to list or categorize all the various
components of combat power, to index their relative values, or
to describe their combinations and variations; each combina-
tion is unique and temporary. Nor is it even desirable to be able
to do so, since this would lead us to a formulaic approach to
war. Our intent is merely to make the point that combat power
is the situationally dependent and unique product of a variety
of physical, moral, and mental factors.

SPEED AND FOCUS 

Of all the consistent patterns we can discern in war, there are
two concepts of universal significance in generating combat
power:  speed and focus.

Speed is rapidity of action. It applies to both time and space.
Speed over time is tempo—the consistent ability to operate
quickly.18 Speed over distance, or space, is the ability to move
rapidly. Both forms are genuine sources of combat power. In
other words, speed is a weapon. In war, it is relative speed that
matters rather than absolute speed. Superior speed allows us to
seize the initiative and dictate the terms of 
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action, forcing the enemy to react to us. Speed provides se-
curity. It is a prerequisite for maneuver and for surprise.
Moreover, speed is necessary in order to concentrate superior
strength at the decisive time and place. 

Since it is relative speed that matters, it follows that we
should take all measures to improve our own speed while de-
grading our enemy’s. However, experience shows that we can-
not sustain a high rate of speed indefinitely. As a result, a
pattern develops: fast, slow, fast again. A competitive rhythm
develops in combat with each belligerent trying to generate
speed when it is advantageous.
 

Focus is the convergence of effects in time and space on
some objective. It is the generation of superior combat power
at a particular time and place. Focus may achieve decisive lo-
cal superiority for a numerically inferior force. The willingness
to focus at the decisive place and time necessitates strict econ-
omy and the acceptance of risk elsewhere and at other times.
To devote means to unnecessary efforts or excessive means to
necessary secondary efforts violates the principle of focus and
is counterproductive to the true objective. Focus applies not
only to the conduct of war but also to the preparation for war.

Since war is fluid and opportunities are fleeting, focus ap-
plies to time as well as to space. We must focus effects not
only at the decisive location but also at the decisive moment. 
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We achieve focus through cooperation toward the accom-
plishment of the common purpose. This applies to all elements
of the force, and involves the coordination of ground combat,
aviation, and combat service support elements. 

The combination of speed and focus adds “punch” or “shock
effect” to our actions. It follows that we should strike  with the
greatest possible combination of speed and focus.

SURPRISE AND BOLDNESS

Two additional concepts are particularly useful in generating
combat power: surprise and boldness.

By surprise we mean a state of disorientation resulting from
an unexpected event that degrades the enemy’s ability to resist.
We achieve surprise by striking the enemy at a time or place or
in a manner for which the enemy is unprepared. It is not essen-
tial that we take the enemy unaware, but only that awareness
came too late to react effectively. The desire for surprise is
“more or less basic to all operations, for without it superiority
at the decisive point is hardly conceivable.”19 While a neces-
sary precondition of superiority, surprise is also a genuine
source of combat power in its own right because of its psycho-
logical effect. Surprise can decisively affect the outcome of
combat far beyond the physical means at hand.
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The advantage gained by surprise depends on the degree of
disorientation and the enemy’s ability to adjust and recover.
Surprise, if sufficiently harsh, can lead to shock, the total, if
temporary, inability to react. Surprise is based on speed,
stealth, ambiguity, and deception. It often means doing the
more difficult thing—taking a circuitous direction of attack, for
example—in the hope that the enemy will not expect it. In fact,
this is the genesis of maneuver—to circumvent the enemy’s
strength to strike at a weakness. 

While the element of surprise is often of decisive impor-
tance, we must realize that it is difficult to achieve and easy to
lose. Its advantages are only temporary and must be quickly
exploited. Friction, a dominant attribute of war, is the constant
enemy of surprise. We must also recognize that while surprise
is always desirable, the ability to achieve it does not depend
solely on our own efforts. Surprise is not what we do; it is the
enemy’s reaction to what we do. It depends at least as much on
our enemy’s susceptibility to surprise—his expectations and
preparedness. Our ability to achieve surprise thus rests on our
ability to appreciate and then exploit our enemy’s expectations.
Therefore, while surprise can be decisive, it is risky to depend
on it alone for the margin of victory. 

There are three basic ways to go about achieving surprise.
The first is through deception—to convince the enemy we are
going to do something other than what we are really going to
do in order to induce him to act in a manner prejudicial to his
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own interests. The intent is to give the enemy a clear picture of
the situation, but the wrong picture. The second way is through
ambiguity—to act in such a way that the enemy does not know
what to expect. Because he does not know what to expect, he
must prepare for numerous possibilities and cannot prepare
adequately for any one. The third is through stealth— to deny
the enemy any knowledge of impending action. The enemy is
not deceived or confused as to our intentions but is completely
ignorant of them. Of the three, deception generally offers the
greatest effects but is most difficult to achieve.

Boldness is a source of combat power in much the same way
that surprise is. Boldness is the characteristic of unhes- itat-
ingly exploiting the natural uncertainty of war to pursue major
results rather than marginal ones. According to Clausewitz,
boldness “must be granted a certain power over and above suc-
cessful calculations involving space, time, and magnitude of
forces, for wherever it is superior, it will take advantage of its
opponent’s weakness. In other words, it is a genuinely creative
force.”20 Boldness is superior to timidity in every instance al-
though boldness does not always equate to immediate aggres-
sive action. A nervy, calculating patience that allows the enemy
to commit himself irrevocably before we strike him can also be
a form of boldness. Boldness is based on strong situation
awareness:  We weigh the situation, then act. In other words,
boldness must be tempered with judgment lest it border on
recklessness. 
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There is a close connection between surprise and boldness.
The willingness to accept risks often necessary to achieve sur-
prise reflects boldness. Likewise, boldness contributes to
achieving surprise. After we weigh the situation, to take half
measures diminishes the effects of surprise. 

CENTERS OF GRAVITY AND CRITICAL
VULNERABILITIES 

It is not enough simply to generate superior combat power. We
can easily conceive of superior combat power dissipated over
several unrelated efforts or concentrated on some inconsequen-
tial object. To win, we must focus combat power toward a de-
cisive aim. There are two related concepts that help us to think
about this: centers of gravity and critical vulnerabilities.

Each belligerent is not a unitary force, but a complex system
consisting of numerous physical, moral, and mental compo-
nents as well as the relationships among them. The combina-
tion of these factors determines each belligerent’s unique
character. Some of these factors are more important than oth-
ers. Some may contribute only marginally to the belligerent’s
power, and their loss would not cause significant damage. Oth-
ers may be fundamental sources of capability.
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We ask ourselves: Which factors are critical to the enemy?
Which can the enemy not do without? Which, if eliminated,
will bend him most quickly to our will? These are centers of
gravity.21 Depending on the situation, centers of gravity may be
intangible characteristics such as resolve or morale. They may
be capabilities such as armored forces or aviation strength.
They may be localities such as a critical piece of terrain that
anchors an entire defensive system. They may be the relation-
ship between two or more components of the system such as
the cooperation between two arms, the relations in an alliance,
or the junction of two forces. In short, centers of gravity are
any important sources of strength. If they are friendly centers
of gravity, we want to protect them, and if they are enemy cen-
ters of gravity, we want to take them away. 

We want to attack the source of enemy strength, but we do
not want to attack directly into that strength. We obviously
stand a better chance of success by concentrating our strength
against some relative enemy weakness. So we also ask our-
selves: Where is the enemy vulnerable? In battlefield terms,
this means that we should generally avoid his front, where his
attention is focused and he is strongest, and seek out his flanks
and rear, where he does not expect us and where we can also
cause the greatest psychological damage. We should also strike
at a moment in time when he is vulnerable. 
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Of all the vulnerabilities we might choose to exploit, some
are more critical to the enemy than others. Some may contrib-
ute significantly to the enemy’s downfall while others may lead
only to minimal gains. Therefore, we should focus our efforts
against a critical vulnerability, a vulnerability that, if ex-
ploited, will do the most significant damage to the enemy’s
ability to resist us. 

We should try to understand the enemy system in terms of a
relatively few centers of gravity or critical vulnerabilities be-
cause this allows us to focus our own efforts. The more we can
narrow it down, the more easily we can focus. However, we
should recognize that most enemy systems will not have a sin-
gle center of gravity on which everything else depends, or if
they do, that center of gravity will be well protected. It will of-
ten be necessary to attack several lesser centers of gravity or
critical vulnerabilities simultaneously or in sequence to have
the desired effect. 

Center of gravity and critical vulnerability are complemen-
tary concepts. The former looks at the problem of how to at-
tack the enemy system from the perspective of seeking a source
of strength, the latter from the perspective of seeking weakness.
A critical vulnerability is a pathway to attacking a center of
gravity. Both have the same underlying purpose: to target our
actions in such a way as to have the greatest effect on the en-
emy.
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CREATING AND EXPLOITING OPPORTUNITY

This discussion leads us to a corollary thought: the importance
of creating and exploiting opportunity. In all cases, the com-
mander must be prepared to react to the unexpected and to ex-
ploit opportunities created by conditions which develop from
the initial action. When identification of enemy critical vulner-
abilities is particularly difficult, the commander may have no
choice but to exploit any and all vulnerabilities until action un-
covers a decisive opportunity. As the opposing wills interact,
they create various fleeting opportunities for either foe. Such
opportunities are often born of the fog and friction that is natu-
ral in war. They may be the result of our own actions, enemy
mistakes, or even chance. By exploiting opportunities, we cre-
ate in increasing numbers more opportunities for exploitation.
It is often the ability and the willingness to ruthlessly exploit
these opportunities that generate decisive results. The ability to
take advantage of opportunity is a function of speed, flexibil-
ity, boldness, and initiative.

CONCLUSION

The theory of war we have described provides the foundation
for the discussion of the conduct of war in the final chapter. All
acts of war are political acts, and so the conduct of war must
be made to support the aims of policy. War takes place 
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at several levels simultaneously, from the strategic direction of
the overall war effort to the tactical application of combat
power in battle. At the highest level, war involves the use of all
the elements of political power, of which military force is just
one. Action in war, at all levels, is the result of the interplay
between initiative and response with the object being to seize
and maintain the initiative. All warfare is based on concepts
such as speed, focus, surprise, and boldness. Success in war
depends on the ability to direct our efforts against criti- cal vul-
nerabilities or centers of gravity and to recognize and exploit
fleeting opportunities. As we will discuss, the warfighting doc-
trine we derive from our theory is one based on maneuver. 
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